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    3013: FEVER 
 
    Ten years ago, Commander Lucas Brighton left behind everything safe and familiar in hopes of outrunning his family’s legacy. For a while it worked. For a while, he was more than just the son of a killer or the heir to a pharmaceutical empire. Now, instead of his coveted command post on Alpha Station: X4, he spends his days in an underground lab failing to turn a bunch of magical flowers into an effective treatment for infertility.   
 
    When the king of the entire planet asks you to aid in the advancement of human medicine, you do it. For Jael Moonmist, that means leaving Xenthian for the first time in her long life and traveling across the galaxies to a strange, unknown world. Arriving at the front door of the hilltop mansion, she holds few expectations. Least of which is meeting her soulmate, then having him pass out before she can even introduce herself. 
 
    Their relationship gets off to a rocky start, but when a mishap in the lab leaves Jael suffering from a mysterious illness, Luke will do whatever it takes to save her. Even if that means abandoning everything and embarking on a frantic trek across the universe.  
 
    With the clock ticking, can he reach the antidote on Xenthian in time, or will he be forced to watch as his new mate is consumed by the fever?  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 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 
 
    “Fuck! Hellfire! Lemek! Damnation! Madittu!”  
 
    Commander Lucas Brighton didn’t know any Reema or Xenon curses, so he grumbled a couple more Earth expletives as he shoved away from the lab table. Then, he shouted some colorful, invented obscenities when his lev-chair went sailing backwards, spinning him in tight, fast circles before slamming into the adjacent table.  
 
    Apparently, he could add malfunctioning stabilizers to his list of everything else that was going wrong.  
 
    The table he’d just assaulted shuddered violently. Test tubes rattled in their casings. Data units flashed warnings that the centrifuges had been disrupted. A glass beaker fell to the floor and shattered, its contents exploding in a purple mushroom cloud like a tiny nuclear bomb.  
 
    It was, in a way, the perfect metaphor for his life.  
 
    One year. It had taken just one year for him to go from master of his own universe to whatever sub-basement resided beneath Hell.  
 
    Assignments on Alpha Station: X4 came few and far between, and things had been that way for as long as he could remember. Everyone from new officers to veteran commanders coveted a post on the space station. Maybe because there was always something going on, but rarely did it require Alliance involvement. 
 
    Visitors of every race and creed passed through X4, but it was the Krytos who made up the vast majority of the full-time residents. As such, most situations were dealt with swiftly and severely, well before any elite even heard of the problem. 
 
    A nice incentive, yes, but that hadn’t been his reason for desiring the command post. He’d wanted it because he’d earned it. He’d been offered the position based on his own merit, because he’d worked hard and followed the rules.  
 
    Not because the Hart name had been emblazoned across the top of it.  
 
    Not because the Regents had felt sorry for him because his other father had gone crazy and murdered his mother.  
 
    Although he’d been in his twenties and stationed at Fort Nacht by the time Derrek Brighton had died, Luke barely remembered the man. As a strike force leader, Derrek had always been off on one assignment or another. Once Luke had started at the Academy, there had sometimes been years in between when he would see his father.  
 
    Then, one day, Derrek had just snapped. More than a decade later, and still, no one knew why he’d pulled a blaster and fired it, killing three officers, his chosen, and seriously injuring his daughter. Some pointed to him being a Class-A Telepath as the cause. They theorized that hearing the thoughts of everyone around him for most of his life had driven him to insanity.  
 
    Luke didn’t buy it.  
 
    Not only had Cami inherited the gift, but she was far more powerful than their father had ever been, and as far as he knew, his sister didn’t harbor homicidal tendencies. Well, she threatened his life almost daily, but that didn’t count. Besides, he figured he probably deserved it.   
 
    A lot of people had failed Cami, himself included. The fact that she had turned out to be a well-adjusted, kind, vibrant woman was nothing short of a miracle.  
 
    “Here, try this one.”  
 
    Dragging himself out of the past, Luke blinked at his assistant. “Thanks, Nell.” After carefully levering himself out of the malfunctioning hover chair, he smiled and accepted the new one she pushed toward him. “Remind me to have someone come look at these damn things. That’s the third one to go this week.” 
 
    “I’ll make a note of it, sir.” She nodded once with enough force to make her blonde ponytail bounce and sway against the tops of her shoulders. “Will there be anything else?” 
 
    He grinned and shook his head. “How many times do I have to tell you to just call me Luke?” 
 
    Nell Everton had graduated from the Academy just three years ago, but her name was already known in select circles of the Alliance…and some outside of it. After the attack on Light City by the Tarin female Quilla Rego—which had resulted in the death of his only remaining parent, as well as countless others in the city—Luke had been damn fortunate that the young elite had agreed to come work with him. Especially since the attack had also required the closure of the Hart Pharmaceutical facilities, forcing them to work out of a lab in the basement of his house.  
 
     “I’m sorry. I’ll work on it, sir.” She winced, and a faint blush stained her cheeks. “Luke. Sorry.”   
 
    The scroll tattoo at the corner of Nell’s eye marked her as an elite as well as a fertile female, but she was no soldier. He’d always felt kind of bad for women like her. Without the structure and routine of a duty assignment, the transition out of the Academy had to be jarring, and maybe even a little frightening.  
 
    Despite her young age and inexperience, however, she was a brilliant scientist with keen instincts and an unsurpassed aptitude for complex equations. Most notably, and the thing that had drawn Luke’s attention, was her work on the Pursuance of Advancement in Continued Exploration project. 
 
    Colloquially known as PACE, its purpose was to extend the reach of the Alliance through a series of biotech enhancements. “The next step in human evolution,” they called it. The technology had originally been developed as a means to combat the Zyphir virus that had left so many of their females unable to conceive. When it had failed to produce results, however, the project had been scheduled for termination. 
 
    Until Nell came along.  
 
    She had theorized that while the biotech wouldn’t achieve its intended purpose, it could be reconfigured for other uses, namely a way for humans to exist in normally incompatible environments. The project was still in its testing phase, but from what he’d heard, the research was hopeful.  
 
    Still, Luke didn’t envy whoever had to eventually chuck themselves out of an airlock and just hope they didn’t implode.  
 
    “I have the reports that you asked for,” she added once she’d regained her composure. “Do you want them now, or should I send them to you to review later?” 
 
    Before he could answer, a series of beeps sounded from his wrist unit. “Hold that thought.” 
 
    Two taps of the screen sent the incoming vid-comm to a holographic projection on the nearest wall. In the next heartbeat, the familiar—though not entirely welcomed—sight of Regent Jax Spartan filled the display.  
 
    In typical Spartan form, the Regent didn’t even offer a greeting. “Progress report?” 
 
    “Nothing new since the last time you contacted me…three days ago.” 
 
    It wasn’t that he didn’t respect the position of authority. He just didn’t feel the need to hide his annoyance. 
 
    Born barely more than a year apart to wealthy, influential families, he and Jax had grown up together. They’d attended the Academy together, as well as various family functions they’d both loathed. So, while the guy might be a Regent now, he was Luke’s friend first and foremost. As such, until informed otherwise, he reserved the right to speak plainly while they were in private. 
 
    “Come on, Brighton.” His eyes narrowed, the irises darkening to the color of storm clouds as he huffed out a heavy sigh. “I need something to take back to the other regents.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you.” Moving closer to the display, Luke crossed his arms over his chest and shrugged. “It’s only been six weeks. It’s going to take more time.”  
 
    A lot more time. 
 
    After handing over control of X4 to the Krytos, and thus eliminating his command post on the station, the Council had offered to reassign him. Having already served his time on the outlying Earth bases, he’d been resistant, to say the least. Truth be told, he would rather take over one of the dilapidated Beta Stations than be stuck near the badlands again.  
 
    So, when Jax had offered an alternative—return to Light City and take over his father’s pharmaceutical company—he’d agreed with only minimal hesitation. It was, after all, the most logical choice, especially since it allowed him to keep his current rank. Plus, if he did what the Alliance wanted, he hoped it would lead to a new, desirable command assignment one day. 
 
    That, however, had been before he’d known about the so-called “miraculous” cure for infertility they wanted him to develop. It wasn’t that he questioned the magical flowers that came from the islands on Xenthian. He’d read all of Lieutenant Strong’s research. He’d even seen the remedy work with his own eyes.  
 
    Yet, it wasn’t as simple as the Council wanted to think.  
 
    A low rumble vibrated through Jax’s throat as he fell back in his chair and rubbed his temples. “What the fuck is the holdup?” 
 
    Ah, there was the Jax he knew and admired. Luke chuckled.  
 
    “Where would you like me to begin?” 
 
    For starters, while he had a decent knowledge of biochemistry, he was nowhere in the same league as his father. Canaan Hart had been a genius, which was why Hart Pharmaceuticals held the majority of the Alliance’s medical contracts. Luke, on the other hand, might be considered above average at best. Even with Nell’s considerable skills, they still hadn’t made any significant breakthroughs. 
 
    Then, there was the fever. 
 
    Elite females who had been given the biological enhancements showed no side effects from the petals. The problem was that most infertile women weren’t elites. They were regular citizens, even rebels, and without the alterations to their DNA, their bodies simply couldn’t tolerate the cure.  
 
    It started small—a headache, some muscle weakness. Then came the elevated heart rate, the nausea, and eventually the fever. The subjects’ core temperatures rose to a critical 104 degrees, essentially burning away any healing properties the petals contained. No one had died yet, but there had been more than one close call. 
 
    And he still couldn’t figure out why.  
 
    Any attempt to alter the flowers had resulted in nothing more than…well, dead flowers. Crushing the petals turned them to ash. Steaming or boiling them, turned them to wet ash. Trying to blend them with binders rendered them completely useless.  
 
    After weeks of getting nowhere, he finally had to admit there was no practical, scientific solution to a magical conundrum. He needed help. He needed magic.  
 
    After carefully explaining all of that to Jax, he concluded with, “We need a Xenon.” 
 
    Thankfully, Xenthian’s new queen—former Alliance Commander Ivy Dalton—would probably grant that one small request. 
 
    Having an ally who understood the problem, and who was in a position to do something about it, had been crucial to the project thus far. Despite his many failures, he doubted he’d even have anything to test without Ivy’s involvement. Once he was successful—and he would be—he would send her something nice to show his appreciation. Maybe a shipment of all her favorite Earth foods.  
 
    “That’s it?” Jax looked annoyed, but that wasn’t unusual. More like a constant state of being. 
 
    Luke shrugged again. “Well, that’s it for now. How soon do you think you can make that happen?” 
 
    The regent glared at him. “I’ll contact Vasera Blackthorn. I’ll let you know by the end of the day.” 
 
    He almost asked who Vasera Blackthorn was before he remembered that was Ivy’s new name. Stars, he couldn’t keep up with who was mated, bonded, or whatever these days, let alone their name changes. 
 
    At Jax’s continued glared, Luke smirked. “I’ll look forward to it. Have a good day, Regent.” 
 
    With that, he disconnected the vid-comm, laughing to himself as he imagined how the move had probably caused the vein in Jax’s forehead to throb violently. 
 
    The regent intimated the hell out of most elites, and with good reason. Of the three Spartan siblings, however, it was Talon that Luke made a point to never fuck with. Jax might be all fire and aggression, but at least he knew where he stood with him at any given moment.  
 
    Talon, on the other hand, never broadcasted his emotions. In fact, he didn’t say much at all, and Luke could never tell if the commander was pleased or quietly contemplating murder. It made him an effective strike force leader, but it also made him scary as fuck.  
 
    Then, there was Mya. She’d always been a sweet kid, and in a lot of ways, she reminded him of Cami. If she hadn’t carried the last name of Spartan for most of her life, he doubted anyone would guess she was related to her brothers.  
 
    Then again, she’d gone off and mated the Adaros on New Vega, so Luke might have to reevaluate her level of sanity as well.  
 
    “S—uh, Luke?”  
 
    “Oh, right.” Dragging his gaze away from the now blank wall, he looked over his shoulder, noticing for the first time the illuminated screen in Nell’s hand. “I’ll look at them now.” 
 
    “Luke?”  
 
    The intercom speakers crackled from the ceiling, distorting his sister’s voice. Something else he needed to have fixed.  
 
    Luke sighed. “Put them up on the screen,” he told his assistant, nodding at the wall as he spoke. Then, he inclined his head slightly and answered his sister. “What is it, Cami?”  
 
    “Is she here yet?” 
 
    Knowing she was probably watching him through the surveillance feed, he looked directly into the camera and rolled his eyes. “Cami, I’m in the basement. I’m pretty sure you’ll know when she arrives before I will.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” Even through the static of the speaker, her voice vibrated with excitement. “What I really meant is if you know when she’ll be here.” 
 
    “Sometime this morning,” he answered distractedly, trying to focus on the reports Nell had displayed for him. 
 
    “Well, it’s already after nine. Maybe you should come shower and change before she gets here.” 
 
    He loved his baby sister, and he was glad to have her home, even if only temporarily. Her constant need to mother him, however, was driving him crazy. 
 
    “I am not going to shower and change to meet your puppy!”  
 
    The piglet she’d brought back from Xenthian was bad enough. The thing was a damn menace, and for whatever unfathomable reason, Olive had decided he was her favorite human. He was just starting to get used to her, and now, he had to deal with a yapping, whining, shoe-eating fur ball that begged for food and couldn’t control its bladder.  
 
    “That’s just rude. What did Daisy ever do to you?” 
 
    Luke whipped back toward the camera. “Tell me you did not name that thing Daisy.” 
 
    “She is not a thing, and what’s wrong with Daisy? I think it’s cute.”  
 
    It was her puppy, so he supposed she could name it whatever the hell she wanted. There was just no way to sound angry when shouting about a freaking flower, and he had the sneaking suspicion he was going to be angry…a lot.   
 
    “When is the last time you showered?” 
 
    “I…uh…” 
 
    More nights than not, he ended up grabbing a couple of hours of sleep on the sofa in the lab’s corner office. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually slept in his own bed…or did more than splash water on his face. 
 
    Pinching his basic, white T-shirt between thumb and forefinger, he lifted it to his nose and sniffed. “Oh, that’s foul.” 
 
    He should probably apologize to Nell for that. He glanced up, intending to do just that, but kept his mouth shut when he found her jade eyes dancing with mirth. The women in his life were going to be the death of him.  
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Scratching the course growth of hair along his jaw, he frowned. Okay, so maybe some hovering was needed after all. In his defense, every waking hour had been consumed with trying to synthesize a magical cure. With the Alliance breathing down his neck, and everything going wrong, it hadn’t left much time for things like personal hygiene. 
 
    “Fine,” he conceded, his gaze flickering to the projection screen again. “Let me go over these reports first.” 
 
    “Coffee?” 
 
    Luke smiled. She knew him so well. “That would be awesome, chipmunk.” 
 
    “No problem. Oh, and Luke?” 
 
    At the same moment, the lift doors in the far corner opened, and Cami’s mate, Tariq stepped into the lab. “Luke?” 
 
    From behind him, Nell cleared her throat. “Uh, Luke?” 
 
    Then, an altogether different voice boomed from the speakers. “Brighton.” 
 
    Irritated beyond rationality, Luke spun around with a sharp glare as he shouted, “What?” 
 
    From the projection screen, Jax arched a single eyebrow at him. Apparently, Luke had forgotten to disconnect it from his wrist unit. Just fucking great. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered as he combed his fingers through his messy hair. “What can I do for you, Regent Spartan?” 
 
    Jax’s lips twitched, a minute movement that might have gone unnoticed if his face hadn’t been taking up half the wall. “I talked to Ivy. They’re sending someone.” 
 
    It was the best—strike that—it was the only good news he’d received in weeks. “That was fast. Who are they sending? How soon will they be here?” 
 
    “No clue, and I don’t know. Ivy will contact you later.”  
 
    Then, the screen flashed, and he was gone, leaving only the data reports from Luke and Nell’s latest experiment.  
 
    “A Xenon is coming here?” Cami sounded more excited about the prospect than she did about her new flower puppy. “Who? When?” 
 
    Obviously, she’d been listening in, and she knew exactly the same amount of information he did.  
 
    “Tomorrow,” he answered sarcastically. 
 
    “But Regent Spartan said…oh. Right.” A brief pause, then, “Hey, did Tariq find you?” 
 
    He hadn’t realized he was lost and needed finding. “Yeah, he found me.” 
 
    He watched the Helios approach with no small amount of trepidation. Tariq never ventured into the lab, which meant that whatever he had to say, Luke wasn’t going to like it. 
 
    “Can you shut that off?” Tariq spoke quietly as he glanced heavenward, his amber eyes zeroing in on the speaker directly above them. “And the vid feed?” 
 
    “Sure, but she’s not going to like it.” The small fact probably gave him more pleasure than it should have as he used his wrist until to disable the comm systems in the entire lab. “Okay, all clear.” 
 
    “Cami’s birthday is coming up soon.” 
 
    Okay, not what he was expecting. “What about it?” 
 
    “I’d like to have a celebration for her. She told me soon after we met that she hasn’t had a birthday party since she was fourteen.” A low, menacing growl rolled up from his chest, and his upper lip curled on one side to reveal a long, sharp canine. “I think it’s time we change that.” 
 
    Guilt hit Luke in the gut like a wrecking ball. Guilt, because he was partly to blame for her lack of social engagements for the last decade. Guilt, because Tariq had thought to celebrate her upcoming birthday, while he’d barely remembered the day was so close. Guilt, because he should have done more to protect her…from both of their fathers. 
 
    “Nell, can you give us a minute?” 
 
    “Of course.” She flicked her finger over the screen in her hand, closing the projection on the wall. “I’ll just be in the office.” 
 
    Luke watched her walk away until he was sure she was out of earshot, then turned back to his sister’s mate. “I think that’s a great idea. She, uh, she doesn’t have a lot of friends in Light City.” His throat tightened with emotion, forcing him to clear it before he could continue. “I know some people who would love to meet her, though.” 
 
    “That’s a good start,” Tariq allowed. “I was thinking I’d ask Cyrin to make her a cake.” 
 
    He nodded his approval. The Krytos hybrid ran the best bakery in the city, maybe the entire quadrant. It might have been because all of her creations were made the old-fashioned way—by hand with real ingredients that probably cost her a small fortune. Whatever the secret, her cupcakes were simply divine.  
 
    “Tell me what you need me to do.” It wasn’t an offer he made to just anyone, but no one deserved to be celebrated more than his sister. 
 
    “Invite those people you mentioned. I’ll also need you to get her out of the house the day of the party.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    “And stop being a dick about the puppy.” 
 
    “Fine.” That didn’t mean he had to like it, but he could refrain from being openly averse to the idea of having the little beast in the house. “Just keep it out of my room.” 
 
    “That’s going to be kind of difficult.” Tariq laughed so hard his entire frame shook. 
 
    Luke really didn’t get the joke. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “That’s the other reason I came down here.” The shifter barely got the whole sentence out through his chuckles. “She didn’t want me to tell you, but I thought it was only fair to warn you.” 
 
    A heavy feeling started in Luke’s chest and quickly sank to his gut, making him a little queasy. “Warn me about what? What did she do?” 
 
    It took several seconds for Tariq to stop laughing long enough to speak again. “The puppy is for you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    “I don’t like this.”  
 
    “Yes, I’m aware, brother.” Standing just beyond the sliding doors of the Visitors Center in Earth’s Capital city, Jaelasah Moonmist adjusted the satchel draped over her shoulder and sighed. “You’ve said so many, many times.” 
 
    Xi straightened the sleeves of his jade-green tunic, then smoothed his long, dark hair back from his face with a huff. Maybe he’d finally realized it wouldn’t do him any good to argue, because he didn’t comment further.  
 
    When the king had first asked to meet with her, she’d been nearly sick with nerves. After all, it wasn’t every day that the ruler of the entire planet requested an audience with someone like her. Every terrible thing she’d ever done in her three thousand and twenty-four years of existence had skipped through her mind, right down to the smallest of infractions.  
 
    Logically, she’d known Vasili Blackthorn didn’t care that she’d picked flowers from her neighbor’s garden when she’d been seven. Anxiety and logic, however, made fairly poor bedfellows. 
 
    So, she’d stood before him—hands clenched, knees shaking, stomach threatening to expel her breakfast—and prayed to the ancestors that no matter what she’d done wrong, he would be lenient with her. Instead of leveling accusations or interrogating her, however, the king had asked for her assistance. 
 
    The freaking king had asked for her help. She still couldn’t believe it.  
 
    It had taken only hours to gather her things in preparation for the journey to Earth, but another two days to convince her siblings she wasn’t a child who needed their permission to go. She still wasn’t sure that she’d won that fight since her sister and brothers had only conceded once Vasere Lynx Snowden had suggested one of them accompany her. 
 
    Jael didn’t like it, but she recognized that it could have been worse. Syrie and Osian could have insisted on making the trip with them as well. She’d managed to survive for over three millennia without their constant supervision, but apparently, that didn’t matter. Knowing their pushiness came from a desire to keep her safe, she tried not to let it irritate her, but being the baby sister of three overprotective sentries definitely had its drawbacks.  
 
    After seemingly endless arguments between her siblings over who would make the trip with her, they’d concluded that, as the oldest, it should be Xi. She’d been surprised by their decision, but she hadn’t said anything.  
 
    She loved all of her siblings equally, but Xi wouldn’t have been her first choice. He was a good brother and a skilled sentry, but he was also the most rigid of the group, the most resistant to change. He didn’t even like leaving the Southern Isle, yet he was going to travel across the galaxies to an unknown planet with her.  
 
    It made very little sense.  
 
    One sleepless night, three lectures, and about a dozen deep breaths later, however, she had finally found herself aboard the Radiance—the royal ship of the Southern Isle—bound for Earth.  
 
    During the weeks it had taken to reach their destination, she’d tried in vain to find any information she could about the planet. Most of what she’d read in the Xenthian archives had been outdated, gathered before war had ravaged the humans and their home. Even when she had located something relevant, it was often laced with more opinions than facts.  
 
    Thankfully, Vasera Blackthorn had been granted permission to give her access to the Alliance’s public archives. For the last three days of their journey, Jael hadn’t slept. She’d barely eaten. Every waking moment had been spent pouring over the fascinating account of Earth’s history. There had even been data included about the other known races, many of whom called Earth home, and she’d absorbed every new detail with greedy enthusiasm.  
 
    Despite her hours and hours of research, she still hadn’t been prepared for her first glimpse of the planet. 
 
    The sky was blue instead of green. The grass was green instead of blue. The sun cast a golden hue on everything, and it was Earth’s moon that shone silver, but only during the nighttime hours. The sand had no color at all, and the vast sea was a terrible mixture of blue and brown. Worse, it seemed everything in the Capital was made of either metal or enormous slabs of smooth stone.  
 
    And, yet, she was absolutely enchanted.  
 
    Like all Xenon—apart from the ruling families—she’d never ventured away from her home world. The king could have sent her to a mining colony on an asteroid, and she’d have been just as excited for the opportunity to travel the stars. 
 
    “It’s very exciting to be here. Don’t you think so?” 
 
    “Indeed.” He didn’t sound as if he meant it, but he wasn’t scowling at her anymore, either. “Vasera Blackthorn insists that we try something called a taco,” he commented absently. “Where do you think we would find such a thing?” 
 
    Jael shrugged. Her research on Earth food had pertained mostly to agriculture, and she hadn’t come across anything called a “taco.” If the queen wanted them to try one, though, she’d do her best to find it.  
 
    “Perhaps Commander Brighton will know. We can ask when we meet him.” 
 
    She knew little about the male other than he was heading the project to cure human infertility. That, and well, the fact that he had the most intense blue eyes she’d ever seen. Even from his photograph, those sapphire irises had seemed to look right into her soul. He was handsome, startling so, with chiseled features and hair as dark as her own, only considerably shorter.  
 
    But…those eyes. 
 
    Jael sighed. 
 
    Immediately, the frown returned to Xi’s lips, and he sidestepped, moving closer to her. “Why are you making that expression?”  
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” She adjusted the strap of her bag again, showing far more interest in the material than it warranted. “This is how my face always looks.” 
 
    “Are you ill?” His right hand landed heavily on her forehead. “You aren’t feverish.” 
 
    Batting his hand away, she huffed with impatience and stepped out of his reach. “I’m perfectly well, thank you.” 
 
    He tried to reach for her again but stopped when she glared at him. “Perhaps you should stay and rest.” 
 
    By the ancestors, he was making her crazy.  
 
    “Xi, stop it. There’s nothing wrong with me.” No way in the stars could she tell him what was really on her mind. He’d have them back on the Radiance and halfway home before she could even blink. “I’m just anxious to reach our destination and begin work.” 
 
    Xi stared at her for a long time, clearly unconvinced, but he finally relaxed his posture and sighed. “Where is that, anyway?” 
 
    Grateful to have avoided further interrogation, she offered him a bright smile. “A laboratory in the City of Light.” 
 
    “Light City,” Xi corrected. “They call it Light City.” 
 
    Just like that, her good mood dimmed once more, and she narrowed her eyes again. “If you knew that, then why did you even ask?” 
 
    Ignoring her inquiry, he made a big production of looking up and down the street before turning back to her with an arched brow. “How do you purpose we get there?” 
 
    As the first Xenon visitors to the planet, they had been greeted by several regents and commanders upon docking. The most notable, a charming female by the name of Regent Adira Singer.  
 
    Of course, Earth’s governing officials couldn’t be expected to escort them everywhere they went. Instead, they had been assigned a liaison officer who would guide them to the next city and answer any questions they might have.  
 
    “The liaison officer will be here soon.” Jael resisted the urge to stick her tongue out or kick her brother in the knee, but only just. He knew the details of the plan as well as she did, and he was being purposely obtuse. 
 
    “So, where is this officer?” he demanded, his tone, as well as his body language, filled with impatience. 
 
    “She’ll be here.” 
 
    His snort said it all, but that didn’t stop him from adding, “I guess it’s too much to ask for humans to be punctual.” 
 
    Closing her eyes, Jael inhaled deeply several times, waiting until she could speak without yelling before focusing on her brother again. “She. Will. Be. Here.” By the ancestors, he could be insufferable at times. “It’s not her fault that you insisted we awake with the sun.” With a heavy sigh and a shake of her head, she turned away. “I wish you would at least try to enjoy yourself.”  
 
    She really didn’t understand how he could be so miserable in such an incredible place. Other than Vasera Blackthorn, she had never actually met anyone from another race before. Now, there she stood, surrounded by beings of every size, shape, color, and ability.  
 
    Obviously, humans comprised the majority of those who littered the walkways, but she also recognized a Tarin warrior and a Krytos trio. The Helios were a little harder to separate from the humans, at least from a distance, but she thought the two females in the courtyard of the Visitors Center were members of the shifter race.  
 
    A passing D’Aire couple smiled and nodded, and they were just as fair and majestic as she’d imagined. Although, she felt a small twinge of disappointment that both had their wings sheathed.  
 
    As mesmerized as she was by the other races, passersby appeared just as intrigued by her and Xi. She supposed it was to be expected, but it made her uncomfortable to be the focus of their attention, especially when the strange lizard people across the street kept shooting furtive glances their way.  
 
    “Those are the Roamers?” She didn’t point, but she did incline her head toward the group as she glanced up at her brother. 
 
    “Good morning,” a cheery voice called from behind them, interrupting anything Xi might have said. 
 
    Turning, Jael watched as a human female dressed in an Alliance uniform strolled forward from the doors of the Visitors Center to greet them. A mane of wild, ebony curls bounced around the officer’s face with every step, and her warm, tawny eyes crinkled at the corners when she smiled.  
 
    Blindingly white teeth showed through her parted lips, their brightness subtly enhanced by the officer’s flawless, brown skin. The golden undertones of her complexion practically glowed in the morning sunlight, and Jael felt a pang of envy when she glanced down at her own pale arm. 
 
    “Reema,” the officer stated once she reached them. Her gaze darted across the street, then back to Jael. “Those are Reema.” 
 
    “I don’t like them,” Xi answered, sparing the female only a brief glance. 
 
    “Not many do, but they’re essentially harmless. Liaison Officer Vada Carlisle.” With another bright smile, she extended her right arm, her hand outstretched toward Jael. “I hope you haven’t been waiting long. There was an issue with a group of visiting Helios that took longer than expected this morning.” 
 
    Jael nodded at the female’s words, even as she stared at her proffered hand with a slight frown. It was a lovely appendage with long, elegant fingers and short, clean nails. She just didn’t have any idea why the female was showing it to her.  
 
    After a moment of hesitation, the officer dropped her hand back to her side. “I apologize. We don’t have much information about your customs yet. Maybe you could show me a traditional greeting on Xenthian.” 
 
    Understanding dawned, wiping away the scowl on Jael’s lips. With her hands folded together just below her navel, she dipped her head slightly. “Jael Moonmist of the Southern Isle.” 
 
    Immediately, Vada copied the pose and lowered her head a couple of inches. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Then, she angled her slender body toward Xi and repeated the gesture. “You must be Sentry Moonmist. Welcome to Earth.” 
 
    Xi made a sound in the back of his throat, part growl, part grunt, and lowered his head a fraction.  
 
    Embarrassed by her brother’s rudeness, Jael groaned under her breath. “Please forgive him. He’s unhappy to be so far from home.” 
 
    “I can understand that.” Vada’s smile never wavered. “I don’t travel much myself. I’m perfectly happy with my feet right here on the ground.” She tapped her booted foot on the stone pathway a couple of times for emphasis. “Now that introductions are out of the way, we should probably get moving.” 
 
    “Of course.” Jael narrowed her eyes at her brother. “You remember the rules?” 
 
    Before leaving Xenthian, Vasili Blackthorn had given them a list of protocols to follow while on Earth. Although humans weren’t completely ignorant of magic because of their alliance with the Dragon Warriors, the Xenon were, as of yet, an unknown. The king had warned them that any use of magic could be seen as a threat. Therefore, as representatives of their entire race, it was important that they conduct themselves with grace, dignity, and restraint.  
 
    So far, Xi was failing on all three counts. 
 
    “No magic against others unless absolutely necessary,” he recited. “No violence. No teleporting in public places.” Smoothing his long hair back from his face, he pierced her with his stormy gray eyes and added, “No fun.” 
 
    Jael lowered her head and sighed. She doubted her brother even knew the meaning of the word.  
 
    Vada, however, laughed, the sound loud and jubilant as it echoed down the street. “I like you, Xi.”  
 
    He didn’t respond verbally, but the hard lines of his face softened marginally, and a little warmth seeped into his expression when he nodded.  
 
    Vada looked as if she wanted to say more, but she shook her head and diverted her attention to an unpiloted shuttle that came to a stop on the curb beside them. “Okay,” she announced, waving her hand toward the transport with a flourish. “Let’s get you where you’re going.” 
 
    Despite the uninspired view of nothing more than towering buildings, the ride through the city was pleasant. Vada kept up a continuous stream of monologue, pausing only to point out various places of interest. There was something called a “museum” with circular columns made of white stone. Another place Vada referred to as a “bar.” A building which apparently grew plants. One where humans…designed hair? That one was particularly puzzling.  
 
    The last place they passed was a theater, a term Jael finally understood. It was a lot smaller than the amphitheaters on Xenthian, but still, she imagined they served the same purpose. She made a mental note to research “popcorn” later. 
 
    As the shuttle departed the gleaming urban areas and ventured out over a vast lake, Jael settled back in her seat and smiled. The water and sky might be a different color, but the view from the window was familiar. It was one she’d seen thousands of times back home, and she found the ripple of the waves and the glint of the sun oddly comforting.  
 
    Unfortunately, that part of their journey didn’t last long, and all too soon, they were flying through another city made of metal and glass.  
 
    Jael frowned. “Are we here already?”  
 
    “Welcome to Light City,” Vada answered.  
 
    Even as she spoke, the shuttle began to slow, coming to a full stop only seconds later in front of what could only be described as an ivory castle. Jael would have applauded the efficiency of Earth’s transportation systems, but she was too busy gaping at the spectacle beyond the port windows of the shuttle. There had to be a mistake. That couldn’t be the place she would call home for the next few weeks. 
 
    Perched atop a grassy hill, the structure stood sentry over another vast lake, its immensity casting a wide shadow across the sunlit waters. Stars, it was huge. The Emerald Palace—the Southern Isle’s royal residence—would fit inside the structure twice. Even the king’s citadel was only slightly larger than the building these humans called a house.  
 
    Exiting the shuttle behind Vada, she couldn’t help but ask, “How many people live here?” 
 
    “Full-time?” Vada looked over her shoulder and shrugged. “Just Commander Brighton, I believe. Maybe a few household staff members.” 
 
    “Is he royalty?” It hadn’t said so in her research, but it was the only reason she could think of that he’d need such an opulent residence. 
 
    Vada laughed at that. “No, not royalty. Far from it.” 
 
    Exiting the transport last, Xi rose to his full height and tilted his head back, staring up at the pinnacle of the building. He didn’t speak, but the disdain etched into his features said it all. This time, Jael couldn’t disagree with him. Such a large house for only one person felt so…wasteful. 
 
    Leading them up the steps and across the terrace, Vada stopped in front of the towering double doors with their intricate, stained-glass windows. With the heel of her hand, she pushed a button set into a chrome panel, then took a measured step back.  
 
    Jael followed suit, pulling Xi back with her by his elbow. The purpose of the move eluded her, but until she understood human customs better, she felt it best to mirror their behaviors.  
 
    As if sensing her confusion, Vada pointed to the upper corner of the doorway. “There’s a camera there, so Commander Brighton can see us.” 
 
    “Oh,” was all Jael could say. On Xenthian, they had attendants and sentries for such purposes, but she could see how it would be useful.  
 
    Apparently, Xi was thinking along similar lines, because with a curl of his upper lip, he added, “Humans and their technology.”  
 
    If Vada was offended by his comment, she didn’t show it. Smiling, she lifted one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug and chuckled. “Since we have no magic, it does make life a lot easier.” 
 
    Jael, on the other hand, was fed up with her brother’s attitude. Growling under her breath, she pulled her arm back to elbow him in the ribs and was immensely satisfied with the grunt she received in return. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” he demanded as he rubbed his side. 
 
    Stepping back so she could see him properly, she crossed her arms and glared. “You’re being a…a—” What did humans say? “—a whole ass!” 
 
    To her left, Vada snorted. “I think you mean asshole, but close enough.” 
 
    Jael nodded at the officer. “Yes. That. Thank you.” Then, she turned back to her brother and jabbed her index finger against his chest. “Stop being an asshole! I am so under it!” 
 
    “Over it,” Vada muttered. 
 
    “Over it!” Jael shouted. “I’m over it!” 
 
    To her utter annoyance, Xi smirked. “It’s difficult to take you seriously when you repeatedly misuse phrases you don’t understand.” 
 
    A red haze blurred her vision. Her pulse sped to dangerous speeds. She wasn’t normally prone to violence, but right then, she was seriously reconsidering her stance on it. 
 
    “Son of a fuck!” 
 
    “Bitch,” Vada supplied helpfully. 
 
    “Mother shit!” 
 
    “Fucker,” Vada corrected.  
 
    “You stupid, overgrown, colossal ass jacket!” 
 
    “Uh…jackass?” It was hard to understand the officer through her laughter. “Maybe asshat? I don’t know. I kind of like ass jacket.” 
 
    Xi rolled his eyes. “Stop cursing. It doesn’t suit you, and you sound ridiculous.” 
 
    Fury and frustration overwhelmed her, sizzling through her veins like an electrical current. Fine. If that was how he wanted it. She had no problem using a language he would have no problem understanding.  
 
    With a vicious grin, she held her hands out to her sides and chanted. Her words came quickly, tumbling one over the other, and the markings on her skin pulsed with translucent blue light as two, small whirlpools began to form in her palms. 
 
    “Jael,” Xi warned as he retreated toward the doors. “Stop overreacting. Remember, no violence.” 
 
    “Oh, this isn’t violent.” The water continued to gather in her palms, the pools growing larger, swirling faster. “Yet.” 
 
    “Don’t do it, little sister.” When she took a step toward him, he pulled his shoulders back and growled at her. “I swear to the ancestors—” 
 
    Jael threw her arms forward, ending his threat by hitting him directly in the chest with the tiny hurricanes she had created. He stumbled back, coughing and cursing as he slammed into the nearest door with enough force to rattle the colorful glass. Clear droplets clung to his eyelashes, dripped from the ends of his hair, and ran in rivulets down the sharp planes of his face.  
 
    His complexion mottled with anger, and the vein near his temple throbbed visibly as his hands clenched at his sides. Roaring her name, he took a menacing step forward, but Jael was ready for him. A twist of her wrist and a few murmured words sent a magical gust of wind sweeping across the terrace to lift him off his feet, then drop him on his ass with a heavy thud. 
 
    “Wow,” Vada said casually, “you guys take sibling rivalry to a whole new level.” 
 
    Jael was still trying to decide what else she could hit Xi with when the double doors swung inward, seemingly of their own accord. Struck with panic, she quickly used another spell to dry her brother from head to toe, then grabbed his elbow and jerked hard. 
 
    “Get up!” she hissed. “Hurry.” Digging her fingers into his arm, she pulled more insistently. “Get up, Xi. Please!”  
 
    Rage still burned in his eyes with the intensity of a thousand suns, but thankfully, he did as she demanded and climbed to his feet. Smoothing his hair back, he took his place by her side, then cleared the puddles of water from the porch just as the commander stepped into the doorway.  
 
    “Hey.” If he found anything amiss, it didn’t show in his expression. “I’m Commander Lucas Brighton, but you can call me Luke.”  
 
    Jael inhaled sharply. Ancestors save me. 
 
    The male’s dark locks stuck out in disarray, and the short hair that covered his jaw made her want to reach out and stroke his face. She’d thought him handsome in his photograph, but the image had been a dismal comparison to seeing the real thing.  
 
    No picture could capture the warmth in his smile or the tiny flecks of green in his sapphire eyes. Stars above, those eyes were even more dazzling in person, and when he turned them on her, she suddenly forgot how to breathe. 
 
    “I…are you…” Crossing the threshold, Luke took a few tentative steps toward her, then stopped and tilted his head. “I’m sorry, but I feel like I know you. Jael, right?” 
 
    The way he said her name made it sound more like “jail,” but she couldn’t have cared less. Her heart hammered painfully against her ribs. Her mouth turned as dry as the deserts on the Western Isle. A soft flutter started in her stomach, then spread until her entire body vibrated with energy. 
 
    “Jai-elle,” she croaked, emphasizing the correct pronunciation. “Jael Moonmist.” 
 
    “Jael,” he repeated as he moved closer, extending his hand toward her. 
 
    The world around her blurred and dimmed, bringing only the commander into focus, and she took a step or two of her own, meeting him in the middle of the porch. Their gazes met, held, and in that moment, nothing else existed.  
 
    “You’re sure we haven’t met before?” he asked, and the cadence of that deep baritone only pulled her deeper under his spell. “You seem so familiar.” 
 
    “We haven’t met.” Trembling, she reached out, placing her hand in his upturned palm. “Not in this life.” 
 
    The instant their hands touched, Jael gasped and stiffened as every nerve ending in her body came alive. Pure, intoxicating magic coursed through her, and the raw power of it had her struggling to remain on her feet.  
 
    Threads of fate wound together, twisting and twirling, binding them, connecting them in ways that went beyond mere physical contact. There were so many things she wanted to say. So many questions she wanted to ask. When she opened her mouth to speak, however, only one word felt important enough to be said aloud. 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    Then reality came crashing back in vivid clarity when Luke’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he collapsed to the terrace with a heavy thud.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Of all the ways Jael had pictured meeting her soulmate, watching him crumple into an unconscious heap hadn’t been one of them.  
 
    “Luke?” Dropping to her knees, she touched his pale face and neck, checking for signs of life. “Luke!” A sigh of relief spilled through her lips when he groaned and turned into her hand. “Thank the ancestors.” She glanced from Xi to Vada, then nodded. “He’s okay.” 
 
    Xi said nothing. 
 
    Vada, however, loosed a string of expletives as she began frantically tapping at the device wrapped around her forearm. “He needs a medic.” 
 
    Deftly, Xi reached over and covered both her hand and the device. “That won’t be necessary. He doesn’t need medical attention.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Xi shook his head, his expression pinched. “Trust me, female. There is nothing your human healers can do for him.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” she practically screeched, her high-pitched tone startling a flock of birds into flight from nearby tree. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “Luke, what’s taking so long?” Footsteps from within the house grew louder and more hurried until a petite female with flowing raven hair appeared in the open doorway. “Luke! Oh, my stars!” Falling to the wooden porch beside Jael, she patted the male’s face, then grabbed his shoulders to shake him. “What happened? What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    Jealousy, swift and hot, came over Jael, and it took every ounce of restraint she possessed not to use her magic to knock the female back. “Who are you?” she demanded. “How do you know Luke?” 
 
    “Cami,” the female answered distractedly as she continued to fuss over the commander. “Luke is my brother.” Finally, she lifted her head, her gray eyes big and searching. “What happened to him?” 
 
    Jael’s anger cooled and dissipated as quickly as it had come, and she lowered her head in contrition. “I’m not sure. We touched hands, and he just collapsed.” Sitting back on her heels, she took Luke’s hand and cradled it between both of her own. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    More footsteps came from inside the home, these heavy and purposeful. As they neared, Jael felt a ripple of magic in the air. It was faint, barely detectable and not nearly as powerful as her or her brother, but there, nonetheless.  
 
    Xi tensed, his hand going to the dagger on his belt. 
 
     “Cami? Angel, what’s going—oh.” Standing inside the doorway, another male, this one with honeyed hair and pointed fangs, stared down at them. “Well, it’s never boring around here.” His strange, amber eyes darted to Xi, to the hand on the hilt of his dagger, and he arched one, golden brow. “I wouldn’t do that, friend. It won’t end well.” 
 
    “Someone tell me what the fuck is going on!” Vada yelled, and she looked in danger of ending up on the ground next to the commander. 
 
    Jael shook her head sadly. “I think I’ve broken him. I broke my soulmate.” 
 
    She just hoped she hadn’t caused irreparable harm. Humans were so…fragile. 
 
    “Your…” With a quiet sigh, Cami sat back on her heels, all the tension leeching from her tiny frame. “Well, that would explain it.” 
 
    Vada huffed. “Great. Someone want to let me in on the secret?” 
 
    “They’re mates.” Rising to her feet, Cami patted the officer’s arm. “Just like the D’Aire or the Dragon Warriors.” 
 
    Vada seemed to breathe a little easier, but she shook her head as she stared down at Luke’s prone body. “I’ve never met a Dragon Warrior, and I’ve never seen a D’Aire pass out from meeting their keeper.” Her eyes squinted, and she pressed three fingers against the middle of her forehead as if the information pained her. “Are you sure this is supposed to happen?” 
 
    “Supposed to?” Cami shrugged. “No clue, but I don’t think it’s anything to worry about, either.” Then, she turned to the male in the doorway and smiled sweetly. “Tariq, love, help me get him into the den. I have a feeling he’s going to be out for a while.” 
 
    “Why me?” The male—Tariq, apparently—waved a massive hand in a vague motion that somehow managed to encompass both Xi and Jael. “Have them magic him there.” 
 
    Thankful to finally be of use, Jael rose at once and nodded. “I can do that.”  
 
    Before she could begin, Xi caught her by the chin, tilting her head back so she was forced to look at him. There was wariness in his eyes, but when he spoke, his tone was gentle.  
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” She’d never been more positive of anything. “He is mine.” 
 
    He searched her face for another heartbeat, then nodded. Easing her behind him, he extended a hand toward Luke, using a simple levitation spell to lift him from the painted boards.  
 
    “Tariq, is it?” he asked the Helios. 
 
    “Tariq Navarra.” Once he realized Xi’s intentions, the shifter backed away from the threshold and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “This way. I’ll show you.” 
 
    Elation and uncertainty warred inside Jael, and she hated how useless and helpless she felt. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Worse, she couldn’t fix it, because she had no idea what had gone wrong.  
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Jael, right?” At her nod, Cami wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed affectionately. “Don’t worry. He’s going to be okay. We non-magical beings seem to have a more intense reaction to the mating connection, especially the males.” She laughed, the sound soft and musical. “Do you know Sion?” 
 
    “Vasere Clearwater?” Jael had never met him, but she’d heard stories of the new ruler of the Eastern Isle. 
 
    Cami laughed again. “It’s so strange to hear him called that, but yes. It took him days to recover after him and Rya were bonded.” 
 
    It was a good theory, but not completely accurate to the situation.  
 
    First of all, the Helios weren’t wholly without magic. Maybe they couldn’t teleport themselves or create colorful flames from virtually nowhere, but shifting into a giant cat didn’t just happen on its own. As a human, she couldn’t begin to predict what might happen to Luke.   
 
    “We aren’t bonded yet.” For some reason, that felt like the most important distinction between her mating and that of the rulers’. 
 
    “I know.” Cami squeezed her shoulders again. “My point is that it affects other races differently.” 
 
    “Humans are very fragile.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not wrong. Still, Ivy is human, right? She’s okay.” 
 
    Only, the two circumstances were not easily comparable. “What about the change?” 
 
    “Breathe,” Cami instructed. “Everything is going to be okay. The ancestors wouldn’t have given you a human mate if he couldn’t survive the process, right?” 
 
    Of everything the female had said, those words comforted Jael the most. Cami was right. Fate wouldn’t be so cruel as to place her soulmate in her path, only to take him away before they’d even been properly introduced.  
 
    “Okay.” Vada joined them, coming to stand at Jael’s other side. “So, you said this is like a Dragon Warrior or D’Aire thing?” The officer still looked a little unwell, but at least she wasn’t yelling anymore. “Fated mates and all that? You’re sure we don’t need a medic?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Cami answered with a nod. “Same concept. Just…different.” 
 
    “Different how?” 
 
    Cami shared a knowing look with Jael, but they didn’t speak. Perhaps, because neither of them really knew how to answer.  
 
    Legend said that Xenon males increased substantially in size when they found their soulmate, an ancient magic that allowed them to better protect their intended. Sion’s mating to Vasera Clearwater had proven that it wasn’t just Xenon males who underwent the change, but he was a Helios. There was no way to predict how the magic might alter a human.  
 
    Then again, it was all just stories and fairytales. Yes, males changed physically when they mated, but no one really knew why. As a scientist—even one who used magic daily—Jael was skeptical of how much truth lied in the archaic legend.  
 
    “This way.” With a gentle pressure, Cami ushered her through the double doors as she motioned for Vada to follow. “He’s in the den.” 
 
    As big as the house appeared from the outside, it was nothing compared to the interior. Their shoes clacked against shiny, gray tiles, the sound echoing off the high-arching ceilings. Art of every size and color adorned the walls in gilded frames. Sculptures and trinkets sat atop square pillars, each illuminated with soft, glittering lights. Even ordinary details, like doorknobs and hinges appeared intricate and lavish.  
 
    “This is your home?” Jael’s entire house would fit inside the entryway alone. Maybe twice. 
 
    “Yes.” Cami rolled her eyes. “It’s ridiculous, I know. We’re still trying to decide what to do with it once the Hart labs are operational again.” 
 
    They traversed two, long corridors—each as excessively decorated as the rest of the house—before finally coming to a sunken room adorned in warm shades of brown and gold. It was smaller than other parts of the residence, not nearly as pretentious, and far more welcoming. Two sofas, a couple of chairs, and a handful of tables were the only furniture in the room, and not a single piece of artwork was contained in the area. In fact, the only color in the room came from the hundreds of books lined neatly along a bookcase that comprised the entire back wall from floor to ceiling.  
 
    “My dad was a collector,” Cami explained when Jael stopped walking to stare. “These are all books that survived the wars. I’d say you’re welcome to read them while you’re here, but they’re mostly in English, some in French and Italian. I think there’s even a couple in Mandarin.” 
 
    Jael blinked. “These are all Earth languages?”  
 
    “Yep. Before the Alien Wars, there were thousands of languages, but sadly, most have died out since.” 
 
    Thousands of languages? Jael couldn’t even imagine it. Each isle on Xenthian had its own dialect, but it was still essentially the same language, and no one needed a special device to understand each other.  
 
    Absently, she traced her index finger across the back of her neck. While the Xenon linguistic translators had been mostly updated to include languages from the known races, they weren’t perfect. For that reason, the king and queen had thought it important that she receive an Alliance language converter as well.  
 
    She understood why it was necessary, and it hadn’t hurt much, but she still wasn’t sure how she felt about it. Having something foreign implanted into her body just seemed wrong.  
 
    There were so many questions she wanted to ask, but everything except Luke fled her mind when he let out an agonizing scream from the sofa that twisted her heart. His muscles bunched and strained as his body convulsed, contorting him into terrifying positions that had him bowing up from the cushions.  
 
    Ignoring the pitying looks from the others, she rushed across the room to his side, kneeling beside the sofa and placing her hands on his shoulders. Perspiration beaded across his skin, and his handsome face was pinched into a mask of pain that knotted her stomach.  
 
    She wasn’t strong enough to forcibly restrain him, but she could help in other ways. Xi probably wouldn’t like it, but in her mind, comforting her mate definitely counted as “necessary” use of her magic. 
 
    “Shh, neelum,” she whispered as she stroked the damp hair back from his temples. “Easy. It’s going to be okay. I’m going to make it better.”  
 
    With a few enchanted words whispered under her breath, she ran her palms over her mate’s body, starting at his crown and ending at his ankles. As she worked, the marking on her skin shimmered and swirled, surrounding them in light that grew brighter the longer she held the spell. So far away from Xenthian, using such powerful magic was more difficult than she’d expected, and when she had finally finished, she slumped sideways with a quiet groan.  
 
    “Jael!” 
 
    Weak but unharmed, she waved her brother away. “I’m okay.” She felt drained, depleted, and she could probably sleep for days, but Luke had stopped screaming and writhing, and that was all that mattered. “Tired, but well.” 
 
    “Wow,” Vada breathed from across the room. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “I took his pain,” Jael answered with a frail smile. “He’ll rest comfortably now.” 
 
    Cami frowned. “Thank you for that, but are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m well,” she repeated.  
 
    She appreciated the concern, but she was in no real danger. Easing another’s suffering was a difficult bit of magic, even when she was at full strength. Her planet didn’t provide her magic, but it did amplify it. Without the planet’s added power, she’d simply overtaxed herself with the spell.  
 
    Luke’s eyes fluttered open, and he rolled his head on the pillow to look at her. When his lips curved into a lopsided grin, she realized she would gladly give up every ounce of magic she possessed to keep him safe, to make him happy. She knew almost nothing about him, but she knew that much, and that was more than enough.  
 
    “Hey, beautiful.” Taking a lock of her hair between his fingers, he tugged gently, urging her closer. “You’re still here.” 
 
    The way he said it made it sound like a good thing, so she returned his smile and inched closer to the sofa. “Yes, neelum, I’m still here.” 
 
    “You’re real, right?” His nose scrunched, and his eyebrows drew together to form a deep valley over the bridge of his nose. “I’m not dreaming, am I?” 
 
    His questions, along with his expression, made her giggle. “No, you aren’t dreaming.” Pressing her palm to the side of his face, she stroked her thumb across his cheek. “I assure you I am very real.” 
 
    “Okay,” he mumbled, his eyes already drooping again. “Good.” Grasping her hand, he pulled it away from his face and held it firmly against his chest. “That’s really good.” 
 
    It seemed impossible that a male so large could be so utterly adorable. “I’m glad you think so.” 
 
    “Don’t go anywhere, okay?” 
 
    Her heart sang with joy, and tears welled in her eyes. Rising up on her knees, she leaned over him and rested her forehead against his temple, just breathing in his spicy, intoxicating scent.  
 
    “Rest now, neelum,” she whispered. “I’m not going anywhere.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Luke came awake slowly, blinking against the amber glow of the lamp that shone down on his face. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep, but it must have been a while since the sky beyond the windows had already darkened to an inky black. Surprisingly—or maybe not—despite the hours of sleep, he didn’t feel rested. 
 
    He felt like he’d been waylaid by a damn freighter.  
 
    Pushing himself into a sitting position on the sofa, he grunted and cursed when every muscle in his body protested the movement. A dull throb started at the base of his skull and traveled up to his temples, making his head pound with each beat of his heart. His arms ached. His legs felt too heavy. His neck cramped, and his shoulders tensed painfully every time he shifted his weight. 
 
    Fuck, he didn’t know it was possible to hurt like he did.   
 
    “You’re awake.” 
 
    The voice was tiny, musical, and feminine, and he recognized it on some deep, primal level he didn’t quite understand. Yet, he couldn’t seem to put a face to it. Blinking again, trying to get his eyes to focus, he sat up even straighter and lifted his head, searching for the owner of the voice. 
 
    He wasn’t disappointed, but he also figured he was probably still asleep and dreaming. No one that beautiful could possibly be real. 
 
    The female knelt on the floor beside the sofa, watching him cautiously with big, lavender eyes that dominated her delicate features. Markings in swirls and splotches curled up the side of her neck and wrapped around her arms, shimmering with a faint, translucent light. She had her bottom lip caught between her teeth, and when seconds passed without a response from him, she lowered her head and tucked a strand of wavy, midnight hair behind her pointed ear. 
 
    “I know you.” He remembered uttering something similar when they’d first met. “You’re Jael.” 
 
    Her head snapped up, and she nodded slowly. “Yes, that’s right.” As she spoke, she inched closer but stopped short of actually touching him. “How do you feel? Are you hungry? Would you like some water? What do you remember? Is there anything I can get you?” 
 
    She spoke so quickly Luke could barely understand her, and he couldn’t help but chuckle. “Whoa, slow down. One question at a time.” 
 
    A sweet blush tinged her cheeks, and she ducked her head again as she mumbled, “Apologies.” 
 
    “Hey, no. I didn’t mean it like that.” He reached out, intending to slide a finger under her chin, but he stopped abruptly when he caught sight of his hand. “What the fuck?” 
 
    Alarm flared, and panic made him recoil. It wasn’t like his hands had ever been small or elegant, but now, they were the size of goddamn dinner plates. Hell, his palm could cover the entire side of the female’s face.  
 
    Holding both arms out in front of him, he turned his hands one way, then the other, staring at the corded muscles that ran from his wrists to his elbows. From there, it only got worse. His biceps appeared roughly twice the size they’d been when he’d fallen asleep. His bare chest was definitely broader, with harder, denser muscles. His thighs bulged beneath the blanket that covered his lap, and it didn’t escape his notice that with his feet on the floor, his knees now rose higher than a ninety-degree angle.  
 
    “What the hell happened to me?” Shoving to his feet, he stumbled and swayed, and it took him several seconds and a lot of flailing to find his balance. “What is this?” From where he stood, he should have been eye-level with the fifth shelf on the bookcase—not the seventh. “What the actual fuck?” 
 
    “Please,” Jael implored as she scrambled to her feet. “I can explain everything, but I need you to calm down.”  
 
    Calm down? When he’d gone to sleep—passed out, whatever—he’d been fine. Then, he’d woken up as a freaking beast, and she wanted him to calm down. It was an impossible task, especially when he made the mistake of glancing down his oversized body to find his dick just hanging out for everyone to see.  
 
    “Why the hell am I naked?” he yelled as he snatched the throw blanket off the couch and wrapped it around his waist. It didn’t make him feel better, but at least it allowed him a modicum of dignity. “Where are my clothes? Why do I look like this? What the hell is going on right now?” 
 
    “One question at a time,” Jael replied with a sly smirk. “Please, neelum, sit before you hurt yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not going to sit. I’m fine.” He sure as hell wasn’t fine, but what else could he say? “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “Me?” She jerked back and fisted her hands at her sides. “I didn’t do this.” 
 
    “You did,” he snapped, fear making his tone harsher than he’d intended. “Tell me.” No one grew an entire foot and gained thirty pounds of muscle in a couple of hours without some kind of intervention. “Just tell me what you did to me.” 
 
    “Luke, stop it.” Cami entered the room at a fast clip but stopped several feet away and narrowed her eyes. “You’re being a complete ass.” 
 
    Still clutching the blanket around his waist, Luke faced her with a matching glare. “How the hell is this my fault?” With no explanation forthcoming from either female, he growled with impatience. “Damn it! Someone better start talking.” 
 
    “You will take care how you address my sister.” A male with dark hair and a savage expression appeared beside the empty fireplace, seemingly from nowhere, his hand resting on the hilt of his dagger.  
 
    Luke vaguely recognized him from earlier on the porch. If he’d been given a name, he couldn’t remember it, and currently, he didn’t care. 
 
    “Speak to her harshly again,” the male continued, “and I’ll sever your tongue from your ignorant mouth.” 
 
    On one hand, if anyone dared to talk to Cami the way he’d just raised his voice to Jael, Luke would hand them their ass. On the other hand, fuck that guy. “You can try it.” 
 
    “Whoa! Stop it, both of you.” Rushing to put herself between them, Cami threw her arms out to the sides and stomped her foot. “That’s enough. Everyone, just take a beat.” 
 
    “I’d like to beat—” 
 
    “Luke!” she snapped. “Not helping.” Inhaling deeply, she held the breath for a heartbeat, then released it slowly as she lowered her arms. “Look, it’s late, and everyone is on edge. How about we just get some rest, and we can revisit this conversation in the morning with a little more clarity?” 
 
    “I just woke up.” Even to his own ears, Luke sounded childish, but he didn’t redact his statement. He didn’t want to sleep. He wanted answers. 
 
    Cami shot him a scalding glare. “Then, you can sit here by yourself and reflect on how you just acted.” 
 
    “I didn’t—” 
 
    “Quietly.” 
 
    Luke sighed and glanced down at his bare chest. “Can I at least get some clothes?” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll see if Tariq has anything that will fit you.” 
 
    He was the one who had been transformed into the size of a battle cruiser, and she sounded inconvenienced. It both amazed and bewildered him.  
 
    “I should stay.” With her hands folded together behind her back, Jael squared her shoulders and nodded with finality. 
 
    Despite his foul attitude and judgmental accusations, Luke really wasn’t angry with her. He’d just been unnerved and overwhelmed, which had caused him to lash out at the nearest person. Unfortunately, that person had been Jael, and she hadn’t deserved the way he’d treated her.  
 
    Calmer now, it was easier to put those things into perspective, and the guilt that followed was neither unexpected nor unwarranted. “I agree.”  
 
    The surprise in Jael’s eyes deepened his remorse, but the smile she gave him eased the knot in his chest and allowed to him to take his first deep breath since he’d awoken. He wasn’t completely ignorant, like her brother had suggested. He had some idea of what was happening. It wasn’t something he could explain in words, but he felt the pull, the deep and profound connection that linked him and Jael. He just needed some context. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Luke almost snapped at his sister until he realized she wasn’t speaking to him.  
 
    “Of course, I’m sure.”  
 
    The indignation in Jael’s voice made him smile, because it was exactly how he’d felt when he’d thought the question had been for him. Whatever was going on between them, they needed to figure it out for themselves and without an audience. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go see if I can find you something to wear. Wait here.”  
 
    “Where am I going to go?” 
 
    She pointed a finger at him and huffed. “Behave.” 
 
    Cami had barely cleared the room when Jael’s brother stepped forward and shook his head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to stay here alone with him.” 
 
    The way he said “him” made it sound like Luke was something vile he’d found under his boot. Well, Luke wasn’t overly fond of him, either. The asshole could take a long walk out of a short airlock for all he cared.  
 
    “Well, I do,” Jael shot back, moving to stand beside Luke in a clear act of defiance. “He’s my mate, Xi. He won’t hurt me.” 
 
    Luke would rather cut off his own hand than hurt her, but he had to admit the word “mate” gave him pause.  
 
    He had read about fated bonds in journals, seen it happen with other couples on space stations, and even had the feeling described to him once by a D’Aire female. So, yes, he understood it intellectually, but nothing had prepared him for the intensity of experiencing it for himself. 
 
    “She’s safe with me.”  
 
    No matter his current size, trying to stare down an armed male while buck-ass naked was ridiculous and not remotely intimidating. Still, when Xi met his gaze and sneered, Luke refused to look away. If he and Jael truly were destined for one another, there wasn’t a hell of a lot her brother could do about it.  
 
    They might as well get all their posturing out of the way now. 
 
    “I’ll leave you.” His tone made it clear he’d rather chew glass than leave them alone together. “Call if you need me.” His stormy gaze turned on Luke once again, and a pulse of dark energy charged the air. “If you hurt her, you won’t live long enough to regret it.”  
 
    Then, he was gone. Just poof! Vanished. 
 
    Massaging the knotted muscles in his neck, Luke dropped down on the sofa and sighed. “That’s going to take a while to get used to.” 
 
    Jael echoed his sigh as she stared into the darkened fireplace. “I’m sorry. I wish I could say that he’s not usually so combative, but that would be a lie.” 
 
    At least she was honest. 
 
    “He’s protective.” Luke liked Tariq well enough, but if the Helios ever hurt his sister, he wouldn’t hesitate to eviscerate him. “I get it.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose he is.” Lowering herself onto the other end of the sofa, she folded her hands in her lap and looked up at him with a forced smile. “You must have many questions.” 
 
    “Just a few.” He wanted to say more, to reassure her that he wasn’t going to freak out again, but Cami chose that moment to sashay back into the room. “Hold that thought.” He chuckled when Jael scrunched her brow and hesitantly touched her fingers to her temple. “I just mean this is a conversation that needs to wait until I’m a lot less naked.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Right.” Her lavender eyes flickered toward his chest, and that sweet blush returned to her cheeks. “Of course.” 
 
    “Here,” Cami said as she dumped an armful of clothes into his lap. “Nothing fancy, but they should fit.” 
 
    Grabbing the first shirt in the pile—a simple black tee with a V-neck collar—Luke pulled it on over his head and tugged the hem down his torso. “Thanks, chipmunk. Tell Tariq I appreciate it.” Next, he selected a pair of well-worn, gray sweatpants, but paused when he realized she and Jael were still staring at him. “Turn around.” 
 
    Dutifully, they both averted their eyes, giving him a measure of privacy so he could finish dressing. The shirt molded to his chest and squeezed his biceps, emphasizing every hard bulge of his new physique. The sweats were at least two inches too short, and the fabric stretched tight across his massive thighs, straining at the seams, but at least he was covered. 
 
    “Okay,” he announced. “You can look now.” 
 
    Cami turned and immediately doubled over in laughter. “You look like an idiot.” 
 
    Twenty-five years old, and she was still a damn brat. “Weren’t you going to bed?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” She waved her hand in a weird, vague motion that looked more like a fish flopping around on her wrist. “I’m going. I’ll even let Daisy stay in my room tonight.” She wiggled her fingers at him as she backed away. “See you in the morning.” 
 
    Her laughter followed her out of the room and continued to echo down the hallway long after she was gone.  
 
    “Who is Daisy?”  
 
    Facing Jael, he grinned at the unmistakable edge of jealousy in her tone. “She’s my puppy.” 
 
    A golden fluffball with floppy ears and a tongue that never seemed to stay in her mouth, to be exact. In the two-ish weeks since she’d moved into the house, he’d discovered that she liked belly rubs, treats, and peeing in his shoes. She’d destroyed two wrist units, murdered Cami’s flowers in the back garden, and she cried every night if she didn’t get to sleep in his bed.  
 
    She was a monster, and he kind of adored her.  
 
    Not that he’d ever tell Cami that. He could just picture the smug gleam in those too-innocent eyes.  
 
    “Puppy,” Jael repeated slowly, then shook her head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “A puppy. You know, a little dog.” When she continued to look confused, he settled onto the sofa beside her and chuckled. “No?” He scratched the hair growth on his jaw. “Daisy is an animal.” 
 
    Instantly, her expression cleared, and her eyes sparkled with warmth. “And she is your companion?” 
 
    He didn’t know if he’d go that far. “She’s my pet.” 
 
    “Like the bekshin on Xenthian?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Leave it to Ivy to declare the planet’s most sought-after delicacy a protected species, then proceed to adopt them out as if they were beloved family members. “I don’t understand why anyone would want to keep a pig as a pet, but Cami loves the damn things.” 
 
    Jael’s eyes gleamed even brighter. “Your sister? She has a bekshin here on Earth?” 
 
    It hadn’t occurred to him that the female might find a familiar sight from home comforting, but it should have. “Yeah, she spoils it rotten. I’m sure she’d love for you to meet Olive.” 
 
    “And your Daisy?” 
 
    Luke shrugged. “Sure. We’ll take them both down by the lake in the morning. Daisy likes chasing the birds, and Olive likes chasing Daisy.” 
 
    Clearly satisfied that he wasn’t harboring another female in his bedroom, she stared up at him expectantly and smiled. “I have held my thoughts as you requested. Now, I believe you wanted answers.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then ask your questions.” 
 
    There were so many he didn’t know where to start. It took a few seconds to gather his racing thoughts into something more manageable. Finally, he started with the basics.  
 
    “So, we’re mates?” 
 
    “Soulmates, yes.” 
 
    While he was glad for the confirmation, that didn’t really tell him anything. “What exactly does that mean?” 
 
    This time, she seemed confused, because she started and stopped several times, then finally slumped back against the cushions with a cute frown. “It means we belong together.” 
 
    He knew little about the Xenon, but Cami had warned him that they could be quite literal. It had caused some frustration for her, as well as others she knew, but he actually found it endearing. He also thought it was refreshing to speak with someone who didn’t mince words, purposely skew intentions, or try to manipulate the conversation.  
 
    Still, if he wanted information, he’d have to be more careful with his phrasing. 
 
    “Why am I…” Trailing off, he motioned to his overgrown body. “Is this part of it?” 
 
    Jael nodded, then spent the next ten minutes telling him a fantastical tale of the gods they called ancestors, the origination of soulmates, ancient magic, and a hauntingly tragic love story.  
 
    “Now, I believe that soulmates are two parts of one soul who have found each other,” she concluded. “As for the reason males grow so large, I don’t have an answer for you, but I think that part of the legend is just that. Myth.” 
 
    He’d been coming to that conclusion himself, but the scientist in him was intrigued.  “Why do you think it happens?” 
 
    Instead of the excitement he’d expected, she shook her head and glanced down at her hands where she’d folded them in her lap. “I honestly don’t know, but I can’t accept that it’s because our ancestors viewed females as weak or in need of protection.” 
 
    Considering that Xenon females had magic just as powerful as their male counterparts, he was inclined to agree with her. Jael didn’t need his protection. In fact, she was far stronger than him in many ways, and they both knew it. 
 
    She’d just told him that they shared a soul. If he could get behind that, he doubted there was much that would shock him at this point. “You must have a theory,” he coaxed. “Just one?” 
 
    “Well.” She paused, inhaled sharply, then released it with a huff. “I believe the physical transformation of the males is…what is the human word? Insurance?” 
 
    Luke thought it over for a moment, then nodded. “Like a failsafe, so a female would know for sure that he was truly her mate. He couldn’t manipulate her for his own gain.” He could see that. “What about the males?” he countered. “What assurance do they have that the female is really their soulmate?” 
 
    He had posed the question as nothing more than a scientific inquiry. If Jael was going to increase in size, turn purple, or suddenly sprout horns, he kind of wanted to know about it. When her face paled, and she looked away from him, however, he realized how his words had probably sounded to her.  
 
    “Hey.” He pinched a lock of her hair and tugged gently until she finally faced him. “I wasn’t accusing you of anything. I’m just trying to understand all of this.” 
 
    Her stiff posture relaxed, and a bit of color returned to her cheeks. “Well, I think the male’s extreme alteration would be proof enough for both parties. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Okay, she had him on that one. “Why only the males, though?” 
 
    “The priestess, Nolani, was betrayed by a male who claimed to love her. I imagine she might have held some resentment toward the gender, and that’s why the transformation is so…difficult.” 
 
    That was putting it mildly, to say the least. He’d never felt that kind of agony before, and he hoped to never experience it again. What she hypothesized did make a strange sort of sense, though. After all, hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.   
 
    “Plus, we need someone to lift all the heavy things.” 
 
    Luke’s mouth fell open and stayed that way for several heartbeats before he slouched back against the sofa and laughed. “Did you just make a joke?” 
 
    “Obviously. I could lift anything I wished with magic.” 
 
    Ah, there was the literalism again, but it was nice to know that she had a sense of humor in there somewhere.  
 
    Stars, she was beautiful, with a smile that could illuminate the darkest of nights. From their brief interactions, it was clear where she placed herself on her list of priorities. Luke didn’t like that she put everyone else’s well-being before her own—especially his—but they’d work on that.   
 
    He knew barely anything about her, but she enchanted him. He’d always had a thing for smart women, and he had a feeling he could listen to her talk for hours and never grow bored.  
 
    “Tell me more,” he insisted. 
 
    “About soulmates?” She tilted her head, causing her hair to fall over her left eye. “About Xenthian? I’m afraid I need you to be more specific.” 
 
    Yes, he wanted to learn everything he could about both of those things, but later. “Tell me about you.” Settling in for what he hoped would be a long conversation, he pulled her closer and brushed the tousled tresses back from her face. “Tell me about your life.” 
 
    She laughed, and she didn’t try to move away when he tucked her against his side. “What is it you want to know, neelum?” 
 
    The warmth of her tiny body enveloped him, and he sighed with satisfaction when she rested her head on his shoulder. She fit so perfectly next to him, as if he’d been missing some vital part of himself that had now been made whole. 
 
    He wanted to know what made her happy. What she liked and disliked. He wanted to know her favorite color, the foods she preferred, and what she liked to read. If she woke up early in the mornings, or if she liked to sleep until well after the sun had crested, he wanted that information.  
 
    Mostly, he just wanted to hear her voice. 
 
    “Everything,” he mumbled as he rested his head against the back of the sofa and closed his eyes. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    So, she did. 
 
    She told him about growing up on Xenthian. She talked about her other siblings, all royal sentries on the Southern Isle. There was a suspicious lack of details on the topic of her parents, but Luke knew from experience that all families had their secrets. They discussed literature and food, science and magic, and she’d told him all about her first journey away from her home world.  
 
    Some things were frivolous, some important, but he found everything she said equally fascinating.  
 
    “Wait, hold on.” Sitting up, he shifted around on the sofa so he could look at her. “You’re telling me that you’ve never had pancakes for breakfast?”  
 
    “I’ve never had a pancake for any meal.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” In his not so humble opinion, they were the ultimate breakfast food, dinner, and late-night snack. “Then, what do you eat in the mornings on Xenthian?” 
 
    “Porridge or dianut bread.” One slender shoulder arched toward her ear. “Sometimes fresh berries.” 
 
    It sounded nutritious…and utterly boring. So, he decided right then and there that they were having pancakes come sunrise. 
 
    Setting back against the cushions, he pulled her into his arms again. “Tell me more about magic.” 
 
    According to her, once they were bonded, he’d be able to share her magic. While he wouldn’t be as powerful or skilled as her, he could wield the gift if he desired. Part of him feared the unknown, but a deeper, more primitive part of him wanted the ability to protect her against any threat. 
 
    “You should also know that soulmates can’t be apart for long periods of time, not without consequences.”  
 
    Luke tensed. “What kind of consequences?” 
 
    She explained that since Xenons had long thought their mates could only be of their own race, there wasn’t a wealth of information on the subject. She couldn’t say exactly what would happen to him—if anything—but the picture she painted of what the separation would do to her sounded horrific.  
 
    So, Luke had made another decision. No matter what, he would never let that happen. 
 
    Next to him, she looked so small, so very delicate, and he wanted to wrap her in his arms and protect her from every threat in the universe, both real and imagined. When she turned her face into his shoulder to hide a yawn, he had the insane urge to carry her up to his bed.  
 
    “Would you like me to show you to your room?” Yes, he wanted her in his bed, but it had to be her choice.  
 
    Jael shook her head and looked up at him with sleep-heavy eyes as she curled in closer to his side. “I’d like to stay here with you for a while longer, if that’s okay.” 
 
    It was more than okay with him. “I’d like that. What else should we talk about?” 
 
    “Anything you want,” she murmured softly. “You can…ask…anything.” 
 
    She was asleep within seconds. 
 
    Luke didn’t even think to move. Having her pressed against him while he listened to her even breaths centered him in ways he didn’t think possible. Even when his arm fell asleep and his bladder had protested, he didn’t move. By her side, watching over her, protecting her—that was where he was meant to be, and he felt it with irrefutable conviction.  
 
    While she rested, he used the time to process everything he had learned. Some things made sense. Others would take a little more time to wrap his mind around, but by the time the sun peeked over the horizon, he knew he’d follow her to the ends of the universe and back.  
 
    If she wanted to return to Xenthian, that was where they’d go. If she wanted to travel the stars and never settle anywhere, he’d find a way to make that happen. Whatever she wanted, whatever made her smile, he would provide. 
 
    Like pancakes. 
 
    The fact that she didn’t know the absolute euphoria of each sticky, sweet bite was a grave misfortune he intended to remedy.  
 
    Sliding out from under his mate, he moved slowly, careful not to wake her. Then, he left her on the sofa in the den with a warm blanket and her head resting comfortably on a pillow as he made his way to the kitchen.  
 
    It had probably been a decade since he’d cooked anything for himself. Living on bases and space stations, he had either picked up food from different restaurants or made quick meals in the food console in his quarters. Well, when he remembered to stock it.  
 
    The sprawling mansion had once employed an around-the-clock staff of nearly two dozen. Those who hadn’t perished in the attack on the city, however, had fled to parts unknown, and Luke hadn’t seen or heard from them since he’d been back. When Cami and Tariq had returned, she’d taken over preparing their meals, although he had a sneaking suspicion most of it was catered.  
 
    He’d never made pancakes before, but it couldn’t be that hard. At its core, cooking wasn’t much different than mixing formulas in the lab. Both followed a recipe of specific ingredients with precise measurement and optimal temperatures.  
 
    A quick search on his wrist unit had provided plenty of recipes and suggested techniques for optimal results. Since they all looked exactly the same to him, he just chose one at random. Now, he just had to figure out where they kept the ingredients. 
 
    And a griddle. Whatever the hell that was.  
 
    First, he pulled out bowls and spoons from the cabinets and drawers. Those had been easy enough to find. The flour and sugar—not the real stuff, but synthetic versions close enough for his purposes—had been in the pantry. A logical location, he supposed.  
 
    They didn’t have fresh eggs, but he figured he could just add more water to the mix. Surely, eggs couldn’t be that important. They didn’t have butter, either, but they had oil. Same thing, right?  
 
    Twenty minutes and one bowl of goop later, he wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “Good morning,” Cami sang as she strolled into the kitchen. “Oooh, are you making breakfast?” 
 
    “Pancakes,” he grunted as he continued to stir the batter. “Jael’s never had them.” 
 
    “Where is she anyway?” 
 
    “Sleeping in the den.” 
 
    “That’s sweet. I take it you two worked things out?” 
 
    “Yep.” He didn’t feel the need to offer any more than that. “Hey, do we have a griddle?” 
 
    “I think so.” Wandering around the center island, Cami sidled up beside him with a frown. “Uh, Luke, why do you have a bag of salt on the counter?” 
 
    Looking up from his task, he eyed the blue bag with a frown. “It’s sugar.” 
 
    “No, I’m really sure it’s not.” She leaned against him and peered down into the bowl. “Oh. Wow. Umm, I’m not eating that.” 
 
    “What?” he demanded, frustration making his words clipped. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “It looks like slime.” 
 
    The mixture did have a bit of a gelatin-like texture. “I’m sure it’ll be okay once I cook it.” 
 
    “Why is it green?” 
 
    Luke stared down into the bowl and scratched behind his ear. It wasn’t neon green, but it did have a bit of a jade hue to it. “I’m not really sure, to be honest. I followed most of the directions.” 
 
    “Most?” Little snorts escaped her, which turned into giggles, and before long, she was falling against him, laughing right from her belly. “This is priceless. My genius brother can’t even make pancakes.” 
 
    “You’re a fucking riot,” he grumbled, nudging her out of the way with his shoulder. “Stop laughing and tell me how to fix it.” 
 
    “There’s no fixing that.” She looked far too happy about it. “Maybe you should take her out for breakfast.”  
 
    That would be the smart, easy thing to do, but he’d wanted to prepare her a meal himself, not buy her food from a restaurant. Then again, poisoning her with green pancake batter would definitely be worse.  
 
    “Okay, fine.” Before that could happen, he needed a shower and a change of clothes that actually fit. “I’m going to take a shower. If she wakes up before I’m finished—” 
 
    “I’ll entertain her,” Cami offered. 
 
    “Oh, she wants to meet Daisy and Olive.” He glanced around the kitchen, only then realizing it was unusually quiet for that time of morning. “Where are they anyway?” 
 
    “In the garden.” At his arched brow, she shrugged. “I gave up on the flowers. Besides, it keeps them out of trouble, at least for a little while. I figure it’s a win-win.” 
 
    She was still smiling fondly over the little demons when Daisy’s frantic bark rent the air, and a high-pitched squeal that could only be Olive joined with it.  
 
    After a brief glance at each other, he and Cami both bolted for the kitchen doors that led out onto the back patio. Crossing the threshold first, he jogged out into the morning sun, searching for the source of the commotion. It didn’t take him long to find it. 
 
    At the bottom the patio steps, Xi was curled up on his side in the grass, laughing like a child as the pig and the pup used him like a jungle gym.  
 
    After another moment of inspection, Olive leapt to the ground and spun around and around, her twin tails wagging like crazy as she squealed with excitement. Not to be outdone, Daisy gave a final lick to the male’s cheek, then raced around him in a wide circle, barking and yapping like someone was trying to kill her. 
 
    Coming to stand by Luke’s side near the railing, Cami covered her mouth and giggled. “I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    Whether Xi had heard her or merely sensed their presence, his laughter cut off immediately, and he sent a scathing glare at Luke before simply vanishing.  
 
    “Oh,” Cami breathed around her smile. “He really doesn’t like you.” 
 
    Luke stared at the spot where the male had disappeared with narrowed eyes. It wasn’t like he expected them to be friends or anything, but a little less outward hostility would be nice. 
 
    “Yeah, well, the feeling is mutual.” Jogging down the steps, he scooped Daisy into his arms and scratched her round belly. “Some guard dog you are, mutt.” 
 
    In response, she opened her mouth and let her tongue loll out to the side, the perfect picture of contentment and self-pride. Luke sighed. They were going to have a long talk later about not licking strangers.  
 
    Especially strangers who wanted to plant him six feet in the ground. 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Coming awake to a bright, golden light that filled the room, Jael rubbed her eyes and squinted. Disoriented by the blinding glare, it took her several long seconds to remember where she was and how she’d come to be there.  
 
    When the previous evening came rushing back with intense clarity, she turned her face into the pillow and grinned. She’d found her soulmate. All she’d wanted to do was come to Earth and help the humans with their medical advancements, and she’d freaking found her soulmate! 
 
    Their initial introduction might have been a little bumpy, but once Luke had calmed down, he’d been quite articulate. When he’d said he wanted to know everything about her, he hadn’t been lying. Stars, she didn’t think she’d talked so much at one time in centuries.  
 
    He’d been so sweet, constantly fussing over her. He wanted to know if she was warm enough, if she was comfortable. At least three times during the night he’d asked if she needed food or water. The way he had constantly needed to touch her had made her feel wanted…cherished.  
 
    Although, she suspected he hadn’t even realized he’d been doing it, and that just made it all the more special. 
 
    “Good morning,” a bright, airy voice called from the other end of the sofa. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    Bolting upright, Jael spun toward the voice, her muscles tense, and her pulse racing. “Cami.” She breathed out slowly as she combed her hair back from her face with her fingers. “You startled me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Her smile said otherwise, and there was a knowing glint in her eyes. “So, you like my brother, huh?” 
 
    Like sounded too tame, too ordinary. What she felt for Luke after only one night was something she couldn’t accurately put into words. She couldn’t say all of that to the female, though.  
 
    “Good,” Cami said before Jael had a chance to answer. “I’m glad he has you.” 
 
    “I…you…what?” 
 
    “Long story short, I’m a telepath.” The female flicked her fingers as if this information was of little importance. “I’m getting better at blocking it, but you were thinking very loudly just now.”  
 
    “Oh.” Not remotely eloquent, but she didn’t know what else to say. Did she apologize? She’d offer to keep her thoughts quieter, but she didn’t know how to do that. 
 
    Cami laughed. “No need to apologize. I feel like I’m probably the one being rude, but sometimes, like now, I just can’t help it. I hear things whether I want to or not.” 
 
    Telepathy was a rare gift among the Xenon, but not unheard of, either. While she’d never personally met anyone with such a talent—until now—she imagined it to be quite overwhelming. 
 
    “I am sorry,” she apologized anyway. “Trying to block out everyone’s thoughts must be exhausting.” 
 
    “Some situations are harder than others,” Cami allowed with a shrug. “I figure I have this ability for a reason, though. Besides, there are worse things in the universe.” 
 
    Jael admired that, despite the difficulties, the female didn’t feel sorry for herself or lament the gift she’d been given. Many Xenon—she and her siblings included—were born with a heightened awareness, with something extra beyond their innate magic. Too many of her people viewed those ancestor-given talents as a curse, however, as something to be feared and avoided. 
 
    “You have a gift?” Leaning forward on the cushion, Cami rested her elbows on her knees and clasped her hands together. “Can I ask what it is?” 
 
    “My siblings and I can sense magic.” It wasn’t an overly impressive ability, but it was still a gift. 
 
    “I don’t understand. Can’t all Xenon sense magic?” 
 
    Jael thought about it for a moment, then nodded once. “Yes and no. All magic leaves a trace. The Xenon can sense when magic is being used, but not necessarily who used it.” By the ancestors, she wasn’t explaining this well at all. “I can feel what kind of magic inhabits another being. For instance, some of my people possess influential magic. I can feel that when I’m close to them.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, I think I get it. You said most Xenon can’t tell who used magic. Can you and Xi do that?” 
 
    Jael wrinkled her brow and scrunched her nose. “Again…yes and no. We could tell you what kind of magic was used, which might narrow it down to anyone with that particular power. The more uncommon the gift, the easier it is to read.” 
 
    “Can you tell the difference between Xenon magic and other magic?” 
 
    “Until recently, I had only ever been with my own people. Yesterday, while we were in the Capital, however, I was surrounded by many races.” It still felt like a dream that she was really there and witnessing so many incredible things. “So, I think yes. I can tell the difference between Xenon magic and other magic.” 
 
    “Wait.” Cami jerked back as if she’d been slapped. “Who else has magic?” Her eyes grew big, and she leaned more heavily on her elbows. “Did you meet a Dragon Warrior?” 
 
    “Stars, no!”  
 
    She laughed with the sheer joy of the possibility. Despite being told her entire life that the warrior race was to be feared and avoided, she just couldn’t believe it. If they were as bloodthirsty as the Court of Elders had described, they’d have wiped out half the universe, including Xenthian, eons ago. By correlation, her very presence disproved those rumors.  
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    “Well…” She paused, wondering how to phrase it without offending the female. Unfortunately, there really was only one way to say it. “Everyone except humans.” 
 
    “Mother fudger!” Throwing herself back on the sofa, Cami rubbed her eyes and grumbled under her breath. “Even the Reema?”  
 
    Jael brightened. She’d completely forgotten about the lizard people. “Actually, no.”  
 
    Instead of being cheered by the news, Cami groaned. “Great. We’re freaking Reema.” She rolled her head to the side and narrowed her eyes. “Tariq has magic?” 
 
    “Not so much as other Helios, but yes.” 
 
    “That makes sense. His dad was human.” The creases across her forehead deepened. “Don’t tell him. I’ll never hear the end of it.” 
 
    Jael nodded, but most of her attention had been drawn to the most absurd sight she’d ever seen. “By the ancestors.” Shoving up from the sofa, she hurried over to the window and pressed her face right up against the glass. “How extraordinary.” 
 
     The Southern Isle was home to all manner of creatures, but until that moment, she’d seen only fat, colorless birds, and rodents with tails as long as their bodies on Earth. She never imagined she would see an ocelas. She certainly hadn’t expected to see one so small running along the banks of the lake. 
 
    “Why is that ocelas so small?” She studied the animal and shook her head. “Is it because he’s mutated?” The wild wolves on Xenthian stood as tall as a male, but this Earth version was only slightly bigger than the bekshin. “Where are his other legs? Why does he only have four?” 
 
    “It’s a puppy,” Cami answered, laughter in her voice. “That’s Daisy. She’s still just a baby.” Rising gracefully from her seat, she came over to join her at the window. “Luke said you wanted to meet her.” 
 
    “That’s a puppy?” It made sense that it was a baby, but she wasn’t so sure she wanted to meet the thing any longer.  
 
    “I think they’re descended from Earth wolves,” Cami added. “Humans keep them as pets.” 
 
    The beast was horribly misshapen, and its ears were far too big for its head. It probably smelled, too. It looked like it smelled, and when it opened its mouth, the most awful sound erupted from its snout. 
 
    “Why?” she insisted. She really couldn’t see the appeal. 
 
    “Companionship?” 
 
    Jael snorted and shook her head. “They should make a friend instead.” 
 
    Cami laughed. “You make a valid point, but what can I say? Humans are weird.” 
 
    Yes, humans were quite odd, but she was rather fond of them already. She especially liked the “weird” human currently splashing through the water at the shoreline.   
 
    “Luke likes this…puppy?” 
 
    “He says he doesn’t, but just look at them.” Her smile softened, gentled, and moisture gathered in her eyes. “I haven’t seen him this happy in a long time.”  
 
    Jael dipped her head with resolution. If Luke cared for this creature, she would do her best to accept it as well. 
 
    “That’s sweet,” Cami said as she backed away from the windows. “I realize you two barely know each other, but I think you’re also a big reason for that smile on his face.” She started across the room, motioning for Jael to follow. “I’m guessing you probably want a hot shower after the last twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Then, follow me. I’ll show you where you’ll be sleeping.” Halfway across the den, she stopped and snapped her fingers. “Oh, I forgot to tell you that your bags were delivered last night. You were a little preoccupied, so I had Tariq put them in your room.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She’d completely forgotten about her luggage, but she was glad to know that she had something clean to change into after bathing. “Damn. My satchel.” She couldn’t believe she’d been so careless. “I think I left it in the transport.” 
 
    “Green bag with gold buckles?” 
 
    Jael nodded. 
 
    “No worries. Vada brought it in before she left last night. We put it in your room with the rest of your things.” 
 
    “That was very thoughtful.” She bowed her head in gratitude. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Hey, none of that.” Without warning, Cami dragged her into a tight embrace. “We’re basically family now, right?” Releasing her, she took a step back and grinned. “Family watches out for each other.” If possible, the smile on her face shined even brighter. “I’ve always wanted a sister.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Luke said as he sauntered into the room, “sisters aren’t that great. They’re loud and nosey, and they drive you crazy.” He carried the tiny wolf with him, cradling her as if she was the most precious thing in the galaxies. “Jael, this is Daisy. Daisy, meet Jael.” 
 
    Then, he dropped the damn beast right into her arms, giving her no choice but to hug it tightly to her chest.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t…I think…if you could just…” She stammered a few more unintelligible words, then gasped when the thing lapped its tongue right across her cheek. “It’s tasting me.” 
 
    “Nah, she’s just saying hello.” Luke chuckled as he reached out to scratch behind the pup’s ear. “It means she likes you.” 
 
    For dessert, apparently.  
 
    Still, she’d promised to try to accept the creature. “Hello, Daisy.” Up close, it was actually kind of cute. “Oh, her fur is quite soft, isn’t it?”  
 
    It was like holding a cloud—a really heavy cloud—and her lips twitched as she stroked its ear. Big, brown eyes stared up at her, filled with trust and curiosity, and Jael found her reservations slowly melting away.  
 
    Surprisingly, the animal sort of smelled nice, too, like sunshine and something else she couldn’t place. “What is that scent?” 
 
    “Blueberry oatmeal shampoo,” Cami answered. “Luke gave her a bath this morning while you were sleeping.” 
 
    Jael lowered her head and inhaled deeply, then released the breath with a giggle when the puppy pressed its cold nose to her cheek and sniffed her right back. It seemed silly now that she’d been afraid of something so sweet and loveable. Daisy was an absolute darling. 
 
    “Okay, runt, my turn.” Taking the pup from her arms, Luke set it on the floor, then straightened only partially so that they were roughly the same height. “Good morning, beautiful. How did you sleep?” 
 
    “I slept well, thank you.” Stars above, he was so handsome, and when he looked at her like that, she forgot how to breathe properly. “Did you sleep at all?” 
 
    “No, but I slept enough yesterday.” He leaned closer and brushed a brief, chaste kiss across her cheek. “I thought we might have breakfast together if you’re feeling up to it.” 
 
    It took every ounce of self-restraint she possessed not to reach up and touch her cheek as she nodded. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “I was just about to show her to the guest room so she can shower and change.” 
 
    Straightening to his full, impressive height, Luke looked at his sister and bobbed his head. “Good idea. I need to find clothes that actually fit.”  
 
    “I could help with that.” It wouldn’t put a huge strain on her to magically alter his clothing. “If you show me your wardrobe, I could adjust the size of your clothing for you.” 
 
    “Really?” He tilted his head and blinked at her. “You would do that?” 
 
    Clearly, it hadn’t even crossed his mind to make such a request. She liked that. “Of course. Once we find the proper fitting, it’s not so much work.” 
 
    “In that case,” Cami said as she rubbed her hands together, “I’ll just leave you guys to it. Have fun today.” 
 
    “Thanks, chipmunk.” He cuffed his sister’s ear lightly. “I’ll bring you back something from Cyrin’s.” 
 
    “You’re the best.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cami!” Jael called, and she received a short wave as the female picked up the puppy and sauntered away with it. “Why do you call her that?” 
 
    “Chipmunk?” Placing his hand on her shoulder, he gave her a gentle push, ushering her from the room as well. “No reason, really. It’s just something I called her as a kid, and it kind of stuck, I guess.” 
 
    Jael kept a neutral expression as she followed him down the corridor, but inside, jealousy consumed her. Not because Luke and his sister had a close relationship, but because she wanted that with her own siblings.  
 
    None of them had ever treated her as an equal. They’d never acknowledged, let alone praised, her accomplishments. They didn’t have cute nicknames for each other. In fact, they barely spoke at all unless it was for one of them to tell her all the ways she was messing up her life.  
 
    She knew they loved her, and there wasn’t anything they wouldn’t do for her. They would destroy anyone who tried to hurt her, and she appreciated that, but she wanted more. She wanted a real family, with all the ups and downs that came with it, not just a trio of bodyguards. 
 
    “Then, screw ’em.” Luke shrugged when she jerked her head up to stare at him. “If they can’t see how perfect you are, that’s their loss.” 
 
    “You’re a telepath as well?” Heat infused her cheeks when she considered all the things he might have heard in her head since they’d met. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “What? No.” Coming to a stop at the bottom of a massive, curving staircase, he laughed as he turned to face her. “Sorry, nothing like that. You’ve been thinking out loud for a couple of minutes now.” 
 
    Jael dropped her face into her hands and groaned while wondering if it was possible to die of embarrassment. Thinking that he’d plucked the thought from her mind had been bad enough. Knowing that she’d volunteered the information without realizing it was even worse. 
 
    “I do it all the time when I’m working in the lab.” Long, slender fingers curled around her wrists and gently pried her hands away from her face. “Just ask my assistant. She’s constantly laughing at the things that come out of my mouth.” 
 
    If he said it to make her feel better, he’d succeeded. Back home in her own lab, she often caught herself mumbling aloud as she tried to work out a solution to a difficult problem. The only difference was that she didn’t have witnesses on Xenthian, but it was still nice to know she and Luke had one more thing in common. 
 
    “My brothers and sister love me,” she told him, because she didn’t want him to think badly of them. “I just wish we were closer, like you and Cami.” 
 
    “I can’t speak for the others, but Xi is…intense. He’s starting to grow on me, though, kind of like a fungus.” 
 
    He winked at her, and Jael giggled. “I’m sure he feels the same about you.” 
 
    “Oh, he absolutely loathes me.” Luke looked a little too pleased by the prospect. “Look, what I’m trying to say is that you should stand up for yourself. Tell them how you feel. If they can’t accept it, then to hell with them. We’ll make our own family.” He traced his thumbs up and down the tendons in her wrists. “If your siblings can behave themselves, I might consider letting them be a part of it.” 
 
    Jael had laughed more in the last twenty-four hours than she probably had in the past year combined. “That’s very generous of you.” 
 
    “What can I say? That’s me. I’m a giver.” 
 
    Humming, she tilted her head back to peer up at him. “Then, how about you give me a kiss?” 
 
    She wouldn’t normally make such a request, but something about Luke made her brave. He made her want things, and the stronger their connection grew, the more intense those desires. 
 
    “Demanding,” he teased. “That’s sexy.” 
 
    “Luke?” 
 
    “Yes, beautiful?” 
 
    “Stop talking.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Chuckling, he bent as if to kiss her, but after nearly doubling himself in half, he stopped and shook his head. “Damn, you’re short.” Instead, he locked his arms around her waist and lifted her from the floor. “That’s better.” 
 
    Grinning wide enough to make her cheeks hurt, she cupped his face in her hands and leaned in until their lips were only a breath apart. “You are a fool, Lucas Brighton.” 
 
    Then, she closed the distance and pressed their mouths together.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Luke had kissed a lot of women in his time, but none of them had ever made him feel like this.   
 
    A warm tingle started where their lips met and spread quickly, sending currents of electricity racing over his skin. His heart hammered against his ribs, the sound pounding in his ears and drowning out everything except his mate’s breathy sigh.  
 
    Swaying, he clutched her closer and reached for the banister with his other hand to steady them. Stars, the female literally made him weak in the knees, and she’d barely even touched him. 
 
     All too soon, she pulled away, ending the kiss and pressing a hand to his chest to keep him from following. “Thank you.” 
 
    Those were…words. She’d said words. On some level, he knew this, but his short-circuiting brain couldn’t make sense of them. Not surprising considering all he could think about was getting her naked against the nearest flat surface. Vertical, horizontal, diagonal—he wasn’t choosy. Words like, yes, more, now, harder, please made a lot of sense. Total sense. All the sense.  
 
    “Absolutely.” Good. He’d said words, too. That was…good. 
 
    Fuck, he was losing his mind. He’d been reduced to a monosyllabic imbecile after probably the most virginal kiss he’d ever received. Any more, and he’d be left communicating in grunts and vague hand gestures.  
 
    He was okay with that. 
 
    With one arm still secured around her waist, he tangled his other hand in her hair and brought her mouth back to his. She didn’t resist, and the soft moan he received went straight to his cock as he plunged his tongue between her lips.  
 
    Light exploded behind his closed lids, his head spun, and every muscle in his body contracted. Each ragged breath filled his nose with the scent of wild vanilla, yet she tasted of cinnamon and spices he couldn’t name. It was an intriguing mixture, intoxicating, and absolutely addicting.  
 
    Flexing his arms, he held her tighter, immobile, taking the kiss even deeper as he explored every recess of her mouth. When she tangled her fingers in his hair and moaned against his lips, he couldn’t hold back the animalistic growl that rolled through his chest. It was a sound full of possession and satisfaction, and one he was sure he’d never made before. He wasn’t even aware humans could produce such a noise. 
 
    Holy nova, kissing her felt like being wrapped in the purest, golden sunlight that radiate warmth and illuminated the darkest parts of his soul. An intense, indescribable tide of emotions surged within him, flowing and ebbing, waxing and waning. He’d never felt anything like it before, couldn’t put it into words, but it was like…the pulse of the universe itself.  
 
    “Luke,” Jael gasped, jerking her mouth away and grabbing his face in both hands. “Luke, open your eyes.” 
 
    But he didn’t want to open his eyes. He just wanted to go on kissing her, to keep feeling the intense energy that coursed through him.  
 
    “Luke! Look at me!” 
 
    “Huh?” He blinked a few times, grinning when her face swam into focus. There was a low hum in his ears, a buzzing in his head that made it difficult to concentrate, but he tried his best. “Hey, beautiful.” 
 
    She didn’t laugh. She didn’t even smile. “Don’t be alarmed, neelum.”  
 
    He felt too good to be worried about anything, and he couldn’t understand why she would assume otherwise. “Why would I be—holy fuck!” 
 
    “No, no, don’t panic. It’s okay. Shh, easy.” Like a mother comforting a small child, she stroked his cheeks and petted his hair. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, cool. All good.” It was not all good. There was not a damn thing remotely okay about them floating nearly four feet off the goddamn ground. “Uh, can you put us back down now?” 
 
    Jael winced and ceased caressing his face. “Don’t panic.” 
 
    “I’m not panicked. Why would I panic?” He sounded only slightly hysterical, so he felt that didn’t qualify as panicked.  
 
    “Because,” Jael answered slowly, “I’m not doing this.” 
 
    It took a good ten seconds for the implication of that statement to sink in, and when it did, Luke…well, he panicked. 
 
    The lingering euphoria vanished as reality flooded back. His pulse raced, his lungs seized, and he had a flash of clarity just before gravity dragged him back to the ground. His legs buckled on impact, and he formed a protective cage around Jael with his arms—more out of instinct than any conscious decision—as he crashed to the marble floor on his back. 
 
    Pain lanced through his right shoulder, down his spine, and through his hips. His balls ached where his mate’s knee was wedged between his thighs. The skin on his elbow burned from being dragged over the tiles, and he was pretty sure he had a knot the size of his freaking fist on the back of his head. 
 
    From his position, he had a clear view of the staircase, but when the steps began to tilt and blur, he squeezed his eyes closed again. His stomach rolled. Cold sweat beaded across his brow. His throat constricted, even as saliva flooded his mouth.  
 
    Seconds ticked by, and Jael tried to wiggle off him, but he squeezed her hips, holding her in place. “Just…wait. Don’t move.” He took several deep breaths, laying perfectly still until the nausea had passed. “Are you okay?”  
 
    Once released from his grip, she nodded and scrambled off him to kneel next to his head. “I’m not hurt.” She brushed his hair back and used the hem of her tunic to blot the perspiration from his forehead. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He probably had a mild concussion, and he’d definitely be sore for the next day or so, but nothing that wouldn’t mend. Well, except maybe his pride. That bruise was going to last for a while.  
 
    “Yeah,” he grunted, heaving himself into a sitting position, “I’ll live. What just happened?” 
 
    “You levitated us off the floor.” 
 
    Her literalism intensified the throbbing in his head. “Yes, but how? I thought I wouldn’t share magic with you until we bond.” 
 
    Or something like that. He couldn’t really remember all the details. 
 
    Hands out, palms up, Jael splayed her fingers and shook her head. “That shouldn’t have happened. Not until we’re bonded or have a latska stone.”  
 
    A what stone? He almost told her to speak English. Luckily, he realized in time how stupid that would be. “Explain. Please.” 
 
    “It’s a conduit stone from my world that allows us to share bits of magic. We use it to teach younglings when they’re first learning to control their gift.” Her brow wrinkled, and the corners of her eyes creased. “Still, our magic doesn’t just happen. There are spells, incantations. They don’t always have to be verbal, but…” Huffing, she dropped back on her heels and shrugged. “I don’t know how you did that. What did it feel like?” 
 
    Bending his knees, he rested his elbows on them and rubbed his hands over his face. “It was a pulse, but not like a heartbeat exactly. More like, I could feel the universe breathing.”  
 
    Which sounded fucking insane. So, apparently, he was crazy now. Awesome. 
 
    “I’ve never heard it described that way, but yes. That’s similar to how it feels when I use magic.” Still on her knees, she inched across the floor until she sat right in front of him. “In the report you sent to Xenthian, you mentioned that the healing flowers didn’t cause fever in enhanced humans. Vasera Blackthorn is enhanced, correct?” 
 
    It took him a second to realize she meant Ivy. “Yeah, all elites are.” 
 
    “And these elites have extra gifts?” 
 
    “Some do.” He didn’t know where the line of questioning was headed, but since it was distracting enough to keep him from hyperventilating, he was happy to go along. “Ivy perceives time differently.” She’d used that gift to kick his ass more than a few times during training. “Cami can hear people’s thoughts.” Which had been a bane for her until recently. “I know a female who can even see glimpses of the future.” 
 
    Jael bobbed her head thoughtfully. “And you?” 
 
    “I don’t have one.” He’d received the standard upgrade in size, strength, and agility, but no extrasensory abilities. “Not to sound dense, but what are you trying to get at?” 
 
    “Neelum, I think you do.” Urging his knees apart, she scooted in between them and took one his hands between her own. “I think you’re a sylir.”  
 
    “That sounds dirty.” 
 
    Jael rolled her eyes at him. “Sylirs can absorb magic from others.” Her lips twisted shrewdly, and she gave him a pointed stare. “Some of them can even absorb knowledge and skills.” 
 
    “Like being able to understand a new language after hearing it once?” 
 
    She nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    It was a talent he and his sister shared, though he’d rarely had an opportunity to use it. It allowed him to decipher the odd word here and there, mostly Krytos terms not programmed into the language converters. Not exactly groundbreaking.  
 
    The ability had, however, been useful during his brief post on Beta Station 8. Located at the very edge of Reema space, it was the only Alliance-controlled station with a significant population of the lizard-like race. He’d even go so far as to say that Beta Station 8 belonged to the Alliance in name only. During his stay there, the number of elites had been exactly four—him, two officers, and a general. 
 
    The place didn’t even rate an actual commander. 
 
    The Reema who called the station home came from deep within the desert dunes of their home world, all of them outcasts among their own people. Of course, they’d refused to be implanted with language converters, and every one of them spoke only in Reemesa—an archaic Reema language that had never been added to the Alliance’s database.  
 
    Luke had adjusted pretty quickly, but for other elites, an assignment on the space station was a nightmare. 
 
    Still, he’d never considered it a gift. Plenty of people were good with languages. He’d even met regular citizens with eidetic memories who could probably do what he did. Besides, listening to a bunch of Reema haggling over jewels and credits wasn’t nearly as interesting as reading minds or seeing the future. 
 
    When he said as much to Jael, she scowled and shook her head. “It is a gift, neelum.” 
 
    Dear. Sweetheart. Darling. Beloved. The endearment didn’t have a precise meaning. More like an intention, and he felt it as much as he heard it. 
 
    “Maybe,” he allowed, but he couldn’t match her conviction.  
 
    There were elites called empaths—mostly liaison officers—who could sense other people’s emotions. Luke could read body language and facial expressions, but he’d never felt someone else’s emotions. He didn’t think he really wanted to, either.  
 
    There were also the rare individuals the Alliance referred to as conduits. Their gift was based more in energy than emotions, though they could sometimes pick up on those as well. The most powerful conduits could even draw someone else’s energy into themselves. Like with emotions, Luke had never felt another person’s energy, not in the abstract way conduits did.     
 
    Something had happened, though, something he couldn’t explain. People often likened being in love to feeling like they were floating, but as far as he knew, none of them had actually left the ground.  
 
    “What exactly is a sylir?” He knew the word meant a syphon of some sort, but the translation didn’t provide details. “What can they do?” 
 
    Still holding his hand, Jael brought it to her lips, brushing a kiss over the knuckles. “It’s just as I said. A sylir absorbs magic, sometimes knowledge.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” More likely, it had something to do with her, not him. “Why haven’t I been able to do it before?” 
 
    “You probably have but didn’t realize it. I’m guessing you haven’t been in the company of many magical beings.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He knew about the Dragon Warriors, but he’d never actually met one in person. Jael and Xi were the first Xenon he’d encountered. “What about the Helios? They’re shape shifters. That’s kind of like magic.” 
 
    Jael’s eyebrows drew together, but she nodded in concession. 
 
    “Well, I’ve met plenty of them, and I’ve never shape-changed into a giant cat.” He didn’t know if that was how it worked at all, but it made him feel better, so he was going with it. 
 
    Jael’s expression looked a little too pitying when she sighed. “You probably could if you absorbed enough of their qi.” 
 
    It took a minute for his brain to process the word and give him a translation, but he still didn’t understand. “Intuition?” 
 
    “Intuitive magic.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Magic that just happens. They think it, so it is. It’s limited, but powerful.” 
 
    Luke said nothing as he thought through the implications of that. If what she said was true, and he’d had this ability for most of his life, he’d been flirting with danger for a long damn time. He didn’t know how to syphon magic from someone. It wasn’t something he’d ever done on purpose.  
 
    He had so many questions. 
 
    Could he take too much? What would happen if he did? What if he did turn into a giant cat one day? Would he be able to turn back? Oh, fuck, Cami would probably dress him in a weird sweater with hearts on it and tie pink bows to his tail and ears.  
 
    “Breathe,” Jael ordered, her tone alarmed as she grabbed his face in both hands. “Luke, please, breathe.”  
 
    “I can’t be a cat!” he practically shouted at her. “I don’t even like sweaters!” 
 
    “I…you won’t…it doesn’t…” Trailing off, she tilted her head at him, her brow furrowed. “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s fine. I’m fine.” He most certainly was not freaking the hell out, thank you very much. “Everything is—” 
 
    “Fine?” Dropping her hands from his face, she rocked back on her heels, then pushed herself upright so that she stood over him with a cute, crooked smirk. “I’m sure it doesn’t feel like it right now, but it will be.”  
 
    “You sound pretty certain of that.” He wished he could match her confidence. “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    Her expression softened, and she held her hand out to him. “Because you’re not alone, Luke. Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out together.” 
 
    Together. 
 
    That one word changed everything.  
 
    It quieted his mind and slowed his pulse. It made it easier to take one deep breath, then another. It eased his burden and soothed his worries.  
 
    Mostly, that one word made everything he’d been through since meeting her worth it.  
 
    He didn’t know what he’d done to deserve someone like her, and he still wasn’t convinced that he did. From the first moment he’d set eyes on her, though, he’d been drawn to her, knowing instinctively she was meant to be his. Everything else—magic, his hypothetical gift, where they came from, and where they’d go—was just details.  
 
    He took her offered hand, but instead of rising, he pulled her off balance, smiling when she tumbled into his arms. “Have I told you how incredible you are?” 
 
    “Mm,” she hummed, straddling his thighs and leaning into him. “Probably, but you’re welcome to remind me often.” 
 
    He’d say it as many times as she needed to hear it. He’d tell her when she first woke, then every night before she went to sleep. He’d write it down. He’d sing it. He’d write it again, but better. He’d whisper it in her ear or say it with a kiss. Not a single day would pass without her knowing just how special she was to him.  
 
    “Every day, beautiful. Every day.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    “By the ancestors.” Stepping out of the lift with her satchel draped over one shoulder, Jael froze. “This is your lab?” 
 
    Her tiny workroom back in Traskidel—the Southern Isle’s capital city—would fit into the cavernous room three times over, maybe more. Painted in bright, blinding white, Luke’s laboratory stretched the length of the mansion with a ceiling that reached at least twenty feet above her. Dozens of black-topped tables lined the speckled tiles, each workstation separated by panes of opaque glass in onyx frames.  
 
    Glass vials, beakers, and test tubes covered the tabletops, along with several pieces of machinery. Some she recognized, some she could only guess at, and a few she had no idea of their purpose. There were liquids in every shade of the rainbow, every consistency. A bright green goo bubbled, though she saw no discernable heat source to cause it. 
 
    “You work here alone?” 
 
    “Me and Nell.” He pressed his hand against the small of her back, urging her deeper into the room, then pulled it away quickly.  
 
    Jael sighed.  
 
    It had been more than twenty-four Earth hours since their disastrous first kiss in the entrance hall, and since then, things between them had been…different. Not bad, just not exactly the same as that first night. 
 
    After she’d made adjustments to his wardrobe, Luke had taken her into the city. She’d eaten pancakes. She’d pretended to like them. He’d told her twice how special he thought she was.  
 
    He didn’t, however, seem to feel the need to always be touching her anymore. He hadn’t tried to kiss her again, and in fact, he’d often gone out of his way to maintain distance between them. 
 
    She understood why he did it, but that didn’t make it any easier to accept. 
 
    “Why do you work here and not at your business?” 
 
    “Hart’s production facility was compromised a while back,” he explained. “Nothing was too badly damaged but decontaminating the building and sterilizing the equipment is taking longer than expected.” 
 
    “Many people worked there?” 
 
    “A couple thousand,” he confirmed. “Hart is one of the largest pharmaceutical manufacturers on the planet.” 
 
    She was impressed, but it didn’t answer her original question. “Where are these people now? Why do you work alone?” 
 
    Leading her to the nearest workstation, Luke turned a chair that seemed to be floating in midair and motioned for her to sit. “The building was compromised because of an attack on the city. It’s a long story, but the short version is that a lot of people died, including my father. Even more were hurt. Many of those who made it out of Light City just never returned.” He leaned one hip against the lab table and folded his arms across his chest. “I really can’t blame them.” 
 
    “Oh, Luke, I’m so sorry.” Walking through the city, she never would have guessed something so tragic had happened there. “Were you close with your father?” 
 
    “Not really. He wasn’t exactly a bad guy, but he was controlling and manipulative, especially when it came to my sister. There were certain expectations placed on both of us, but it was worse for Cami. I know I’m supposed to miss him, but honestly?” He shook his head and blew out a long breath. “I don’t.”  
 
    She heard the guilt in his voice, recognized the struggle in his heart. “I think that’s perfectly reasonable.” 
 
    The one person who was supposed to love and protect him unconditionally hadn’t. Yet, society told him to forget that hurt, that betrayal, and mourn a parent who had failed him. She had never expected that from her siblings, and she certainly didn’t expect it from her mate.  
 
    “Anyway,” he said, a little louder than necessary, “most of the production workers will return when the facility reopens. It’ll take some time to find new researchers, but we’ll get there.” Reaching across the short distance, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear with his index finger, but he didn’t linger. “I’m not worried, beautiful. You shouldn’t be, either.” 
 
    “I’m not worried.” It would take time, but she knew Luke would rebuild his family’s business, and it would be as strong as ever under his leadership. “I’m just working out the logistics.” 
 
    “Oh?” he chuckled. “How’s that going?” 
 
    “It’s going well, I think.”  
 
    Until the labs were functional again, it would be prudent for him to stay on Earth. Even if leaving him wouldn’t make her ill, she had no desire to be away from her mate, meaning she wouldn’t be returning to Xenthian for the foreseeable future. Xi wouldn’t like it, of course, but she was done letting him and her other siblings dictate her life.  
 
    “We’ll need to return the Radiance.” Xi could take it if he chose to return home without her. Unlikely, but stranger things had happened. Many of them in the last two days. 
 
    Luke’s brow furrowed. “Your ship?” 
 
    “It’s not my ship.” She waved him away, still considering how best to broach the subject with her brother. “It’s the royal vessel of the Southern Isle.” 
 
    “Of course, it is. How silly of me.” Leaning back, he shook his head and laughed again. “Wait. Does that mean you’re staying?” 
 
    The question was absurd enough to pull her out of her inner contemplation. “Of course, I’m staying.” She told herself not to do it, but she couldn’t help rolling her eyes at him. “You need to be here until your business is operational again.” Besides, it wasn’t like she had anything waiting for her back on Xenthian. “Once that happens, we can decide what we want to do from there.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m serious. This really isn’t a humorous ma—Luke?” Instinctively, she shrank back into her seat when his grin turned positively wicked. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “You. Are. Amazing.” Then, he grabbed her by the elbows, dragging her out of the chair and hoisting her into the air.  
 
    She squealed, an unsightly sound that she hoped to never make again.  
 
    “Luke! Put me down.” Naturally, he ignored her, lifting her even higher so that she had no choice but to lock her legs around his waist. “By the ancestors,” she cursed, trying to preserve a modicum of modesty by pushing the hem of her tunic back down her thighs. “What in the galaxies has gotten into you?” 
 
    “Now, is that any way to be?” His smile was completely smug, and his eyes danced with mischief. “Here I am trying to kiss you, and you’re just insulting me.” 
 
    It was really happening. He was touching her. He was going to kiss her again. She had thought for sure it would take more time for him to overcome the paranoia and uncertainty in which he’d cloaked his gift, but she’d never been more pleased to be proven wrong. 
 
    “Fine.” She feigned a dramatic huff but ceased her struggles and relaxed into him. “If you must.” 
 
     “Yes.” His voice grew husky as he slid a hand up her spine to cradle the back of her neck. “I think I must.” 
 
    It was the only warning she received before his lips crashed down on hers. There was no hesitation this time. No gentleness. No slow burn. Luke took her mouth in a hungry, possessive kiss, thrusting between her lips to sweep his tongue over hers.   
 
    When she tilted her head for a better angle, he growled, deepening the kiss with a dominance that made her entire body throb. Happy to let him lead, to allow him to take whatever he wanted, she did nothing to dissuade him. 
 
    Until the sound of breaking glass intruded on the moment. 
 
    “Damn it.” Ending the kiss, Luke rested his forehead against hers and groaned. “Is this going to happen every time I get close to you?” 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she surveyed the broken test tubes scattered throughout a puddle of clear liquid on the tabletop. It was clear her mate was shaken by the changes happening to him, and she wanted to help. She wanted to assure him that it would get easier, that he wouldn’t always have to be so guarded.  
 
    She wouldn’t lie to him, though, and unfortunately, right then, she didn’t have any answers.  
 
    “Don’t worry, neelum.” She stroked his cheek as she spoke, hoping the touch might calm and center him. “We’ll find a way.” That much she could promise. Until then, it was probably best to keep his mind otherwise occupied. “Shall we begin our work?”  
 
    It took several seconds and a couple of deep breaths before he slid her down his body to the floor. Then, he spent another minute or so pacing back and forth inside the work area, muttering obscenities under his breath the whole time. Once it seemed he’d finally gathered himself, he took her hand and led her to the only door in the back corner of the room.  
 
    “Office,” he said, pointing to the room enclosed by thick, glass walls. “There’s a private bathroom to the left, and a set of emergency stairs at the back.” He waited for her to acknowledge that she understood before directing her attention to a lab table on their left. “If there’s an accident in the lab, the security system is designed to disable the lift, so you’ll have to take the stairs.” 
 
    If anything happened, she could simply teleport herself out of the room, but she didn’t say that. Considering the current look on his face, it was probably best not to mention magic just yet.  
 
    “I understand. If something goes wrong, use the stairs.”  
 
    For some reason, this made him smile. “Okay, you’ve read the report I sent to Ivy, so you know we’re dealing with a few different problems.” 
 
    “I have.” She even had a few ideas of how to move forward, but she wanted to hear his thoughts first. “I’d like to hear it from you, though.” 
 
    Grabbing two, floating chairs from adjacent tables, he pulled them over to their workstations and sat, motioning for her to do the same.  
 
    “Okay, so, enhanced humans react fine to the cure. That’s great, but they’re not the ones who need it. The problem is with non-enhanced humans, those who haven’t received genetic upgrades.” 
 
    “The fever.” Nothing from Xenthian should have caused the spikes in temperature. The special flowers that grew beneath the Adderstones were, in fact, used to treat such ailments back home. 
 
    “Right.” He picked up what looked like a small, rectangular piece of glass from the tabletop. “The fever starts quickly, and lasts for hours, essentially burning away any curative properties of the flowers.” He tapped at the screen with his index finger, then turned it toward her. “These are the results of our last trials.” 
 
    She leaned toward him for a better look, then yelped when her chair flew forward, slamming her into his knees. “Oh, I’m sorry!” 
 
    “It’s fine.” His grimace said differently, and he rubbed his knee with one hand while he eased her chair back with the other. “I swear I’m going to burn these damn chairs.” 
 
    “I contacted the company again.” A female dressed in solid black—apart from her pristine, white lab coat—smiled brightly as she came to a stop at the end of the table. “They’re sending someone out tom—holy shit! What happened to you?” 
 
    “Thank you, Nell.” Luke rose from his seat to greet her as if she wasn’t openly gawking at him. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”  
 
    Nell’s complexion turned rosy, but she continued to stare at him with comically wide eyes. 
 
    Uncomfortable being the only one seated, Jael stood as well, but she didn’t step forward or make any sound as she studied the other female. When Luke had mentioned that his lab assistant was a female, Jael hadn’t thought much of it. Then again, she’d never anticipated meeting someone who looked like Nell. Young and pretty, with high cheekbones, full, pink lips, and honey-colored curls that shined in the overhead lights, she was beautiful in a way Jael could never hope to be. 
 
    She wasn’t jealous, though. That would be ridiculous. Just because Nell had the kind of body male’s lusted after didn’t mean anything. It didn’t mean Luke desired her. Maybe he liked short females with small breasts and narrow hips.  
 
    Yeah, and maybe I’ll grow wings and fly. 
 
    As if sensing her distress, Luke moved to stand behind her, wrapping her up in his arms and placing a kiss on the top of her head. “Jael, this is my assistant, Nell Everton.” He kissed her again, on the temple this time. “Nell, this is my mate, Jael Moonmist.” 
 
    Nell’s mouth dropped open. “Your mate?” 
 
    “Yeah, my soulmate. Hence all this.” He waved a hand up and down to indicate his larger frame, then bent to nuzzle the side of Jael’s neck. “Isn’t she great?” 
 
    The female didn’t look as if she found Jael great at all. Her gaping mouth snapped closed, her lips disappearing into a thin line. Those big, beguiling eyes narrowed at the corners, and the look she gave them was filled with a cold, thinly-veiled hatred. 
 
    The expression didn’t last long, only a fraction of a second before she caught herself and pasted on another beaming smile. “Oh, wow. That’s great. Congratulations!” 
 
    Jael stared at the hand Nell thrust toward her, hesitating for only a heartbeat before taking it in a firm grip. She’d since learned that the action was called a “handshake,” and humans used it as a form of greeting. Honestly, it seemed kind of unhygienic.  
 
    She knew she should thank the female, even if the sentiment had been as fake as her smile. When she opened her mouth, however, what came out was, “He’s mine.” 
 
    Luke’s big frame vibrated around her as he coughed, but honestly, it did little to hide his bark of laughter. Embarrassed by her own rudeness, Jael pulled her hand back and tucked herself deeper into his arms.  
 
    In her defense, the female had deserved it. Plus, while the king had given her and Xi a list of rules to follow, there had been nothing in his instructions that covered how to deal with harlots who wanted her mate for themselves. So, in retrospect, it could have been a lot worse.  
 
    She could have punched the female in the face. 
 
    “That, I am.” Luke’s arms tightened around her, and he leaned down to whisper in her ear. “And you’re mine.” 
 
    His open affection and easy declaration went a long way in soothing her insecurities and self-doubts, allowing her to have more charitable thoughts toward Nell. It really wasn’t the poor girl’s fault. Finding out the male she desired was suddenly bonded to another had to be devastating for her. Placed in the same situation, Jael couldn’t say she would have accepted the news any better.  
 
    With that thought in mind, she offered a token of peace. 
 
    “Luke was showing me the reports from your latest trials.” Tapping her mate’s arm, she waited for him to release her, then stepped forward with what she hoped was a warm smile. “Would you like to join us?” 
 
    “Join you?” The request seemed to have taken her off-balance, but she recovered quickly and nodded. “Yes, of course, if you’re sure.” She began backing away as she pointed over her shoulder. “Let me just get my notes.” 
 
    “She seems nice,” Jael allowed once the female had hurried off toward the front of the lab. Then, because she couldn’t not say it, she added, “I’m sorry I was rude to her.” 
 
    “Rude?” Chuckling, Luke slipped a finger under her chin and tilted her head back. “You’re kind of sexy when you’re jealous.” 
 
    “I’m not.” Stars, jealousy was practically oozing from her pores, but she’d never admit it, especially not to him, not when he had that cocky grin on his face.  
 
    “Really? Because I think you’re very sexy.” 
 
    Jael pursed her lips and glared. “I see what you did there, and I am not impressed.” 
 
    Without the least bit of contrition, he grinned as he leaned down to claim her lips in a quick, chaste kiss. “Nell is a sweet kid, and she’s smart as hell. I couldn’t have made it this far without her.” His grin grew wider when Jael huffed at him. “I promise you have nothing to worry about, beautiful.” He brushed the back of his hand down her cheek and kissed her again. “You are the one I want.” 
 
    Stars, he was sweet, and truth resonated from every syllable. Yes, the words came from his lips, but he spoke them with his entire body—the softness of his gaze, the tenderness of his touch, the way he leaned in just a little closer. 
 
    It was perfect, the kind of moment she wished she could halt and live in forever. Unfortunately, before she could make any declarations of her own, Nell came striding back down the aisle with a small, black disk clutched in her hand.  
 
    “My notes,” she said at Jael’s raised eyebrow. “We don’t keep our notes or other sensitive information on the server.” 
 
    “I’m a little paranoid about security,” Luke added. 
 
    With a project that big, Jael could understand why. She nodded but waited until they were all seated around the table to speak.  “So, you were telling me about the fever.” 
 
    Nell placed the disk on the tabletop and tapped out a complicated pattern over the surface. A series of light flashed, first blue, then purple, followed by a soft beep. A second later, information began popping up on the glass walls that surrounded the workstation. Small, two-sentence notes. Hastily typed paragraphs. Reports. Records. Equations. Formulas. Graphs.  
 
    It was probably the most awesome thing she’d ever seen. “I need one of these.” Focus. “Okay, help me understand what is happening with the trials.” 
 
    “It’s just like I said.” Leaning forward, Luke tapped one of the reports three times, enlarging it to almost the size of the entire panel. “We give them one of the petals from the flowers. The fever sets in and burns away any trace of a cure.” 
 
    “We thought it might work if we gave them smaller portions of the flowers,” Nell added, “but it didn’t.” 
 
    “No,” Jael answered slowly, “this kind of magic doesn’t work that way. There’s the same level of curative properties in one petal as there is in the entire bloom.” Essentially, they couldn’t over cure someone. 
 
    Luke shook his head. “Good to know, but what she means is that we literally couldn’t give them smaller portions. Every time we try to alter the flowers in any way, it reduces them to ash.” 
 
    “Ash?” What he said wasn’t possible. “It turns them into ash?” 
 
    “Yep. Cutting, crushing, boiling. Anything we do to them turns them into black powder. Black goo if I’m working with water.” 
 
    “Fascinating.” Terrible, of course, utterly frustrating, but still…fascinating. “The medics and healers on the Southern Isle crush or boil the saona flowers often to use in antidotes and healing tonics.” She was at a loss of why it would be any different on Earth. “The water samples that were collected evaporated after leaving the planet, correct?” 
 
    “Right.” Nell tapped the glass panel closest to her, minimizing the open report and enlarging another. “According to Lieutenant T’Kari’s report—” 
 
    “T’Kari?” Luke interrupted. 
 
    “Astrid Strong. She’s mated now.” 
 
    He settled back in his seat with a pinched expression. “No one tells me anything.” Then, he popped upright in his chair again, his mouth hanging open. “Kylir? She’s mated to Kylir T’Kari? When did this happen?”  
 
    “I don’t know who she’s mated to,” Nell answered, “but I guess it’s recent.” 
 
    Jael patted his hand in solidarity since she didn’t even know who they were talking about, let alone when the female had mated this Kylir person. 
 
    “Anyway.” Nell cleared her throat as she returned her attention to the screen. “The report states that all liquid samples had evaporated upon reaching the space station.” She blew out a frustrated breath and shook her head. “There wasn’t even condensation inside the tubes.” 
 
    “Regrettable,” Jael mused, “because it’s really the water that you want.” 
 
    “Come again?” Inching his chair closer, Luke eyed her with curiosity. “Pretend that I don’t understand any of this…because I don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t disparage.” He really couldn’t have known. “Until recently, even the Xenon believed the flowers that grew beneath our Adderstones were the true source of healing.” 
 
    “Okay, see? You lost me again. Back up. Start from the beginning.” When she tried to move farther away from him, he caught the bottom edge of her chair and laughed. “Sorry, beautiful. Not back away literally. I meant back up in the conversation. What is an Adderstone?” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” Heat infused her cheeks, and she bit down on her bottom lip until the embarrassment had passed. “The Adderstones are the five gems of Xenthian. Each is housed over a spring or fountain, and the flowers that grow in those waters are infused with healing magic.” 
 
    “So, the stones are like a battery.” 
 
    Jael thought it over for a moment but shook her head. “I think it’s more accurate to say that the waters on Xenthian are the battery, and the Adderstones are more like an amplifier.” 
 
    “That’s interesting and everything.” Swiveling toward them in her chair, Nell flipped her hair over her shoulder and sighed. “How does it help us, though?” 
 
    Honestly, it didn’t, but Luke had asked. If he wanted to know the entire history of Xenthian, Jael would make time to explain as much of it as she knew.  
 
    “What we’ve been doing isn’t working.” His tone held a hint of reproach, and his eyes had narrowed at the corners. “Jael is here to help us figure out where we went wrong and how to get back on track. That means learning everything we can, especially when it pertains to magic.” 
 
    Jael didn’t say anything, but she couldn’t stop the smile that stretched across her face. She’d seen a lot of sides of her mate since meeting him—scared, confused, clever, fun—but she liked this take-charge attitude from him best. It was, to borrow his phrasing, sexy. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Nell caught her bottom lip between her teeth and dropped her head. “I apologize.” 
 
    Ancestors, she really was young. If Jael fell apart every time someone admonished her, she’d have never accomplished anything. On the other hand, she did feel a measure of sympathy for the female, so she took her mate’s hand and squeezed, drawing his attention to herself. 
 
    “From what you’ve told me, I see two primary problems that need attention.” 
 
    “The fever,” Luke said. 
 
    “Yes, the fever.” She nodded. “Also, figuring out why the flowers are disintegrating.” 
 
    “Should I get some of the samples?” Nell asked, clearly eager to be back in Luke’s good graces. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks, that would be great.”  
 
    His gaze never left Jael’s, and the way those clear blue eyes stared at her filled her with pride and anxiety in equal measure.  
 
    He looked at her as if she could move mountains and capture stars.  
 
    Like she could conquer any challenge, overcome any obstacle.  
 
    Like she alone was the answer to a question he had only now thought to ask. 
 
    She could only pray to the ancestors that his faith hadn’t been misplaced. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    The next three days were filled with one disappointment after another. Tempers were tested, patience wore thin, and tension seemed to hover over the lab like a heavy, suffocating blanket. Every experiment failed. Hypotheses fell apart. Questions were posed, but never answered.  
 
    Then, there was the fact that Luke couldn’t seem to get within two feet of his mate without something blowing up in his face—sometimes literally. The previous day, it had been a coffee mug that he’d shattered into about a billion pieces. Worse, it had been Cami’s favorite, and even though Xi had put it back together with magic, he just knew she was never going to let him hear the end of it.  
 
    The day before that, he’d made all three hundred and eighty-four books fly off their respective shelves in the den. That time, it had been Jael who had repaired the damage with nothing more than a wave of her hand. It was getting stronger, though, this…ability. In the first day or so, it had only happened when he’d lost himself in lust, like when he kissed her. Lately, however, just being in the same room seemed to be enough to set him off.  
 
    He had no idea how he was even doing it. He couldn’t control it. Once or twice, he’d worried about what would happen if he ever inadvertently took too much of her magic. Even if that couldn’t or wouldn’t happen, he’d almost taken her head off with a copy of Treasure Island. If he didn’t learn some restraint and fast, he was definitely going to end up hurting someone.  
 
    “Good morning, neelum.” Jael greeted him with a nod and a smile from her seat at the workstation in the back of the lab. “Did you rest well?” 
 
    Honestly, he’d had a fitful night, tossing and turning until well into the morning hours while he thought about Jael sleeping in the room next door. “I’m fine. What about you?” 
 
    “I’m well, thank you.” 
 
    Dressed in a long, silver tunic with emerald inlays and bell sleeves, she was an absolute vision. Soft, leather boots in a complementary shade of gray wrapped around her calves like an old lover, leaving only a few inches of skin visible between them and the hem of her tunic.  She’d smoothed her hair back into a sleek knot at her nape, and her lips shined in the fluorescent lights, pink and wet from the layer of gloss that coated them.  
 
    Wearing a T-shirt depicting a half-eaten donut and a pair of decade-old sweats, Luke felt ridiculously underdressed.  
 
    “How long have you been awake?” Grabbing one of the newly repaired hover chairs, he dropped into it and maneuvered until he was seated beside her. 
 
    “Since sunrise.” She held a green and yellow petal up to the light, squinting at it as she turned it one way, then the other. “These flowers are dying.” 
 
    “What?” He hadn’t thought that possible. In fact, Ivy had assured him that because they were infused with magic, they would remain perfectly preserved indefinitely. “All of them?” 
 
    Jael glanced at the rows of clear baggies she had lined up on the tables, each containing a single sample. “No, not all. Too many of them, however.” Turning toward him, she tilted her head to the side and traced her finger along the curved, outer edge of the petal. “See the way the color fades here? It shouldn’t do that.” 
 
    Wanting a closer look, he held his right under the dispenser attached to the end of the table, wincing when it filled his palm with icy, pale yellow gel. It smelled terrible, like a mixture of rotten fruit and burnt hair, but the stuff was more effective than latex gloves. Of course, it had a long, fancy, scientific name, but everyone just called it eraser gel, because it essentially erased all manner of contaminants.  
 
    A dime-sized amount killed various forms of germs, bacteria, and viruses. It also created a thin, protective film over the skin, inhibiting the transference of genetic material and fingerprints. A diluted form of it was even used in the air filters, essentially making his underground lab the cleanest place in the entirety of Light City.    
 
    “May I?” he asked once the goo had dried on his hands. When she passed him the flower, he held it gingerly between thumb and forefinger as he brought it closer to examine it. “Yeah, right there. I see it.” Flipping it over, he shook his head at the thin, black veins that had started to flow out from the stem. “Do you know why this is happening?” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. There is no reason the flowers should be dying. I don’t—oh, my stars.” 
 
    Before their eyes, the petal Luke held turned black and shriveled, collapsing in on itself before crumbling into a pile of ash in his palm.  
 
    “Let me see that.” 
 
    Too stunned to argue, Luke deposited the ashes into her waiting hand, then sat back while she made a fist and closed her eyes. Thankfully, she didn’t leave him in suspense for long, but the brilliant smile she gave him didn’t make a lot of sense given the situation. 
 
    “There’s no magic left in these ashes.” 
 
    Okay, now her expression made even less sense. It was the absolute worst thing that could have happened, and she looked like her birthday had come twice that year.  
 
    “Don’t you see?” She shoved her fist toward him and shook it when he just continued to stare at her. “There’s no magic!” 
 
    “Yeah, no, I heard you the first time.” She really was adorable when she was excited, and he couldn’t help but return her smile. “I just don’t understand why you’re so happy about it.”  
 
    “It’s you! Neelum, you’re syphoning the magic from the samples.” 
 
    So, he’d been wrong. That was the worst thing that could happen. All this time, and he’d been sabotaging his own progress. To add insult to injury, he didn’t even know how to fix it. He wasn’t sure what expression was on his face, but it must have been bad, because Jael leaned closer and began stroking his neck with her unoccupied hand. 
 
    “No, no, this is a good thing. We finally understand.” Her nose wrinkled, and she shook her head. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. It seems so obvious now.” Without warning, she jumped up from her seat, placing a hand on Luke’s shoulder when he tried to follow. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Luke just nodded as he watched her hurry toward the office.  
 
    Without the Xenon’s magic, there wouldn’t be the possibility of a cure for infertility. He knew that. He’d thought he’d accepted it. With everything going wrong, and a lot of it because of some power he didn’t even know he had, he kind of hated magic right then. Whatever was inside him, he’d never asked for it, and he sure as hell didn’t want it.  
 
    A part of him wondered if his parents had known. He doubted it. If they had, they would have probably tried to use it against him. Well, at least his father, Canaan, would have. Just like he’d used Cami’s gift to keep her imprisoned in her own home for almost a decade. Just like he’d used it to manipulate Luke for years. 
 
    At twenty-three, Luke had just been reassigned to Fort Nacht on the edge of the badlands. Less than five years out of the Academy, and he was already inching toward his first promotion. He’d like to say it was because he’d worked hard and earned it, but that would have been a lie. Any special treatment he’d received had been a byproduct of being born into the Brighton-Hart family.  
 
    Even when Derrek Brighton had gone off the deep end, murdered his chosen, then gotten himself killed, nothing much had changed. There were whispers, rumors, pitying stares directed at Luke whenever he was in public, but he’d still gotten that promotion, regardless if he deserved it or not.  
 
    At that point, though, he’d been done with all of it. He didn’t want to be treated differently. He didn’t want to return to Light City and work with Canaan at Hart Pharmaceuticals. He didn’t want people to look at him and see the son of a killer.  
 
    So, he’d left. 
 
    His charmed life. The expectations. The sympathetic smiles and the commiserative glances. He’d left it all behind to accept another assignment in space, and he hadn’t looked back. If he’d have known the shitstorm that would follow his decision, he would have taken it all back in a heartbeat.  
 
    He’d found out about his father’s manipulation by accident really. It had been a little over a year ago, at the end of his stint on Alpha Station: X1. During a meeting with the regents to discuss a new command assignment, someone—he couldn’t remember who now—had congratulated him on accomplishing so much after enduring such a great loss. Thinking they’d been speaking of Derrek and his mother, he had simply thanked him. Then, Regent Nicholas Chandler had spoken a single sentence that Luke didn’t think he’d ever forget.  
 
    “To lose a parent so young is a tragedy, but I can’t imagine the pain of losing a sibling.” 
 
    Panicked, convinced something had happened to Cami that he had yet to hear about, he’d stood up and walked right out of the meeting. All attempts to contact his father had failed, and by the time he had reached his quarters, he’d been damn close to hyperventilating.  
 
    A quick search of Alliance records had indeed provided a death certificate for one Camille Brighton, but it had been dated nearly ten years previously.  
 
    For ten fucking years, their father had convinced her that she was dangerous. That she would hurt someone if she ever left the house, just like Derrek had. Then, just to be sure she never tried to leave, he’d threatened her with a ghost, telling her Derrek was still alive and would one day come for her. Staying hidden was the only way for her stay protected. 
 
    And Luke hadn’t known any of it.  
 
    Oh, he’d known she didn’t leave the house, but he’d been repeatedly told it was because her gift was too powerful, that being around people and hearing their thoughts was too overwhelming. Wanting only to protect her, he hadn’t questioned it. He should have. He should have fought harder for her.  
 
    After learning the truth, he’d confronted his father, and he’d been a little surprised when Canaan hadn’t even tried to deny it. Without flinching, with no shame, he’d confirmed that he had bribed a medical official to falsify Cami’s records. Though it would be months later before Luke learned of the threats and lies Canaan had used to control his sister, Luke had heard enough.  
 
    So, he’d done what he should have done a long time ago. He’d gotten Cami the hell out of there. 
 
    Of course, only his sister could have ended up on the wrong station, gotten involved in a conspiracy—including murder—and fallen in love with a Helios.  
 
    “Luke?” 
 
    “Huh?” From the expression on Jael’s face, she’d been standing there for a while, and she’d probably called his name more than a few times. “I’m good. Sorry, just thinking.” 
 
    “Would you like to talk about it?” 
 
    One day, he’d tell her. Soon, he promised himself. Just not now.  
 
    “What do you have there?” Motioning to the black wooden box on the table, he met her gaze with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    Her bright, lavender eyes narrowed, but after a brief hesitation, she settled into the chair next to him. Obviously, he hadn’t fooled her, but he appreciated that she didn’t push the issue.  
 
    “These are the samples I brought from the Southern Isle.” Moving the box to the edge of the table, she unlatched it and flipped open the lid. “They’re zisa flowers that grow along the edge of the river by my home.” As she spoke, she pulled out a case of test tubes, a large, black cylinder, and several white, gauzy pouches filled with pink and black flower petals. “Now, these aren’t as powerful as the plants that grow beneath the Adderstones, but they still have magic.” 
 
    Luke wanted to laugh. Or cry. Or laugh until he cried. Instead, he grabbed his mate’s face between both hands and hauled her close to kiss her lips. As much as he wanted to, however, he didn’t linger, afraid of what might happen if he did.  
 
    “You’re brilliant!” Fuck, that sweet blush got to him every time. “What’s the rest of this?” 
 
    She lifted one of the cerulean test tubes and twirled it between her delicate fingers. “These are soil samples, leaves, sediment, and sap from a pocca tree.” Biting her bottom lip, she ducked her head and looked away. “I don’t know if they’ll be useful.”  
 
    Luke wanted to drag her into his arms and hold her there for the rest of their lives. He couldn’t risk it, though. She’d basically just saved their asses, and he wasn’t going to do anything to jeopardize that—like blowing up everything on the table because he’d lost control again. 
 
    “It’s useful,” he assured her. “Way useful. Like, I’m going to test the fuck out of this.” 
 
    Her button nose wrinkled, and lips fell open in a sexy pout. “I don’t know what that means exactly, but it sounds quite violent.” 
 
    Damn, it felt good to laugh. “Okay, beautiful, what other surprises do you have in the cylinder?” 
 
    “Nothing, actually.” She smacked the large tube with the back of her hand, knocking it over and sending it rolling off the edge of the table. It hit the floor with a surprisingly quiet thump, then bounced several times like a rubber ball. “I’d read the reports, but I thought transporting water samples in a pressurized container would at least decrease the amount of evaporation.” She scowled down at the object. “It didn’t.” 
 
    While Luke would love to have a real water sample from Xenthian to work with, he didn’t need it. She’d already given him far more than he’d expected and asking for anything else just felt greedy. 
 
    “I think it’s worth a try to test these zisa flowers.” Maybe they didn’t have the same amount of concentrated magic in them, but they could still be useful. “It’s also possible that the sap might prove effective as well.” 
 
    It was sort of a liquid. It was ingestible. They didn’t have to alter it in any way to administer it. Very possibly, the silvery sap could be even more useful than the plants. 
 
    “Perhaps.” Picking up the test tube again, she held it up to the light and shook it. “The pocca sap isn’t known to have healing properties for Xenon, but I suppose it could have different benefits for non-magical races.” 
 
    Honestly, he’d reached the point where he was willing to try anything. “What about the zisa? Are they used for healing?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” She nodded vigorously, and the smile returned to her face. “Mostly for minor cuts, scrapes, and burns, but again, they could have a different effect on humans.” 
 
    It was good enough for him. He still had plenty of the healing flowers that grew beneath the Adderstones, but they wouldn’t last forever, especially if he kept sucking out all their magic. Plus, so far, they’d consistently done more damage than good. Maybe something a little less magical might be just the solution they needed.  
 
    Speaking of absorbing magic… “Maybe you should put everything back in the office for now. You know, before I kill it all.” 
 
    “Actually, I thought we could use these to practice.” 
 
    Skeptical that he wanted to know the answer, Luke forced himself to ask the question anyway. “Practice what, exactly?” 
 
    “Using your gift, of course.” She might as well have added “dumbass” to the end of that sentence for all the impatience in her tone. “Come, neelum, how can you expect to control it if you don’t use it? You do understand that it won’t just go away because you wish it so, correct?” 
 
    Yeah, he’d kind of gotten that memo. Just because he knew she was right didn’t mean he had to like it, though. In fact, he pretty much hated the idea of purposely inflicting his curse on anyone or anything. 
 
    “What did that poor flower ever do to you, huh?” he demanded, pushing off the floor to glide his chair farther away from her.  
 
    Jael leveled him with a look that reminded him a little too much of the expressions his instructors used to give him at the Academy. Thankfully, he had some natural talents and learned pretty quickly, because he’d been a terrible student.  
 
    “Lucas Brighton,” she snapped. “You get over here and take this flower.” 
 
    Crap, she even had the voice. “Nah, I’m good.” 
 
    The glare she gave him could have frozen the sun. “I guess that means you don’t want to have sex with me.” 
 
    Completely stunned by her bold statement, Luke gaped. “I didn’t say that!” 
 
    “Well, you can’t even kiss me without causing destruction. What do you think will happen if we tried anything more?” 
 
    He’d probably annihilate half the fucking city. Nobody wanted that. The residents of Light City really had been through enough.  
 
    “Wait…are you using sex as a bribe?” He wasn’t against it. The sudden throbbing of his swollen cock was proof of that. He just wanted to make sure they were on the same page.  
 
    “Call it what you will, but personally, I would like to be laid down sometime this century.” 
 
    Stars, she was too cute, even when she was pissed at him. “Laid. You want to get laid.” 
 
    “Yes. Laid down.” She tilted her head and frowned. “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “No, it’s…you know what? Never mind.” They needed to change the subject. Immediately. “Fine. I’ll practice.” 
 
    Not because she was putting sex on the table, though. Mostly. Well, yeah, okay, it had a little bit to do with it. 
 
    It was totally because of that.  
 
    “Good.”  A wicked little smirk titled one side of her mouth. “To make things more fun, what if we make a wager?” 
 
    Please let it be a blowjob. “What kind of wager?” 
 
    “Every time you’re able to control it, I’ll remove a piece of clothing. Each time you lose control, you have to do the same.” 
 
    So…not a blowjob, but he’d take it. “You’re on, beautiful. Prepare to get naked.” 
 
    Half an hour later, Jael was still fully dressed, and Luke was down to his boxers and a single sock. He hated this game. 
 
    “You’re not concentrating,” she chastised. “Focus.” 
 
    “I am,” he growled. “You try focusing when your nipples are cold.” Leaning back in his chair, he puffed his chest out and poked one of his hardened nipples. “Just look at that!” 
 
    Her eyes rolled so hard he was surprised they managed to stay in her head. “Yes, neelum, I’m looking. I acknowledge your frigid nipples.”  
 
    That really shouldn’t sound as suggestive as it did. There was something seriously wrong with him. “I don’t think this is working.” 
 
    “You didn’t expect to master it the first time, did you?” Picking up another petal, she shoved it at him with a determined nod. “Remember, it’s like a valve. Just imagine turning it off and stopping the flow of magic.” 
 
    He was practically naked, had embarrassed himself repeatedly by murdering a handful of the zisa flowers, and she wanted him to visualize. Perfect. 
 
    “You know, it’s a good thing I kind of like you.” 
 
    “And it’s a good thing you’re attractive,” she countered.  
 
    The funniest part about it was that she hadn’t even said it sarcastically. Laughing, Luke grabbed for the petal, wanting to both appease his mate and just get the whole damn thing over with, but Jael snatched it out of his reach. 
 
    “Nell’s here.” 
 
    Crap, he hadn’t even heard the lift. “Where are my pants?” He was pretty sure he’d tossed them into the corner of the cubicle, but he didn’t see them. “No, seriously, where are my pants?”  
 
    “You’re wearing them.” 
 
    Sure enough, he was completely dressed, sans his shoes. His love-hate relationship with magic was really starting to get out of hand. “Cool. Thanks for that.” Being caught in his underwear by his assistant hadn’t exactly been on his to-do list for the day. “Do you want to keep practicing?” 
 
    Every part of him hoped she said no. 
 
    “Not right now. We’ll try again later.” Her tone was warm and filled with fondness. “You really are a terrible student, neelum.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m pretty, remember?” He puffed up like a proud peacock and gave her his most charming smile. “You said it yourself. You can’t take it back. That’s the rule.” 
 
    “There are only two rules when it comes to learning magic, and that isn’t one of them.” As she spoke, she began gathering the samples and packing them back into the box. “Number one, you can’t just be pretty.” 
 
    That sounded like a terrible rule, but she’d piqued his interest, and he had to ask, “What’s the second?” 
 
    Pausing in her task, she turned and looked at him, her expression completely serious. “Refer to rule number one.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    The following morning, instead of helping Luke practice controlling his gift, Jael found herself back out in the city. It felt wrong to be out of the lab when they had so much work to do, but it was such a beautiful day, any concerns were quickly forgotten.  
 
    There were no clouds or haze to disrupt the swath of brilliant blue sky. Rays of golden sunlight glinted off chrome buildings, refracting in a rainbow of colors across their many windows. A light, warm breeze blew from the south, bringing with it a titillating combination of scents of everything from the ocean to freshly baked bread.  
 
    The puny little trees that sprouted up through the stone pathways confused her, but nonetheless, she enjoyed the singing birds that nested in the branches.  
 
    Transports zoomed by them on the streets. Merchants called out from their storefronts. Younglings laughed as they chased a red ball around in the grass of a nearby park. So many people traversed the walkways, Jael had to grip Luke’s hand tight to keep from being separated from him. 
 
    Not that she minded.  
 
    It seemed as if everyone in the city had come out of their homes to enjoy the lovely weather, and each person they passed fascinated her more than the last. At some point, she imagined the novelty of Earth would fade away, and she would no longer view it with such wide-eyed wonder.  
 
    This wasn’t that day.   
 
    In fact, there was a lot to be excited about on that particular morning. It was Camille Navarra’s twenty-sixth birthday, and her brother and mate had planned an extravagant celebration for that afternoon. While Tariq dealt with caterers and party planners, it was Jael and Luke’s job to keep the female occupied.  
 
    It hadn’t been difficult to convince her to leave the house, either. Jael had simply expressed a wish to see the city with her for her special day. By the ancestors, she didn’t think anyone had ever responded so enthusiastically to an invitation to spend time with her. It had been…gratifying.  
 
    Luke had insisted he accompany them. Of course, that had been the plan all along, but Cami hadn’t known that. The argument that had followed had been greatly amusing. Well, it had been until the same argument had been forced on her by her own brother.  
 
    At first, she’d been pleased that Xi wanted to venture out into the city with them, especially since she hadn’t seen much of him since they’d arrived on Earth. Then, he’d had to ruin it by explaining that his only reason for joining them was because he didn’t trust her not to get herself into trouble.  
 
    Ugh, he could be such an asshole. 
 
    Cami had summed it up perfectly when she’d met Jael’s gaze, shaken her head, and muttered, “Men.” 
 
    Still, Jael wasn’t going to let one setback diminish her enjoyment. Humans might be a little strange, but they were also endlessly captivating. What they lacked in magic, they more than made up for in technology and ingenuity. She’d even venture to say that Xenons could learn a few things from them.  
 
    Twice, they’d stopped at an intersection until a blinking light told them they could cross. To Luke and Cami, it had been such a mundane thing. For Jael, it had been another new, exciting experience.  
 
    She’d been surprised to learn that many of the same buildings and businesses she’d seen in the Capital were also common in Light City. Not only that, but some were so numerous she couldn’t even fathom it. How many bakeries did one city really need?  
 
    Naturally, she had an endless stream of questions, but Luke didn’t seem to mind. He never lost patience with her or made her feel like her inquiries were silly.  
 
    He’d explained that a museum housed important artifacts of cultural and historical significance, which sounded a lot like Xenthian’s archives. A “bar,” she learned, was simply a place to imbibe ale and wine like the public taverns on the Southern Isle. There were a lot of bars.  
 
    The building that grew flowers was exactly what she’d pictured it to be, which still didn’t make much sense.  
 
    The little shop with brightly painted windows which proclaimed it to be Yana’s Hair by Design, intrigued her the most. She told her mate about passing a similar place in the Capital, and they’d both laughed when Cami had launched into an animated explanation.  
 
    Apparently, humans actually paid other humans to cut and style their hair. Cami had had gone on to say that some humans even applied various colors to their locks with the help of natural and chemical dyes. 
 
    As she’d listened, Jael had made a silent promise to return at some point so this Yana person could design her hair. She didn’t quite understand the point of it, but the process sounded fascinating. 
 
    “Oh, I want to go to Cyrin’s,” Cami announced at the next intersection as she pointed excitedly at a shop across the street. 
 
    “No,” Luke, Jael, and Xi all practically shouted at her in unison.  
 
    Beyond keeping Cami away from the mansion for a few hours, Tariq’s only other request had been that they not allow her inside Half Caked. Since he’d employed the owner, Cyrin Kasvar, to create Cami’s birthday cake, he didn’t want there to be any chance of ruining the surprise.  
 
    Jael would have mentioned that preventing the female from entering the bakery would likely be even more suspicious. She might have also pointed out that trying to keep the secret from a telepath was an exercise in futility, but no one had asked for her opinion.  
 
    “But, it’s my birthday,” Cami insisted.  
 
    Her smile was a little too innocent in Jael’s opinion. 
 
    “We’re taking you to lunch. Maybe we can stop at Cyrin’s on the way back,” Luke lied smoothly. “Come on, chipmunk, I thought you wanted pork tacos.” 
 
    Her face lit up with an angelic smile. “Yes!” 
 
    “Tacos?” Jael perked up as well. Grabbing her brother’s arm, she shook it wildly. “Xi, tacos!” 
 
    His grin was indulgent, but at least he was smiling. “I heard. Vasera Blackthorn will be pleased.” 
 
    “That makes so much sense.” Leading them across the street, Luke shook his head and laughed. “I swear, Ivy could eat her weight in tacos back in the day.” Then, because he was apparently a masochist, he added, “You do know that pork is pig. Right, chipmunk?” 
 
    Jael dropped her head and groaned. Everyone was having a great time, and as humorous as she found their sibling banter, she didn’t want them to argue again. To her surprise, however, Cami just shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but it’s not bekshin.” Her lips twisted, and she tapped at them with her index finger. “Honestly, I probably would have eaten a bekshin if Ivy hadn’t turned them into pets. You can’t eat a pet.” 
 
    It was a strange sort of logic, but Jael could see the reasoning in it. As a general rule, her people didn’t keep animals as companions, but if they did, she imagined they would be less inclined to eat them.  
 
    “Listen!” Cami bounced up on her toes. “Do you hear it?” 
 
    Since Luke had chosen that moment to lean close and nuzzle her cheek, the only thing Jael could hear was the pounding of her heart and a dull roar in her ears. Great stars, she wanted him with an intensity that scared her. At this point, she was beginning to think they’d never make it to that next step of their relationship.  
 
    Not because she was holding her vagina hostage—as Luke had so eloquently accused her of before leaving the house—or anything so dramatic. She did, however, suspect that they’d be explosive together, and until Luke learned to control his gift, she meant that literally. Despite any protests to the contrary, he knew it as well, which was probably why she hadn’t received more than light caresses and chaste kisses in the past few days.    
 
    “You’re not listening,” Luke teased. “Can you hear it, beautiful?”  
 
    Taking a couple of deep breaths to tame her body’s unruly reaction to her mate, she did as he requested. When she finally heard it, she couldn’t contain her delight.  
 
    “Music!” It was an upbeat tune that carried on the wind and vibrated through her body like a live current. “It’s amazing. Where is it coming from?” Laughing from the sheer joy of it, she grabbed Xi’s hand and looked up at him. “Isn’t it wonderful?” 
 
    He arched a dark eyebrow at her and grunted. “It sounds like someone’s being murdered.” His lips twitched at the corners, belying his gruff tone and proving he wasn’t as unaffected as he pretended to be. “It’s the—” 
 
    “Excuse me.” A male child with dark hair and big, midnight eyes set into a sweet face tugged the sleeve of Xi’s tunic. “Hey, excuse me,” he repeated a little louder this time. He didn’t look frightened to be speaking with a stranger. If anything, he appeared determined. “I need to ask you a question.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s so cute,” Cami whispered. “I wonder where his parents are.” 
 
    Crouching down on the walkway, Xi smiled at the boy. “Hello, little one. Are you lost?” 
 
    Instead of answering, the child lifted his hand and pointed a finger at Jael. “Is she a real princess?” 
 
    Cami giggled. “He’s too precious.” 
 
    Even Luke wore a crooked grin. “He is pretty adorable.” 
 
    Xi laughed as well, angling sideways so he could look at Jael over his shoulder. “Yes, actually, she is really a princess.” 
 
    She most certainly was not a princess, but she couldn’t bring herself to correct him when the child’s face lit up with triumph. 
 
    “That’s so cool!” 
 
    Everyone chuckled, and Xi asked, “Where are you parents, little one?” 
 
    “I’m not little.” Huffing indignantly, he shoved his open hand toward Xi’s face. “I’m this many. That’s not little.” 
 
    Cami made a choking sound and turned away as her entire body shook with barely-restrained amusement. 
 
    “Oh, my apologies. I didn’t realize.” Xi placed his right palm over his heart and bowed his head respectfully. “Do you have a name?” 
 
    The child narrowed his eyes, but he answered in a clear, carrying voice. “Maacon.” 
 
    “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Maacon. My name is Xi. This is my sister, Jael.” 
 
    The boy looked between them a couple of times, then over to Cami. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Camille,” she answered readily. “This is my brother, Luke.” 
 
    “Oh.” He tilted his head and frowned at her. “Are you a princess, too?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid I’m not.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” he assured her. “You’re still pretty.” Returning his attention to Xi, he fisted his hands on his hips and wrinkled his tiny nose. “You have funny ears.” 
 
    “I’m going to die,” Cami wheezed through her giggles. “This is the best birthday ever.” 
 
    Jael didn’t understand how expiring on the day of one’s birth was a desirable thing, but she nodded anyway.  
 
    With a gasp of mock surprise, Xi cupped his right ear and mirrored Maacon’s expression.  “You have funny ears.” 
 
    The youngling’s mouth fell open briefly, and his eyes grew even bigger, comically so. Then…he started to giggle. It was an infectious sound born of pure innocence, and soon, everyone was laughing with him. Cami was right. The boy was absolutely precious. Jael did, however, worry about him being alone on such a busy street. Surely, someone would be missing him by now.  
 
    “You’re funny.” His gaze slid past Xi to land on her again. “Can I see your princess?” 
 
    Not wanting to frighten or intimidate him, she released Luke’s hand and lowered herself to the ground to kneel beside her brother. “Hello, Maacon. My name is Jael.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re pretty.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Oh, he was a charmer. “That’s very kind to say.” She glanced up and down the street again. “Where is your mother, leelan?” 
 
    “I don’t have a mother.” He didn’t flinch, and he didn’t sound upset. He was merely stating a fact. “She ran away because she didn’t want us.” 
 
    The casually spoken declaration broke her heart, and it took her a moment to find her voice again. “Us? Do you have a brother?” 
 
    Maacon shook his head sharply. “A sister. That’s why I needed to see you, so I can ask you to meet my sister. Malia loves princesses.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” If Malia was anything like her brother, Jael couldn’t fathom why anyone wouldn’t want them, let alone their own mother. “You must be a very good brother.” 
 
    “Malia is my family. We stick together. We take care of each other.”  
 
    He repeated the words as if reciting them from a book. Clearly, someone had taught him the importance of family. If not a mother, then perhaps his father. 
 
    “Hey, buddy,” Luke said, kneeling down beside Jael. “Where’s your sister right now?” 
 
    “At the cupcake place.” 
 
    “The bakery,” Luke explained in hushed tones.  
 
    Funny enough, Jael had worked that much out for herself. “Is she by herself?” 
 
    “No.” Maacon shook his head so hard his hair whipped against his face. “She’s with Miss Isla.” 
 
    Luke’s brow furrowed. “Isla Cadell?” 
 
    “I dunno.” The boy shrugged adorably. “I guess.” 
 
    “If your sister wants to meet a princess, we should probably go find her.” Rising from his crouch, Luke offered the child his hand. “Lead the way, kiddo.” 
 
    Instead of taking the hand, however, Maacon pointed past him. “There she is!” 
 
    “Maacon!” A pretty female with hair the color of flames rushed toward them, carrying a youngling who looked just like Maacon. “Oh, my stars! Maacon, what did I tell you about wandering off on your own?” 
 
    “Uh.” Ducking his head, he peeked up at her through long lashes as he scuffed the toe of his boot over the slab of stone. “Don’t do it?” 
 
    “Hey, Isla,” Luke said, turning to greet her. “He’s okay. He just wanted to meet the princess.” 
 
    “I’m not a princess,” Jael mumbled, pushing to her feet and motioning for Xi to do the same. 
 
    The female’s eyes widened, and her mouth fell open. After a couple of seconds of looking back and forth between Luke and Jael, however, the expression morphed into a wide grin. 
 
    “Hey, Luke,” she said. “I guess congratulations are in order.” Placing her free hand on Maacon’s shoulder, she pulled him against her leg and held him there. “Thank you for staying with him.” 
 
    “No problem.” Luke leaned sideways, looking around her. “Where’s Cord?” 
 
    “With his fathers. Thank the stars. These two are hard enough to keep up with.” 
 
    Luke made brief introductions, and Jael nodded when he said her name. There were a lot of people mentioned that she didn’t recognize, but she got the gist that her mate knew the female from his brief time as commander of Alpha Station: X4.  
 
    “What are you doing in Light City?” 
 
    Resting her hand atop Maacon’s head, Isla ruffled his hair, making him giggle. “Dropping off a…” She trailed off, her eyes darting around the group. “A package.” 
 
    “Ah, gotcha.”  
 
    Jael stood quietly, trying her best to follow along, but she didn’t know what they were talking about or why delivering a package needed to be so secretive. Instead, she decided to focus on the female child who kept sneaking glances at her from behind a curtain of ebony hair.  
 
    “Hello,” she greeted, keeping her voice quiet and gentle. “You must be Malia.” 
 
    The girl bobbed her head. “Are you a princess?” 
 
    Jael had no idea what it was about her that made these children think she was royalty, and she struggled with what to say. She didn’t want to lie, but she also didn’t want to disappoint them.  
 
    “Sorry,” Isla said with a wince. “They’ve been watching this old vid about a princess who looks a lot like you.” She glanced at the side of Jael’s head and tapped the shell of her own ear. “You know, like an elf.” As soon as the words were spoken, her eyes rounded, and she shook her head. “Oh, wow. That was rude. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, please, don’t apologize. I’m not offended,” she hurried to assure the female. In fact, she was ridiculously flattered that stories—even fictitious children’s stories—existed that depicted her race as heroes. “I’m so happy to meet all of you.” 
 
    “Same. Sorry to cut this short, but I better get these two back to the ship before the crew mutinies. We promised them cupcakes.” Isla glanced down at Maacon. “Isn’t that right, leelan?” 
 
    Jael jerked her head up, her eyes wide. “Why do you call him that?” 
 
    “Oh, I…” Mirroring Jael’s expression, the female took a step back, pulling Maacon with her. “I guess I just heard it somewhere. Probably on a space station or something.” 
 
    She was lying, but it was just as obvious that something had frightened her. Before Jael could say anything more, Luke’s arm wound around her waist and squeezed, effectively silencing her. He met her gaze with a small shake of his head, just a minute movement that conveyed a whole lot without a word being uttered.  
 
    So, she let it go. That didn’t mean she wasn’t going to badger him for information later, but for now, she smiled and told Isla again how lovely it was to meet her. When the female visibly relaxed and heaved out a shaky breath, she knew it had been the right thing to do.  
 
    After another round of goodbyes, Isla thanked them once more for looking after Maacon, then turned to leave the way she’d come. She didn’t make it far before Xi called out to her, forcing her to turn back. 
 
    “Where will they go? What will happen to them?” 
 
    “We’re taking them to a sanctuary on X4 for now.” She seemed perplexed by the question. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “They’ll be looked after there?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s just temporary. My mates and I converted my old house into a sanctuary for children in Jade City, but we can’t stay, so it needs a guardian. We’ve asked a few people, but nothing has panned out yet.” 
 
    “A sanctuary for children?” Luke nodded as he rubbed his chin, a wide grin spreading across his face. “You’re saying you need someone to live in this sanctuary and take care of orphaned children?” 
 
    Isla frowned. “Uh, yeah, that’s what I’m saying.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Eight right now, including these two. All under the age of ten.” Her scowl slowly morphed into a crooked smile. “I have a feeling you might know someone who wants the job.” 
 
    In answer, Luke turned to his sister. “What do you think, chipmunk?” 
 
    “Me?” Cami jerked back as if he’d physically assaulted her. “You want me to take care of all those kids?”  
 
    Luke shrugged. “Well, I mean, if you don’t think you’re up to it, I’d understand. You really should think—” 
 
    “Yes!” Cami shouted. “Oh, my stars, yes!” She took a wobbly step toward Isla. “I mean, that is, if you think you’d want me.” 
 
    “You might want to talk to Tariq about it first,” Luke reminded her through his laughter. 
 
    She waved him away. “He’ll be fine.” 
 
    Jael didn’t doubt it. She had no idea if Tariq liked children, but she knew how much he loved his mate. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for Cami, including moving to a new city to care for a multitude of younglings. 
 
    “We’re here for a few more days. Luke has my info.” Isla grinned as she began backing away. “Talk it over with your mate, and if you’re still interested, contact me. We’ll talk.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. I’ll be in touch.” When Isla and the younglings finally disappeared back into the bakery, Cami spun in a big circle, arms outstretched, her yellow sundress fanning around her knees. “Best. Birthday. Ever!” 
 
    Still laughing at his sister’s antics, Luke took Jael’s hand and started walking again, leaving Cami and Xi to follow after them. “Isla is really protective of her son Cord,” he said about half a block later, seemingly out the blue. “He’s Xenon, and while I don’t know the whole story, I know it wasn’t safe for him to stay on Xenthian.” 
 
    Jael gasped, then slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle it. She knew the story. The rumors of Elder Meadowlark’s abandoned child had spread like wildfire across the entire planet. There were some who pitied the youngling, but just as many feared him, worried that a product of darkness would turn out just as evil as his father.  
 
    She really hated those people.  
 
    “I’ve heard,” she said once she’d regained some of her composure. “He didn’t even have a name.” That poor, sweet boy. He hadn’t asked to be born, and he certainly hadn’t had any control over who had fathered him. “You’re right. He wouldn’t be safe on Xenthian.” 
 
    Maybe one day, but the wounds were still too fresh. It cut her deeply that her own people could be so narrowminded and judgmental, that they could take out their distress and bitterness on a youngling.  
 
    “He’s a sweet kid. If you’d like, I think I can convince Isla to let you meet him.” He blew out a breath and rubbed a hand across his nape. “I think it would be good for him, especially since his power is already starting to present itself. Isla and her mates are amazing parents, but they can’t help him with magic.” 
 
    “Luke, you don’t have to convince me.” Ultimately, it was Isla’s decision, but she did very much want to meet the child. “If his parents will let me, I’d be honored to teach him.” 
 
    “It goes without saying, but don’t mention this to anyone. Like I said, she’s really protective.” 
 
    “With good reason.” She squeezed his hand and bobbed her head. “I won’t say anything.” Speaking of children, however, she did have another question. “Those are Tarin youngling, correct? Maacon and Malia?” 
 
    “They are.” Sadness tinted Luke’s voice as he told her of the conflict on Tartarus.  
 
    Jael knew Xenthian had become something of a haven for Tarin females who couldn’t or wouldn’t stay on their own planet. So far, most were being housed in Sommervail, with a few migrating to the Eastern Isle. As such, she’d yet to meet one, but she’d learned a little of their history. From what Luke was saying, it was so much worse than she’d imagined. 
 
    “Still,” she demanded, “how could a mother abandoned her children?” 
 
    As they rounded the bend in the walkway, Luke brought their joined hands to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “Don’t judge their mother too harshly, beautiful. Everyone has a story.” 
 
    He made a valid point. Everyone had a past, herself included. Staring up at him, she wondered how he’d feel if he knew he was mated to a female whose parents had systematically slaughtered an entire village.  
 
    Luke’s tone lightened, and he pulled her close to kiss her temple. “Are you ready to try your first taco?” 
 
    “I am shaking with anticipation.” 
 
    “You’re really getting a handle on sarcasm, aren’t you?” 
 
    Probably not, but she was trying. “Thank you.” 
 
    He poked her ribs, tickling her and making her giggle. “Okay, smartass, I hope you’re hungry.” 
 
    “Starving.” 
 
    When he looked away, she let her smile fall and chewed her bottom lip. She couldn’t hide her secret from him forever. He needed to know. It was only right.  
 
    Soon. She glanced up at him—so handsome, even in profile—and sighed. Just not today.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    For the first time in years, the mansion was filled with conversation, laughter, and music. Luke didn’t know half the people milling about his house, and he didn’t care, either. The look on Cami’s face when they’d returned home to resounding cheers of, “Happy Birthday!” and “Surprise!” was absolutely priceless.  
 
    He’d been a little shocked that they’d actually managed to pull it off considering his sister’s ability to pluck the thought from their minds. Or maybe they hadn’t, and she was just an amazing actress. Either way, she looked happy, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    The southern ballroom—yes, his family was pretentious enough to have an actual ballroom—had been transformed into something straight out of a fairy tale. Sashes of pink and silver had been draped over everything that would stand still. Tables filled with food from every planet and culture lined the two longest walls, all of them groaning under the weight of such a feast.  
 
    At the front of the room near the doorway sat a single, square table stacked high with brightly wrapped packages and glittering gift bags. Next to that was a seven-tiered cake so lavishly decorated it looked more like art than food. Silver beads, black roses, and white feathers stood out in sharp contrast against the pink, marbled frosting, and every embellishment was completely edible. It was a cake befitting a princess, and he reminded himself to thank Cyrin again. The female really had outdone herself.  
 
    “Oh, this is amazing!” Jael laughed as he twirled her in a circle on the dance floor. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve had so much fun.” 
 
    Honestly, he couldn’t either. 
 
    He spun her back into his arms, pressing his hand to the small of her back to hold her close. She’d changed into a sparkling, strapless dress that matched the color of her eyes for the evening, and her dark hair fell around her face in soft curls. She was an absolute vision, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her. 
 
    Bending to accommodate for the difference in their height, he pressed his lips to the shell of her ear, smirking when she shivered against him. “You look stunning tonight.” 
 
    Her breath stuttered over his cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Every person in here is watching you.” 
 
    She laughed, the sound a tad too self-deprecating for his tastes. “They’re just intrigued because they’ve never seen a Xenon before. That’s all.” 
 
    Some of them, maybe, but Luke had seen the lustful glances directed her way. “They want you, beautiful.” Wrapping her in his arms, he straightened, holding her off the floor so that they were eye to eye. “I don’t blame them, but you’re mine.” 
 
    She responded with a kiss, just a slow, tender melding of their lips. “I could say the same about you, neelum. You look very handsome tonight, and you seem to be drawing quite a bit of female attention.” 
 
    For the occasion, he’d donned a black, button-down with matching slacks. Nothing too fancy, but he admitted he did look pretty good. “What females? There are other females here?” 
 
    Jael smirked. “Good answer.” 
 
    Their lips met again, and he groaned at the zing of power that was becoming synonymous with disaster. Focusing on his mate, he tried to push the sensation away, but the harder he fought it, the stronger it seemed to grow until the energy pulsed through him like a living thing.  
 
    With great reluctance, he broke the kiss and slid Jael down his body until her feet touched the floor again. “How about a drink?” 
 
    Or two. Or twelve. 
 
    Smiling in understanding, she took his hand and linked their fingers together. “Yes, please. I think I’d like to try the green wine.” 
 
    They made it exactly half a step before they found an older gentleman with a bushy mustache blocking their path. 
 
    “Commander Brighton, I was wondering if you had a minute.” 
 
    Luke didn’t know him from the man in the moon, and he didn’t appreciate being interrupted. Opening his mouth to tell the guy to piss off, he stopped short when Jael squeezed his hand, then released him. 
 
    “Stay,” she insisted. “I’ll get us drinks.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    She was already backing into the crowd, though. “It’s okay, neelum. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Once she’d disappeared, he turned to glare at the male. “You have two minutes. Start talking.” 
 
    Two minutes turned into twenty, and by the time they’d finished speaking, Hart Pharmaceuticals had itself a new biochemist. Marshall Wayne wouldn’t begin his position until the labs reopened, and he was just one man, but it was a start.  
 
    Luke was grateful that Jael had possessed the foresight to see that and force him into the conversation. 
 
    Tucking his hands into his pockets, he looked out over the crowd, searching for his mate, but instead, he found Tariq. Or it might have been more accurate to say that Tariq found him. 
 
    “Have you seen Jael?” 
 
    Tariq jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “She was by the bar a few minutes ago.” Then he held his arms out and grinned. “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think it’s perfect. How the hell did you do all of this?” 
 
    Tariq shrugged. “Magic.” 
 
    “Jael? She was with me all day.” 
 
    “Nope.” Tariq’s smile grew wide enough to reveal the tips of his canines. “Xi.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up. No way.” On their walk home after lunch, Xi had disappeared, telling his sister that he’d meet her back at the mansion. Since he wasn’t the most sociable male, Luke hadn’t thought much of it. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “What can I say?” Tariq puffed his chest out, and his smile turned cocky. “Everyone loves my angel.” 
 
    “Clearly.” Luke scanned their guests again. “Who are all these people?” 
 
    “Mostly people who were either Cami’s friends from the Academy or friends of your family.” Chuckling, he reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. “Since everyone thought she was dead, it wasn’t easy to convince them this wasn’t a joke.”  
 
    A year ago, Luke would have said that no one in the universe loved his sister more than he did, but he was happy to be proven wrong. “Thank you, Tariq. This is perfect, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so happy. I’m glad she has you.” His gaze darted to the stage at the back room, set against a canopy of twinkling lights. “Seriously, though, how in the cosmos did you get Ayla D’Nye here?” 
 
    The D’Aire female was as lovely as the angels her race had been nicknamed for, and there was a kindness about her that drew everyone into her circle. Pacing back and forth on the dais, she belted out a catchy, upbeat tune, one of her new songs if Luke wasn’t mistaken. Fairy lights gleamed off her silver hair, and during every pass, she’d point and wave to the crowd with a smile that lit up her shimmering blue eyes. 
 
    She was a musical goddess, and pretty much everyone in the universe knew her name. Having her standing right there, close enough to walk up and touch, was a little surreal. 
 
    “Actually, that’s kind of a long story. The short version is that I did her brother a favor a few years back, and he owed me.” Tariq pointed at the stage. “Now, we’re even.” 
 
    “That must have been a hell of a favor.” 
 
    Cami bounced up to them, going right into Tariq’s arms and snuggling against him. “Thank you. This is the best birthday I’ve ever had.” 
 
    Luke looked away, giving them a moment of privacy and wondering why he couldn’t seem to locate Jael. It had been almost thirty minutes since she’d excused herself to go get them drinks, and she still hadn’t returned. It wasn’t that he was worried exactly, but she should have returned by now. 
 
    “Hey, have you seen Jael?” Come to think of it, there was a suspicious lack of any Xenon in the room. “Or Xi?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Cami said, smiling up at him. “I was supposed to tell you that Jael went down to the lab. She also said that Xi is keeping her company, you shouldn’t worry, and to please stay here and enjoy the party.” 
 
    “Is she okay? Did she seem upset?” If someone had made her feel uncomfortable or unwelcomed, Luke would annihilate them. “Maybe I should go check on her.” 
 
    Cami grabbed his arm when he tried to walk away and laughed. “She’s fine. Calm down. I got the impression that it was one of those sparks-of-inspiration moments.” Her eyebrows winged toward her hairline, and she gave him a shrewd look. “Kind of like you, brother.” 
 
    Yes, he’d been known to walk away in the middle of a conversation—in the middle of his own sentence—when an idea came to him. “I’ll just check on her. Maybe she needs some help.” 
 
    “Or,” Cami said loudly, still preventing him from leaving, “maybe she’s a grown woman who doesn’t need to be rescued. Leave it alone, Luke. Whatever she’s doing, she’ll tell you when she’s ready.” 
 
    Sighing in defeat because he knew she was right, he pulled her into a tight hug and kissed the top of her head. “When did you get so smart, chipmunk?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I’ve always been this smart.” 
 
    Luke laughed as he glanced over at Tariq. “Have you told him yet?” 
 
    “Told me what?” 
 
    Stepping back, she adjusted the skirt of her pale, gold dress and glared. “Not yet, so thanks for that.” 
 
    “Told me what?” Tariq repeated louder. “What did you do, angel?” 
 
    They stared at each other for a long time, barely blinking, their expressions subtly shifting. Luke had been around them long enough to realize when they were communicating telepathically, and he hated that shit. It just seemed rude. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Hey, guys, still here.” 
 
    “I’ll give you two a minute,” Tariq declared, then simply strode away. 
 
    “What was that all about?” 
 
    Cami shook her head slowly. “Nothing. He doesn’t like it when I question myself.” 
 
    Luke wasn’t a big fan of it, either. “What are you questioning, chipmunk?” 
 
    “I want this, Luke. I want this so bad I can taste it, but can I do it?” Grabbing his wrist, she squeezed it tight and shook his arm a little. “Tell me the truth. Do you think I can take care of those kids? Give them a real home?” 
 
    Gently, he extracted his arm from her grip and cupped his hands around her face. “Camille Leah Navarra, you can do anything you set your mind to, and I don’t think anyone is going to love those kids more than you.” 
 
    It wasn’t the Zyphir virus that had rendered Cami sterile, but their own father’s malicious attack on her. Medics had saved her life, but they hadn’t been able to repair all the internal damage. She could live without a uterus or ovaries, but despite the designating scroll tattooed at the corner of her eye, she’d never have children of her own.  
 
    Knowing that had made the infertility project bittersweet for Luke, especially since he knew she would be an amazing mother if given the chance. Now, she had that chance. 
 
    “Loving them isn’t the problem,” she said. “I don’t know anything about kids. It’s not like I had the most normal childhood to draw from, either.” 
 
    No, she hadn’t, and part of that was his fault. For far too long, he’d allowed his father to convince him that it wasn’t safe for Cami out in the big, wide universe. She’d been so young back then, so innocent—and maybe a little naïve—and all he’d wanted was to protect her from unpleasant things.  
 
    “Cami, listen to me. Do you remember the day I put you on that shuttle and sent you to X4?” 
 
    Her lips curved into a knowing smirk. “And I ended up on Beta Station 4 instead? Yeah, I seem to recall something like that.” 
 
    Learning about Cami’s falsified death records had changed everything, thrown the entire situation into a new light. He hadn’t wanted to believe it. In fact, he’d convinced himself that it had been a clerical error, because Canaan Hart would never be so cruel to his own child.  
 
    Still, he’d needed to know for sure. So, he’d scheduled leave and made the long trip back to Earth. The answers he’d found had both pissed him off and broken his heart. Cami had been all grown up by then, and she’d been so sad, so…defeated, and worse, his father had confirmed what Luke had been so desperate to deny.  
 
    “When I was trying to get you out of the house, you thought I was talking about Derrek.” In reality, he’d been concerned that he wouldn’t get her out of the house before Canaan came up the stairs and discovered them. “I let you believe that, because I needed to get you on that shuttle, and for that, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Hey, that stuff is in the past. I don’t blame you, Luke.” 
 
    No, but he blamed himself. It had taken him three weeks to get everything into place before returning for her. He’d gathered credits, medical information, photographs, and anything else he thought might be useful. Finding someone he trusted, then convincing Commander Garret Quinn to look after Cami until he could follow after his sister had been the hardest part. In the end, however, it had all gone according to plan. 
 
    Until Cami had given the onboard computer the wrong command and ended up on the other side of the universe instead. 
 
    Maybe he should have just gone to the regents and demanded they do something about the situation. At the time, however, he’d worried that if Canaan had enough influence within the Alliance to fake his daughter’s death, he would have someone feeding him information as well. If Luke told the wrong person, and Canaan had found out, the man had possessed the means and connections to disappear with Cami forever. 
 
    “Luke?” 
 
    Pushing those unpleasant memories into the deepest, darkest part of his mind where he usually kept them, he patted her cheek lightly and smiled.  
 
    “The point I’m trying to make is that you had never been on a space station before then. When you landed on Beta Station 4, there were a lot of things you didn’t know how to do, but you figured it out. You learned, and you thrived. If you can do that, you can do anything.” 
 
    Her eyes welled with unshed tears, and she threw her arms around his waist, hugging him tightly. “I love you, Luke.” 
 
    “I love you, too, chipmunk.” Taking her by the shoulders, he eased her back and tapped the end of her nose, just like he’d done when she was a kid. “Now, go find Tariq and tell him the good news.” 
 
    “I don’t have the job yet,” she argued. “Maybe Isla won’t think I’m a good fit.” 
 
    Isla and her mates were a regular fixture around X4, especially the Krytos sanctuary Fortuna. As such, Luke had gotten to know them pretty well over the last few months of his assignment there, and he felt confident in saying that once they talked, she would love Cami as much as everyone else did. 
 
    “Just be yourself,” he told her. “If she wasn’t already considering it, she wouldn’t have offered to discuss it further.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “Of course, I am.” He hugged her again, then sent her out into the crowd to find her mate. 
 
    Watching her walk away, he could hardly believe how much she’d matured. There was no trace of the scared girl who had been too scared to leave her house. Insecurities and self-doubt had been replaced with strength and confidence, and it looked good on her. 
 
    “You’re a good brother, Luke.” 
 
    Glancing to his left, he smiled when Nell came to stand beside him. “I wasn’t always.” He was doing his best to make up for his past mistakes, but by his thinking, he still had a long way to go. “Besides, I didn’t do anything. I just reminded her of what she already knew.” 
 
    Nell ducked her head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.” 
 
    He hadn’t said anything he wouldn’t want overheard, so he didn’t see that it was a big deal. “No worries. Are you enjoying the party?” 
 
    “Actually, yes.” She lifted her head and met his gaze, her eyes bright with excitement. “Big crowds usually aren’t my thing, but it’s been so much fun.” Some of her inner light dimmed when she glanced around him. “Where’s Jael?” 
 
    “She told Cami she was going to the lab.”  
 
    “She puts too much pressure on herself.” Shaking her head, Nell looked out over the partygoers and sighed. “So do you. I mean, even if we don’t succeed, it’s not the end of the world.” 
 
    Luke had never heard her talk like that, and his first thought was that she’d obviously had too much to drink. “So, giving countless women the opportunity to have a family of their own isn’t important or worth our time?” 
 
    “What? No!” She jerked back and sputtered for several seconds before finally getting control of herself. “That’s not what I meant. It’s just that the Alliance has been trying to find a cure for the infertility issue for more than fifty years. I honestly don’t think anyone expects us to succeed.” 
 
    On the contrary, he had plenty of people who not only expected him to succeed, but who demanded it. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “We live in a world where everyone knows their place. People are used to it. I’m not saying that what we’re doing isn’t important. I’m just saying that if we can’t find a cure, I don’t think anyone is going to be that disappointed.” 
 
    What the actual fuck was happening right now? Maybe he was the one who had imbibed too much, because there was no way she’d just said what he thought she did. Maybe it was all a misunderstanding. On the other hand, he’d never known Nell to be so careless with her words.  
 
    Unwilling to start an argument in the middle of Cami’s party, he needed to put some distance between him and Nell before he ended up saying something he would regret. “I need to go find Jael.” He’d already been considering it, so it wasn’t a lie. “Enjoy the party, Nell, and take the day off tomorrow.” 
 
    “Will you be working?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but—” 
 
    “Then, I’ll come in as well.” 
 
    Luke sighed. She did work incredibly hard, which made him think that maybe he really had misunderstood what she’d been trying to say. Surely, if she thought their work wasn’t important, she wouldn’t have agreed to be his assistant.  
 
    “Take the day off,” he repeated. “You’ve earned it. I’ll see you Monday morning.” He patted her shoulder awkwardly, then walked away before she had another chance to argue. 
 
    He was stopped many more times as he tried to make his way out of the room, all by people who wanted to speak with the new head of Hart Pharmaceuticals. 
 
    He was used to it, or at least, he should have been. As commander of Alpha Station: X4, diplomacy had come with the territory. Since returning to Light City, however, he’d spent most of his time in isolation. At first, it had driven him crazy, but now, standing in a room full of strangers with the music blaring at deafening volumes, he kind of missed the solitude. 
 
    It wasn’t even that he wanted to be alone. He just didn’t want to be shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries with people who wanted something from him—a job, a contract, a referral, a reference. Not that he was against any of those things, but business dealings had a time and place, and his sister’s birthday party wasn’t it. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me,” he said for what felt like the hundredth time that evening.  
 
    For the first time ever, he wished he shared Cami’s gift of telepathy so he could hear Jael’s voice, even for just a moment. 
 
    He started walking again, smiling and nodding as he weaved his way through the partygoers. Nearing the exit of the ballroom, he breathed a little easier when no one else tried to stop him or stand in his way. Then, five feet from the goddamn door, a hand landed on his shoulder, and he had to fight the urge to turn and punch whoever it was in the throat. 
 
    “Hey,” Tariq said and laughed when Luke growled at him. “Where are you going? We’re about to cut the cake, and I was hoping you might make a speech.” 
 
    “Me? What the hell for? You planned the party. You do it.” 
 
    “Uh, because you’re the birthday girl’s brother? I’m sure Cami would love it.” 
 
    “Damn it. Okay, fine.” Tariq was right, of course, but the Helios could have warned him earlier that he would be expected to speak in front of all these people. “What am I supposed to say?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just get up there and wax poetic about her many endearing qualities or something.” He patted Luke on the shoulder again and grinned a little too smugly. “You’ll think of something.” 
 
    Grumbling under his breath, Luke gave one last, forlorn look at the exit, then turned to follow Tariq back into the party.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Seated at her workstation in the back of the lab, Jael tapped her foot along to the music that drifted down from the upper floor as she poured over lab reports.  
 
    “Why am I doing this again?” Xi asked from his spot in front of the data unit.  
 
    “You wanted to join me in the lab,” she answered without looking at him. “The least you can do is make yourself useful.” She jabbed a word on the glass wall of the cubicle with her index finger. “Dychadradimine.” 
 
    Xi sighed but began typing the letters into the data unit as she spelled it for him. “Experimental drug proposed to treat and prevent the occurrence of space sickness,” he read from the display. “Common side effects include dizziness, nausea, vomiting, fever, seizures, and in severe cases, death.” 
 
    “That was good.” She grinned. “There weren’t any mistranslations in that one.” 
 
    Xi stared at her with a blank expression. “There were. I corrected them.” 
 
    The Alliance’s translations of the written word made her research easier, but there were still quite a few issues that needed to be addressed, especially when it came to syntax. At the moment, she had much bigger problems than misinterpreted words and incorrect sentence structure, though.  
 
    By comparing the original data to her new findings, she’d found at least three discrepancies. Namely, she’d discovered that there were three different substances found in the test samples that had been omitted from the original reports.  
 
     At first, she’d written it off as a corrupted sample, or possible contamination on her part since she was still learning how to use the equipment in the lab. Then, it happened again. Then, again. By the fifth report, she’d known she was on to something.  
 
    One of the substances, she’d learned, was nothing more than a binder and completely harmless. The second was just a flavoring to make the medications more palatable, especially to younglings. From what the database said about Dychadradimine, it was basically a poison.  
 
    “What does all of this mean?” Xi asked as he pushed his chair back from the table. “Why did we need to leave the party?” 
 
    When she’d first entered the lab, she hadn’t intended to look up the original reports. She’d just wanted to run another series of tests on the samples to see if the findings supported her new theory—a theory that had developed as the result of a simple almond. 
 
    “I was talking to Vada Carlisle during the party.” They’d been standing near the bar, and Jael had inquired about the strange-looking nuts that filled one of the bowls. “She told me that she’d been allergic to almonds since she was a little girl, and the reaction her body had to them was pretty severe. So, that made me think that what was happening with the volunteers could be something similar.” 
 
    Xi arched his brow and snorted. “They’re allergic to magic?” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” 
 
    “And you decided that you needed to retest all of the samples to determine this, because…?” 
 
    “Well, first, it’s just a good practice.” At home, she retested her samples multiple times to make sure she always received the same results. “Secondly, I wasn’t sure if the first tests had allowed for autoimmune responses.” 
 
    “I have no idea what that means.” 
 
    She waved her hand at him. “It doesn’t really matter. The point is, there are substances listed in my reports that don’t exist in the originals.”  
 
    There could have been any number of reasons for the incongruities. The samples could have been mishandled. There could have been an error in the reporting. It was possible that the outside elements had been present but undetectable at the time. Honestly, the only reasons he’d accessed the original reports in the first place was to find information about the unknown chemicals. She had been shocked to discover them missing. 
 
    Yes, there were a lot of reasons that could account for the missing information, but her instincts told her someone had purposely erased them from the documents. Luke and Nell were the only two with access to the reports, and she didn’t believe for a second that Luke would do something like that. If that was the case, it also followed that Nell had intentionally drugged those poor females with a foreign substance known to cause horrific and adverse reactions. 
 
    She just didn’t know what purpose it served for her to do such a thing.  
 
    “Do you think Luke knows?” 
 
    Jael jerked her head up and stared. She’d been so lost in thought she’d forgotten her brother was still sitting beside her. “Oh, uh, no. I don’t think he knows.” She’d stake her life on it. “I’m not going to tell him yet, either.” 
 
    His disapproval was practically tangible. “Why would you keep that from him?” 
 
    “I’m not.” At the moment, all she could tell her mate was that the chemicals existed, not how they’d come to be in the samples. “I’ll tell him soon.” 
 
    Considering the information could potentially implicate Nell in trying to sabotage the project, she wanted to run more tests before she said anything to anyone. She needed proof and not just accusations before she went to Luke. Honestly, she hoped it was all a misunderstanding, but she had the terrible feeling that her hypothesis was correct.  
 
    Why would Nell do it? What did she possibly have to gain from poisoning those females?  
 
    Different scenarios came to mind, each less likely than the first. The more she tried to rationalize it, the less sense it made. The only way to find out the truth was to get to work and find the evidence she needed to validate her theory.  
 
    The lift doors at the front of the lab slid open, the sound unusually loud in the silence of the room. Beside her, Xi grunted when Luke stepped out of the elevator and began walking toward them.  
 
    “Be nice,” she whispered as she quickly cleared the displays on the cubicle walls. “I wish you would get to know him. He really is wonderful.” 
 
    “You, sister, are bias.” 
 
    Jael smiled. “Yeah, but it’s also true. He makes me happy, Xi. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “There you are.” Approaching the workstation, Luke gave her a shining smile. “Cami said you were down here.” He turned his gaze to the table and frowned. “What are you working on anyway?” 
 
    “I’ll leave you.” 
 
    Luke stared at the spot where Xi had vanished and sighed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to chase him away.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” Maybe a little, but that was on Xi. “He was looking for an excuse to rejoin the party anyway.” Rising out of her seat, she rounded the opaque, glass wall and went directly into her mate’s arms. “How is it going up there? Is Cami happy?” 
 
    “She’s thrilled. She especially loved the part where I got up on stage and embarrassed myself in front of everyone.” 
 
    “Did you sing? Please tell me you didn’t sing.” He was accomplished in a great many things, but musical talent wasn’t one of them. 
 
    “I didn’t sing, smartass.” Chuckling, he took her hand and led her toward his corner office. “She wanted me to make a speech. Well, more specifically, Tariq asked me to make a speech. It was okay, I guess.” 
 
    “I’m sure it never occurred to you to refuse.” 
 
    Entering his office, he directed her toward the brown, leather sofa. “She’s my sister, and it made her happy. I mean, I didn’t love it, but I was happy to do it for her.” 
 
    “You’re very sweet, and she’s lucky to have you.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that.” He settled onto the cushion beside her and took both of her hands in his own. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you, and to be honest, I don’t really know how you’re going to feel about it.” 
 
    She opened her eyes comically wide and leaned back from him. “Are you pregnant?” 
 
    He chuckled loudly and shook his head. “I’m beginning to think I’m a bad influence on you, beautiful.” 
 
    Yes, but he’d laughed, and she loved that sound more than anything. “I’m sorry, neelum.” She did her best to compose herself, then squeezed his hands encouragingly. “What did you want to tell me?” 
 
    “One of the reasons this project is so important to me is because of Cami.” He toyed with her fingers while he spoke and kept his attention on their hands. “She was born fertile, but there was an…accident when she was fourteen that left her unable to have children.” 
 
    “Oh, Luke, I’m so sorry.” She had a lot of questions, but it didn’t feel like the right time to ask them, so she kept quiet and let him continue. 
 
    “This cure, it won’t help her, but I want to help women like her, females who dream of having children of their own.” 
 
    “I think that’s very noble.”  
 
    He chuckled again, but this time, the sound was filled with darkness and loathing. “Noble. I’m not noble. I’m not even a very good brother.” 
 
    She didn’t believe that for a second. From the moment she’d arrived, she’d witnessed how much he cared for his sister. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for her, and that alone made him a worthy male.  
 
    “Tell me why you say that.” 
 
    “Because I should have protected her, and I didn’t.” Lifting his head, he finally met her gaze with sad, red-rimmed eyes. “You know that most humans have two fathers, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” She didn’t understand it, but she knew the custom.  
 
    “Well, the reason Cami can’t have children is because one of our fathers shot her with a blaster.” 
 
    Pulling one hand out of his grip, Jael placed it against her mouth to muffle her gasp. “That…oh, my stars, that’s awful. When she was just a youngling? Why would he do such a thing?” 
 
    He told her about his father, Derrek Brighton, about how no one knew for sure why he’d spiraled into insanity. He repeated theories that it had something to do with his gift of telepathy but emphasized that they would likely never know for sure what had triggered his sudden homicidal rage.  
 
    “Our other father, Canaan Hart, the guy who built all this.” He lifted his arm and swung it in a wide arch to encompass the lab beyond the window. “Well, he wasn’t much better.” After telling her how Canaan had manipulated Cami for almost a decade to keep her locked inside her gilded cage, he dropped his head and sighed. “So, now you know. I’m the son of a murderer and a manipulator, and I’m a coward who did nothing to protect his sister.” 
 
    “What Derrek did to your sister was not your fault. There is nothing you could have done to prevent it.” Knowing he’d carried that guilt around all this time hurt her heart. The fact that Canaan had let him think it just pissed her off. “As for the rest of it, you didn’t step in sooner because you thought you were protecting her. How exactly does that make you a coward?” 
 
    “I should have—” 
 
    “No.” Fisting her hand in the collar of his black, button-down shirt, she pulled him forward to claim his mouth in a hard, searing kiss. “You don’t get to take responsibility for this. Once you knew the truth, you did everything you could to make it right. No one could ask more of you than that.” 
 
    It was clear from his expression that he didn’t believe her. Jael sighed. Until he was ready to forgive himself, nothing she said would make any difference. He’d been brave to confide in her, though, and she owed him no less. 
 
    “Since we are speaking of family atrocities, I have something I’ve been meaning to tell you as well.” 
 
    “As bad as your father killing your mother and shooting your sister?” 
 
    What her parents had done made his family look like model citizens. “Well, my father didn’t murder my mother, but together, they did slaughter an entire village on the Southern Isle.” 
 
    “Okay.” He bobbed his head, his eyes wide. “You win.” Then, his expression softened, and he reached out to caress her cheek. “Will you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “It isn’t a particularly long or engrossing tale.” It hadn’t been the first time a Xenon had been seduced by black magic, and she doubted it would be the last. “I wasn’t always the youngest of my siblings. My parents had another child when I was well into adulthood. He died when he was four.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. That must have been devastating.” 
 
    “Yes, it was quite heartbreaking, especially for our mother, and that was what started the descent into madness.” 
 
    Luke inched a little closer to her on the sofa. “I don’t understand. How did that lead to them destroying a whole village? Did someone hurt your brother?” His eyes rounded. “Did someone murder him?” 
 
    Humans thought the Xenon immortal, but it wasn’t that simple. While her people didn’t show physical signs of aging, other than the color of their hair, and they didn’t die of advanced age, they could be killed. They were not quite as fragile as humans, but they could die in many of the same ways such as poisoning, infection, blood loss, and so on. 
 
    “No, nothing like that. He drowned in the river behind our house.” 
 
    “Sometimes, accidents can be even worse because there’s no one to blame.” 
 
    “I agree. Maybe if my parents had someone to direct their anger toward, they wouldn’t have invested so much energy into an impossible endeavor.” She smiled sadly. “There are some things that magic can’t do, and others that it shouldn’t. Bringing back the dead falls under both.” 
 
    “They tried to bring your brother back from the dead? Using magic?” 
 
    “To be clear, nothing in this universe can bring someone back once they’ve been lost, but my parents traveled down dark and dangerous roads looking for it. The deeper they fell into the black magics, the more obsessed they became.” Much like Luke, if she had been there, if she’d paid more attention, maybe she could have stopped it. Maybe she could have saved not only her parents, but all the innocent lives that had been taken because of them. “It drove them mad until I think at some point it became less about the loss of their child and merely a quest for more power.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    “After they slaughtered the village of Danlas, sentries tracked them deep into the jungles of the Southern Isle. They had no choice but to destroy them.” 
 
    “The sentries…” He shook his head and blew out a long breath. “Were your siblings there?” 
 
    “Yes.” She didn’t blame them. They had done what was necessary to stop an evil threat to their world. “They don’t talk about it.” 
 
    “I can imagine why.” 
 
    “I don’t hold them responsible,” she hurried to explain because she didn’t want Luke to blame them, either. “Their actions saved countless people.” 
 
    Instead of offering platitudes or more condolences, he pulled her into his arms, kissed her brow, and muttered, “Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    While she didn’t regret telling him, it was a part of her past that she didn’t like to examine too closely. The memories were just too sad, especially when coupled with the happy times she remembered from her childhood. 
 
    As the despair deepened, she gave him a wobbly smile and stood from the sofa. “I’m sorry. I’m not really feeling like myself. I think I will retire for the evening.”  
 
    She kissed his lips, then transported to her room on the upper floor. It wasn’t very mannerly of her, but she knew he would have tried to convince her to stay if she had given him the chance. She’d find him later and apologize, but for now, she just needed to alone until the melancholy passed. 
 
    Instead of going straight to bed, she stripped out of her lavender party dress and headed for the attached bathroom. Like the rest of the house, it was beyond lavish, an unnecessary extravagance that she was eternally grateful for now. Moonlight spilled through the lone window, the silvery beams glinting off the brass fixtures and bronzed accents.  
 
    As such, she didn’t bother turning on the lights, nor did she glance at the wall-sized mirror as she passed the double sinks and the gray, marble vanity. Stepping into the oversized shower stall in the back corner of the room, she closed the glass door behind her and turned on the water. 
 
    Icy water stuttered from the shower head, raining over her and splashing off the beige tiles. She shivered, and her lips trembled, but she welcomed the sting of cold.  
 
    Eventually, the spray heated, its warmth seeping into her skin, her muscles, and easing some of the tension in her neck. She didn’t know how long she stood there, just staring at the wall, letting the water wash away unpleasant thoughts. At some point, however, she realized she was no longer alone in the room.  
 
    “I brought you some clean clothes,” Luke said quietly into the dark. “Those pajamas with the flowers on them you like so much.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She didn’t turn. “Just leave them by the sink, neelum.” 
 
    She waited, trying to stem the emotional tide threatening, and listened for his receding footsteps. They never came. Jael could feel the weight of his stare on her back, and though he didn’t speak again, she could sense his own waring emotions in the stillness. 
 
    There was a rustle of fabric, the soft padding of his footsteps across the tiles, then the door opened, and Luke stepped into the shower to wrap her in his strong, steady arms. 
 
    “Is this okay?” His breath fanned over her back as he skimmed his nose across the top of her shoulder. “I just want to hold you, beautiful. Just let me hold you for a little while.” 
 
    She not only welcomed his closeness, she needed it. Until then, she hadn’t even realized how much she needed his touch. Resting her hands atop his arms, she leaned back against his muscled chest, letting his strength steady her. His presence soothed her, centered her, and chased away the darkness that threatened to overwhelm her.  
 
    “Yes,” she breathed, sinking deeper into his embrace. “Please, stay.” 
 
     Neither of them spoke, content to hold each other beneath the warm spray. Minutes passed, the tension eased, and after a while, Jael finally began to feel normal again. Quietness surrounded them, interrupted by only the fall of water against the tiles and their uneven breaths as Luke caressed her skin in soft, gentle strokes.  
 
    His hands slid over her hips and up her sides, the water providing a sensual glide. He drew big circles over her belly from sternum to navel, then down the tops of her thighs. Jael trembled as desire flared and throbbed between her thighs, and she placed a hand against the shower wall when she began to sway.  
 
    His touch turned lighter, almost teasing, and when his knuckles brushed against the swell of her breasts, he paused. “Still okay?” 
 
    “Yes, but are you sure?” She wanted him desperately, but he’d been adamant that he wouldn’t touch her like this until he learned to control his gift. 
 
    “We’ll go slow. If anything happens, if I feel like I’m losing control, we’ll stop.” 
 
    Jael couldn’t draw enough oxygen into her lungs to answer verbally, so she only nodded. Then, she hissed, sucking in air between her teeth when he cupped her breasts and squeezed. Blanketing her back, his rigid length trapped between them, he traced the vein on the side of her neck with his lips while his fingers pinched and tugged at her sensitive nipples.  
 
    “You are so beautiful.” His voice was tight, strained, but also held a note of satisfaction as he twisted the hard nubs. “So beautiful, and all mine.” One hand continued to torture her in the most sinful ways while he drew a line down her middle with the other, pausing at the top of her cleft. “If you don’t want this, now is the time to tell me. I want you unbearably, but I can wait.” 
 
    In response, she arched into his hand, crying out when his middle finger slipped between her folds to brush over her clit. The embers of desire erupted into flames of need, burning her from the inside out until everything disappeared except for her mate. His dark, musky scent surrounded her, filled her, stoked the fire that seared in her belly. 
 
    “Fuck,” he groaned, resting his forehead against her shoulder as he shuddered around her. “You’re so wet.” Two fingers slid along her core and pressed into her opening. “So warm.” With his palm pressed to her clit, he continued to stroke her, pumping his fingers into her depths. “So fucking tight.” 
 
    Delirious with need and unable to hold back any longer, she pushed his hand away and turned to face him, winding her arms around his neck to pull him into a hungry, heated kiss. Their mouths crashed together, their lips and tongues battling for dominance, and Jael moaned as she lost herself in the taste of him.  
 
    Crawling up his torso, she locked her legs around his waist and molded herself to him. “Please, Luke. Don’t stop.” 
 
    The air rushed out of her lungs when he pressed her roughly against the shower wall, anchoring her there with an echoing groan. Gathering both of her wrists, he stretched her arms over her head, pinning her hands to the cold tiles. He didn’t move, and he barely breathed as he stared into her eyes, and when he spoke, his tone was pained, tortured. 
 
    “Just…just give me a minute.” 
 
    “Breathe, neelum,” she whispered, trying to hold herself as still as possible. “Don’t fight it. Feel it. Be part of it.” 
 
    Burying his face against the side of her neck, he panted and groaned as his grip on her wrists tightened. “I can’t. I…can’t.” 
 
    He wasn’t panicking yet, but he was hovering on the edge, obvious by the strain of his muscles and the desperation in his voice.  
 
    “Look at me.” When several seconds passed, and he didn’t lift his head, she repeated the order with more authority. “Luke, look at me.” When he finally looked up and met her gaze, she leaned forward, her arms aching as she pulled against his hold. “Kiss me.” 
 
    “Jael, I—” 
 
    “Stop thinking and kiss me.” 
 
    He stared at her for a heartbeat, then pressed his full body weight against her as he slanted their mouths together with a growl. There was no hesitation now, none of the gentleness he’d just shown her.  
 
    It was brutal and primal and savage, and Jael reveled in every second of it. 
 
    “Yes,” she panted against his lips. “Feel it, neelum. Use it. Channel it.” 
 
    Releasing her hands, he tangled his fingers in her wet hair as he devoured her in a dark, fiery kiss she felt down to her soul. Though he no longer held her, she still couldn’t lower her arms, and knowing he was borrowing her own magic to bind her only added to her pleasure. 
 
    Thick and hard, his throbbing cock pressed insistently at her entrance, teasing her, tempting her. Her skin tingled, her pulse raced, and her lungs burned with the need to breathe. Dragging her mouth away from his, she leaned her head back against the wall, panting and moaning, writhing against him when his lips clamped around her erect nipple.  
 
    Unable to touch him or pull him closer, she arched her back away from the tiles and rocked her hips, writhing against him as his mouth did sinful things to her body. As he moved lower, kissing and nibbling his way down her stomach, she gasped when her hips thrust back of their own accord, pinning not just her arms to the wall, but her entire upper body. 
 
    “Luke, I—” 
 
    “Quiet, beautiful,” he murmured against her skin, kissing his way past her belly button. “I won’t let you fall.” 
 
    Hooking her legs over his shoulders, he knelt between her splayed thighs and licked a slow, wet path along her folds. She gasped and shuddered, pulling against her magical bonds in a vain effort to get closer.  
 
    When she’d told him to channel his gift, to use it, this hadn’t been exactly what she’d meant, but she couldn’t complain when it produced such delicious results.  
 
    Still, she wanted more, needed it. She was prepared to beg for it if that was what it took. Only his name made it past her lips before her plea was lost in strangled cry when he closed his mouth over her clit.  
 
    He drew slow, languid circles with his tongue, then quick fast ones, lavishing attention on the bundle of nerves as he inserted two digits into her quivering entrance. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she moaned, dropping her head back and closing her eyes. “Yes. More.” 
 
    In answer, he thrust faster, pushing deeper into her and wrapping his lips around her swollen clit. One twist of his wrist and a hard suction from his mouth was all it took to push her over the edge. Shaking, muscles straining, she called out his name as her inner walls tightened around his fingers and she tumbled headlong into blinding euphoria.  
 
    “Perfect,” Luke praised, his voice raspy and filled with desire.  
 
    He worked his way back up her body, his lips brushing over her sensitive skin while he continued to pump his fingers within her slick heat. He nibbled along the curve of her neck, nipped at her jaw, and finally, claimed her mouth in a kiss that had her moaning and panting once more. 
 
    Thrusting between her lips, he mimicked the glide of his fingers, then retreated, only to do it all over again. Tasting herself on his tongue added an eroticism she hadn’t expected, and she groaned against his mouth, drinking him in greedily.  
 
    When the magic he’d used to hold her immobile lifted, she dropped her hands to his shoulders, then slid them around to his back, mapping every bulge of his hard muscles. Stars, he was glorious, the type of male her gender coveted, and yet, every inch of his powerful, gorgeous body belonged to her. 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    “Yours,” he agreed, slipping his fingers from her opening and replacing them with the flared crown of his cock. “Always.”   
 
    Then he thrust forward, spearing her in one swift plunge. Her inner walls stretched to accommodate his girth, and she cried out his name as the sharp bite of pain ratcheted her lust to new levels. Clinging to him, she buried her face against the side of his neck and trembled with renewed need. 
 
    Reduced to his most basic self, he drove into her, pounding her into the wall in a punishing rhythm that had them both gasping and moaning. His fingers dug into her hips, pushing and pulling, demanding she keep pace with him. Undulating against him, meeting him thrust for powerful thrust, she screamed when he pulled her away from the wall, changing the angle and pushing her right to the pinnacle of release.  
 
    He snapped his hips harder, faster, pulling her down on his length with every plunge. Pressure built and exploded, flooding her with liquid fire as her second orgasm slammed into her like a tsunami, dragging her under a tidal wave of pure rapture.  
 
    Two thrusts later, Luke let out a hard, ragged groan and clutched her tightly, his massive frame shuddering around her as he spent himself into her quivering depths. 
 
    “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he asked a moment when his breathing had slowed enough to allow speech. Gently, he eased his flagging erection from her body and lowered her to the shower floor on shaky legs.  
 
    On the contrary, she didn’t think she’d ever felt so relaxed. “No, neelum, you didn’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Nothing exploded.” 
 
    “I think that’s debatable.” She leaned into him, resting her head on his chest. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “I don’t really know. I just thought about what I wanted to happen, and it sort of happened.” 
 
    He sounded very pleased with himself. “Hmm, that’s nice.” She yawned deeply and shook her head. “We’ll have to keep practicing.” 
 
    “Later,” he murmured. “You’re about to fall asleep standing up.” Again, he sounded very satisfied by that. “Come to bed with me.” 
 
    “Your bed?” 
 
    “Yes, beautiful, my bed. Say yes.” Tilting her head up, he kissed her lips, her nose, and both closed eyelids. “Say yes.” 
 
    There was nowhere else she’d rather be. “Yes.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Seated behind the desk in his upstairs office, Luke stared blankly at the wall, unable to concentrate. He had a report to write, order forms to validate, and Jax wanted another update on their progress.  
 
    All he could think about was Jael. 
 
    Finally having her in his bed had been far better than he could have imagined, even if they’d done nothing more than sleep. Curled around her, having her pressed against him skin to skin, feeling the steady beat of her heart had lulled him into one of the best night’s rest he’d had in years.  
 
    Leaving her cuddled under the blankets to sleep while he started his workday had been the worst kind of hell. Stars, she’d been too cute with her tousled hair fanned over his pillow, and her dainty hand tucked under her chin. He wondered if she knew she hummed in her sleep.  
 
    A glance at the time projection that hovered on the far corner of his desk showed just after nine in the morning. Luke sighed. He’d been staring at the damn wall, lost in thought, for well over twenty minutes.  
 
    When someone knocked on his office door a few minutes later, he should have been annoyed, not grateful for the distraction. When he activated the automatic door function and Jael waltzed into the room wearing one of his T-shirts and nothing else, all thoughts of work vanished. 
 
    “Good morning. How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Wonderfully, thank you.” She graced him with that special smile that always made his heart turn somersaults. “Why didn’t you wake me?” 
 
    “I just had a few things to catch up on, so I figured I’d give you an extra hour before we got started in the lab.” He watched her round his desk, opening his arms to her as his gaze raked down her bare legs. “Come here, beautiful.” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate, crawling up into his lap and straddling his thighs. “Now, this is how I expected to wake up this morning.” Winding her arms around his neck, she pressed close and brushed their mouths together. “Mmm, yes, much better.” 
 
    “Then, you’re going to love this.” 
 
    It was all the warning he gave before tangling his fingers in her hair and took possession of her mouth in a hard, demanding kiss. A dark, primal energy buzzed through him when he thrust between her lips, but it was muted, not nearly as powerful or dangerous as in the past. Splitting his focus between pillaging the depths of her mouth and keeping his strange abnormality under control wasn’t easy, but for once, it was manageable.  
 
    When the kiss ended, his mate leaned back with a gorgeous, triumphant grin. “Very good, neelum. You did it.” 
 
    He still had a lot to learn, and he’d probably screw up more than a few times along the way. For now, however, he decided to take the win. Nothing had shattered, broken, exploded, flew across the room, or levitated off the ground, including them. Yes, definitely a victory. 
 
    “While I’d love to stay just like this all day, we should probably get some work done.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” She didn’t make any attempt to move off of him, and the smile slowly faded from her lips. “Neelum, there’s something—” 
 
    His wrist unit beeped from where he’d left it on the corner bookshelf. “Ignore it,” he instructed. “What were you going to say?” 
 
    “When I was in the lab last night. Well, I—” His wrist unit beeped again, interrupting her once more. “Maybe you should answer it.” 
 
    “No. Whoever it is, they can wait.” 
 
    “No, I assure you it can’t wait,” a deep, rumbling voice echoed through the office. “I need your help, Brighton.” The window shades lowered, and the holo-screen on the back wall activated. “Here’s the deal…” 
 
    “Damn it, Nico!” Luke glared at the Krytos male on the screen while doing it best to shield Jael from view. 
 
    “Ah, right.” Nico grinned, slow and lazy, as if this sort of thing happened all the time. “Bad time?” 
 
    “I hate you.” Sliding his fingers along the underside of the desk, Luke fumbled for the small button to deactivate the holo-screen. Once it flashed and disappeared from the wall, he helped Jael to her feet and kissed the top of her head. “I’m so sorry, beautiful. Do you want me to kill him? Because I’ll do it.” 
 
    The sound of Nico clearing his throat filled the room. “You know I can still hear you, right?” 
 
    Although her cheeks were tinged with pink, Jael giggled and leaned into him, pressing her lips to his chest. “Kill him if you must, but hurry. As you just reminded me, we have work to do.” She eased out of his embrace and turned to leave. “I’ll meet you in the lab.” 
 
    Before she could walk away, he grabbed her wrist and jerked her back into his arms for one more scorching kiss. “I love seeing you in my clothes, but you might want to get dressed before you head down to the basement.”  
 
    With a wave of her hand, she dressed herself in a flowing, pink top with black tights and matching boots. “Will this suffice?” 
 
    Damn, she was stunning. “That’ll work.” He needed to get her out of his office before he took her right there on his desk. “Go. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Okay. Don’t make a mess.” 
 
    “A mess?” Oh, right. Murder. Murder was messy. “I’ll do my best.” He waited for her to leave the room before turning on the holo-screen again. “What the hell do you want? And how did you highjack my shit?” 
 
    Nico arched one dark eyebrow and gave him a droll look.  
 
    Okay, yeah, dumb question.  
 
    Nicolo Artane, one-third of Artane Electronics, was essentially a tech god. Once, in their youth, he’d remotely accessed the thermostats in the Hall of Regents and set the temperature to a sweltering ninety-five degrees. It had taken three days for them to undo his programming, and yet, he’d somehow managed to talk his way out of any punishment.  
 
    Not only that, but he and his brothers owned a tech conglomerate that spanned the market on everything from children’s toys to shuttle navigation systems. In other words, their empire made Hart Pharmaceuticals look like a cute hobby shop.  
 
    “I stand by my original question. What do you want?” 
 
     “What? No, ‘Hey, Nico. Good to see you. How have you been?’ Well, thank you for asking, because—” 
 
    “I didn’t ask.” 
 
    “—I have a problem. I need drugs.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m starting to get that feeling as well.” 
 
    Nico’s eyes pale green eyes narrowed. “You already look like a failed science experiment. What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    Luke waved his hand, not wanting to get into the specifics of it right then. “Long story. I’ll tell you later. So…about those drugs…” 
 
    Thankfully, the male just shrugged and didn’t ask any more questions about Luke’s physical transformation. “Specifically, I need a sleep aid and a stimulant.” 
 
    He hoped the guy wasn’t planning to take them both at the same time. “Somnium and caffeine tablets. You can literally pick them up from any med-center. Are we done here?” 
 
    Nico narrowed his eyes again, and the tips of his fangs protruded below his upper lip when he growled. “Do you think I haven’t tried that?” 
 
    It was impressive, Luke would give him that, but he’d known the Artanes for too long to be truly intimidated. “If Somnium isn’t working, I don’t know what to tell you.” The drug was one of the most powerful on the market for inducing deep, dreamless sleep. Rarely did it have side-effects, and even less often did it not actually work. “You don’t look that tired. Are you sure you need it?” 
 
    “It’s not for me. Magnus hasn’t slept for three days now.” 
 
    Luke winced. The eldest Artane was…intense, to put it mildly, and that was when he was rested. Without sleep, well, Luke had the urge to ask if anyone had died yet.  
 
    “And the Somnium isn’t working?” 
 
    “I just said that.” 
 
    “So, what do you need the stimulant for?” 
 
    Huffing, Nico carded his fingers through his short, dark hair and dropped back in his chair. “You really don’t need to know.” 
 
    “If you want my help, I think I do.” 
 
    “How about you just help without asking questions, and I won’t ask why you had a half-naked female in your lap. Or why you’re the size of a damn battle cruiser.” A smirk lifted one side of his mouth. “So, who is she?” 
 
    Folding his arms across his chest, Luke leaned one hip against his desk and shook his head. “My mate, which also answers your second question.” 
 
    And, that shut the male up in a hurry.  
 
    Nico cringed back and dropped all pretense of superiority. “Damn, sorry. I didn’t know. Congratulations, Brighton.” 
 
    “Thanks. She’s awesome. I’m happy. You know…feelings and shit.” He could talk to Jael for hours about his emotions, but that was different. He had no desire to bare his soul to Nico Fucking Artane. “What the hell is going on in your labs that you need both an upper and a downer?” 
 
    “It’s still in development, so I’d rather not say just yet.” 
 
    Luke could respect that. “Frosty, but you’ve got to give me something.” 
 
    “Let’s back up.” 
 
    A mental image of Jael literally moving her chair away from him entered Luke’s mind, and he snorted. At Nico’s raised brow, he waved his hand, but he couldn’t stop laughing. “Never mind. Keep going.” 
 
    “We’re working on…something. It’s kind of fucking with our heads. Magnus can’t sleep. Raz can’t stop sleeping, and I just want to not dream about being eaten by zombies.” 
 
    Luke didn’t even know where to start unpacking all of that. “Again, I repeat, what the hell is going on in your R&D department?” 
 
    Ignoring him, Nico asked, “So, how do we fix it?” 
 
    “Let me see if I have this straight. You need a stimulant to keep Raz awake.” He didn’t know Razar Artane as well as he did the other two, but from their few interactions, he liked the Krytos well enough. “You also need a sleep aid to knock out Magnus, plus something to stop you from becoming a chew toy for the undead every night. Does that about sum it up?” 
 
    “You are strange, Brighton, even for a human.” 
 
    “This coming from someone who used to be human,” Luke shot back. Considering Nico had been converted to a Krytos instead of being born one, he didn’t really have any room to talk about the eccentricities of humans.  
 
    “Fine, yes, you are basically correct. That’s what I need.” 
 
    “And you need it because…reasons.” 
 
    Nico nodded curtly. “Yes.” 
 
    Although his mind was already spinning with possible formulas, the need to get in one more jab was too strong. “Why don’t you just have one of your scientists develop something? You have enough of my people there to come up with a solution.” 
 
    The scientists and lab assistants who had handed in their resignations after the attack on the city had obviously needed a new avenue of income. Lucky for them, Artane Electronics had been right there to smooth the way. Now, no less than a dozen of Hart Pharmaceutical’s former employees were on the Artanes’ payroll.  
 
    “They needed a job,” Nico answered with a slight lift of his shoulder. “We gave them one.” 
 
    “So, ask them.” 
 
    “We want the best.” 
 
    Luke smirked. “Aww, you’re making me blush.” 
 
    “You’re such an asshole.”  
 
    “Okay, okay.” Laughing, he held his hands up in a conciliatory gesture. “Give me a few days, and I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, and the sooner, the better.” 
 
    They said their goodbyes, and Luke disconnected the vid comm just as three hard knocks sounded at the office door. Assuming it was Jael again, he called for her to enter. It wasn’t his mate, however, but her brother who stepped across the threshold. 
 
    “I don’t hate you.” 
 
    “Uh.” Luke wasn’t exactly sure how to respond to that. “Thank you?” 
 
    “You are very strange, even for a human.” 
 
    Why the hell did everyone keep saying that to him? “So, I’ve heard.” 
 
    “My sister cares for you, and while I didn’t approve at first, I believe you care a great deal for her as well.” 
 
    Ah, now he got it. They were having The Talk. The Don’t Hurt My Sister, or I’ll Disembowel You in Your Sleep Talk. It was a similar discussion he’d had with Tariq once upon a time, but it felt a lot different being on the receiving end.  
 
    “I do care about her.” 
 
    He couldn’t imagine his life without her. He’d do anything for her, give up everything if it made her happy. She made him…better—a better brother, a better friend, a better scientist, a better person. It was like he’d been stumbling around in the dark for the last ten years, then suddenly, there was this ray of sunshine that had brightened his entire world.   
 
    “I’m not going to hurt her, Xi.” He couldn’t. He loved her too much to ever cause her even a moment of pain. That felt like the sort of thing he should tell Jael before he said it to her brother, though, so he kept it to himself. “I’m not going to let anyone else hurt her, either.” 
 
    “You are an honorable male.” Xi’s expression became pinched, as if the words had been physically painful to speak. “I offer you my blessing.” 
 
    He could have said that he didn’t need Xi’s blessing or his approval, but he decided to accept the sentiment in the spirit which it was offered. “Thank you. I know that will mean a lot to Jael.” 
 
    Xi held his arms out stiffly, frowning as if the beige tunic that covered him was somehow offensive. “Should we embrace?” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think we’re quite there yet. How about a handshake?” 
 
    Chuckling under his breath, Luke stepped forward to offer his hand but jerked to a stop when a deafening explosion reverberated through the house. The windows rattled in their frames, books tumbled from their shelves, and the floor shook with enough force to make him stumble.  
 
    Frozen in place, he and Xi locked eyes and said at the same time, “Jael.” 
 
    Crossing the distance in two strides, Xi grabbed him by the wrist and squeezed tight. “Hold on.” 
 
    Then, everything went black.  
 
    Pressure increased behind his eyes. His chest constricted, leeching all the air from his lungs, and his stomach rolled, forcing bile into his throat as he tumbled through an endless void.  
 
    Only a second or two later, he found himself back on solid ground, doubled over as he wheezed for breath and tried to keep his breakfast from making a reappearance. If that was what transporting felt like, he’d just take the stairs in the future, because that had been the single most unpleasant thing he’d experienced in his life. 
 
    “Jael!” he called, then immediately doubled over again in a coughing fit as thick, acrid smoke burned his lungs. “Jael!” 
 
    Stumbling through the wreckage of his lab, his heart seized when he finally got a good look at the destruction. Chairs and tables were overturned, some of them broken and twisted into unrecognizable pieces. A purple haze floated above the clouds of gray smoke, and a blue, gelatinous mass flowed across the floor like a glowing river.  
 
    Alarms blared, and a red light strobed across the room, glinting off the thousands of pieces of broken glass that were littered across the white tiles. A robotic voice spoke over the sirens, counting backwards from thirty with intermittent warnings of the imminent lockdown.  
 
    Navigating through the debris, he held the collar of his T-shirt over his mouth and nose, breathing shallowly as he staggered toward the back of the room. Jael would be there, right where she always sat at the workstation nearest his office. She’d be okay. She had to be. Her magic would protect her. Luke had to believe that, because the alternative was too painful to consider. 
 
    “Jael!” Xi yelled, still searching near the front of the lab. “Jael, answer me!” 
 
    Stars save them if Jael wasn’t okay, because her brother would raze the entire planet to the ground. Luke would probably help him.  
 
    Nearing what had once been his mate’s workstation, Luke slowed when he noticed the black, wooden box with its intricate carvings. “Jael!” Franticly, he pushed aside the warped and dented lab table. “Jael! Can you hear me? Jael!”  
 
    This time, a quiet moan answered him, and while it was weak and thready, it was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard. 
 
    “Jael? Baby, I’m here. Talk to me. Where are you?”  
 
    Several pieces of metal that had once constituted the frame of the cubicle lay in a jumble on the floor. Reaching for it, he jerked his hand back and cursed when the molten steel scorched his skin.  
 
    “Luke…” 
 
    “I’m here. I’m right here.”  
 
    Bracing himself for the pain, he grabbed the silver bars in both hands and lifted the heap, pushing it over and out of his way. A layer—or two—of his skin went with the metal, and the pain that laced over his palms and up his arms was excruciating. He kept going, shifting through the rubble, moving more debris, and pushing over a charred, smoking chair. 
 
    And there she was. 
 
    Curled into a fetal position, her arms wrapped around her head, Jael groaned as she blinked up at him. “Luke,” she croaked, tears filling her eyes. “Oh, neelum.” 
 
    “Hey, no, you’re okay. I’m going to get you out of here.” He stooped to pick her up, but stopped, suddenly unsure if he should move her. “Are you hurt? Can you move?” 
 
    “I…I think I’m okay.”  
 
    Luke nodded and lifted her from the floor, cradling her protectively against his chest. “Xi!” he yelled over his shoulder. “Over here! I’ve got her!”  
 
    In the next blink, Xi appeared directly in front of him, reaching for his sister. “Give her to me.” 
 
    Yeah, not going to happen. “This isn’t the time. Go.” Luke jerked his head toward the corner of the lab. “Stairs. That way.” 
 
    “I can transport her,” Xi explained. “It will be quicker.” 
 
    Ah, Luke hadn’t thought of that. “Will it hurt her?” 
 
    Xi shook his head. “I’ll come back for you.” 
 
    Reluctantly, he transferred Jael into her brother’s waiting arms and took a step back, shaking his head. As much as he hated to let her go, it was the right thing to do, the best thing for his mate. He didn’t want to leave her alone, though, not even for the few seconds it would take Xi to return for him.  
 
    “Don’t worry about me. Take her to the den, and I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    There was a shimmer of the air, a movement in the smoke, and they were gone. 
 
    Coughing and wheezing, Luke staggered toward the back staircase, relying mostly on memory to guide him since he couldn’t see a damn thing. His eyes stung and watered, his blistered hands throbbed in time with his pulse, and every step sent searing agony through his right leg. He didn’t know when he’d injured it, or even how, but when a particularly sharp pain had him grabbing his thigh, his fingers came away slick with blood.   
 
    He’d almost reached the stair when a soft, feminine cry pulled him up short. At first, he didn’t know what to think of it. Jael was safely upstairs. Cami wouldn’t have been in the lab, and he’d given Nell the day off. 
 
    Nell. Damn it, he should have known she would sneak into the lab anyway. 
 
    “Nell!” 
 
    “Luke? Oh, thank the stars. Help me, please.” 
 
    Feeling his way through the thick haze of smoke, he found his lab assistant sprawled on the floor near the foot of the stairs. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” he asked as he crouched down beside her. “Am I going to cause any permanent damage if I pick you up?” 
 
    “No.” She winced but shook her head. “My leg is stuck, though.” 
 
    Sure enough, her right foot was wedged under the top panel of what had once been his desk. “Ready?” he asked, grabbing the edges of the wooden slab. “Push!” 
 
    He strained as he lifted the panel, moving it just enough for her to scramble out from underneath it. Once he had her free, he dropped the piece of his desk and hurried over to help her up from the floor. 
 
    “Can you walk?” 
 
    She leaned against him and nodded. “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    Her first step nearly dropped her, though, and she cried out as her left leg buckled under her weight. Muttering a string of curses, Luke lifted her into his arms and started up the staircase, careful not to bump her injured foot on the railing. Three steps from the upper landing, the emergency door swung open, shining bright, golden light down the stairwell. 
 
    “Luke?” Tariq stepped forward, his arms outstretched. “Damn, here, let me take her. Are you okay?” 
 
    With every muscle in his body protesting the added weight, Luke didn’t argue as he passed Nell to the Helios. “I’m okay. Jael?” 
 
    “In the den with Xi and Cami.” Shifting the female in his arms, Tariq followed Luke through the doorway that opened up under the grand staircase on the main floor. “Are you sure you’re okay? You’re bleeding everywhere.” 
 
    “It looks worse than it is.” He had no idea how bad it looked, nor did he care. He just needed to see his mate.  
 
    The short trip through the long corridors to the den seemed to take ages, and he could feel his strength waning with every passing second. There was a heavy pressure in his chest, preventing him from breathing too deeply, and it was starting to make his head spin. His legs felt heavy, especially the bleeding one, and he tripped as he stepped down into the sunken den. 
 
    Luckily, Xi was there to catch him, grabbing him by the shoulders and pulling him upright. “I think you need to sit down.” 
 
    Luke waved him away. “I’m okay.” Making his way to the sofa, he basically fell to the floor in front of it and reached for his mate. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She looked okay. A little sooty, a little disheveled, but still absolutely gorgeous. 
 
    “Yes, neelum, I’m okay.” 
 
    “That’s good,” he slurred, lowering his head into her lap. “That’s…that’s really good.” 
 
    That was the last thing he remembered before the darkness swallowed him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Luke came awake to the feel of a cold nose in his ear, and a rough tongue lapping his cheek. “Daisy, stop.” The pain in the ass insisted on waking him the same way every morning, no matter how many times he’d scolded her for it. “Knock it off, pup.” 
 
    Trying to push her away, he groaned when it pulled at the skin on his palm, sending a shooting pain up his arm. Holy nova, he felt like he’d been through hell and back. His head pounded, his leg throbbed, and his lungs still protested necessary things like breathing. 
 
    Prying his lids open, he blinked against the brightness of the room and lifted his head, surprised to find himself sprawled across the brown and gold area rug in the den. “Jael?” 
 
    “Luke?” Cami sat beside him on the floor, her face a mask of worry as she took Daisy and pulled the puppy into her lap. “Are you awake?” 
 
    “Obviously, chipmunk.” Grunting, he pushed himself upright and glanced around the room, searching for his mate. “Where’s Jael?” 
 
    Cami nodded sideways. 
 
    Twisting so that he could look over his shoulder, he sighed with a profound relief at the sight of his mate sleeping peacefully on the sofa behind him. Even with tangled hair and soot-smudged skin, she was beautiful. Just like that morning when he’d left her in his bed, she had one hand tucked under her chin, and it was still the cutest damn thing he’d ever seen. The wheeze that blew through her lips with every exhalation concerned him, but her chest rose and fell steadily, and there were no signs of distress on her lovely face.  
 
    “She’s not hurt?” 
 
    “She has a burn on her leg. A few cuts and bruises.” From the adjacent loveseat, Xi leaned forward to rest his forearms on his thighs as he shook his head. “Nothing life-threatening, but I placed her in a healing sleep as a precaution. She’ll wake soon.”  
 
    Nodding, Luke returned his attention to his mate and caressed the back of his hand along the curve of her jaw, smiling when she leaned into his touch. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Only twenty minutes or so,” Cami answered. “I bandaged your hands.” 
 
    Indeed, blue, medicated burn-wraps had been wound over his hands in sloppy, crisscrossing patterns. Upon further inspection, he realized she’d also cleaned the gash on his thigh and slathered about a pound of ointment on it.  
 
    “Thanks, chipmunk. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Luke?” Curled up in the armchair by the fireplace, Nell had one knee tucked under her chin and the other leg stretched out in front of her on the cushioned ottoman. “Luke, I’m so sorry.”  
 
    Her apology confused him, but he didn’t dwell on it. “Are you okay?”  
 
    Her gaze flickered to the foot perched on the ottoman. “Just a sprained ankle. All things considered, I guess I’m lucky. It could have been a lot worse.” 
 
    Given what he’d seen down in the basement, both she and Jael were lucky to be alive. “Nell, what happened?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” She’d wrapped herself in a green throw blanket, and as she spoke, she pulled it tighter around her shoulders like a cocoon. “I know I wasn’t supposed to come in today.” She ducked her head and peeked over at him sheepishly. “I was in your office getting my notes when Jael came in and sat down at her workstation. That’s really all I remember before waking up by the stairs.”  
 
    She hadn’t told him much, and what she had said sounded plausible, but something about her version of events bothered him. “You didn’t see anything out of the ordinary?” 
 
    “No, nothing.” No hesitation. 
 
    “Did you talk to Jael before the explosion?” 
 
    Again, she shook her head. “No. I saw her come in, but I was in the office, so I don’t think she saw me. The explosion happened just a few seconds later.” 
 
    She was lying. Not only would she not meet his gaze, but he could hear it in her tone. Furthermore, he’d seen the black, wooden box in the debris near Jael’s workstation—the box he distinctly remembered her putting away in his office after the last time she’d used it. So, if what Nell said was true, and Jael had entered the lab after her, how did the box of samples end up at her workstation?  
 
    Luckily for him, and quite unfortunate for Nell, he didn’t have to play 20 Questions to get to the bottom of things. “Cami?” 
 
    His sister looked at him and shrugged as she scratched behind Daisy’s ears. “She’s lying,” she answered as casually as if they were discussing what to have for breakfast. “You already knew that, though.”  
 
    “What?” Nell sputtered and shook her head, but her eyes went wide with fear. “I’m not lying. Why would I?” 
 
    Luke snorted and returned his attention to Cami. 
 
    “Sorry. I don’t know.” A shallow V formed between her eyes, and she cocked her head as if trying to hear better. “She’s…doing math. Formulas, maybe? Oh!” Cami’s puzzled expression cleared, and her gray eyes lit with merriment. “She thinks I’m a bitch.” 
 
    Only his sister would find humor in being insulted.  
 
    Nell was clearly hiding something. It wasn’t hard to piece together that she’d had a hand—at least partly—in the incident, but he was a little iffy on the details. If it had been an accident of some kind, he’d be angry, but mistakes could be forgiven. If the attack had been purposeful, it really depended on where that anger had been directed.  
 
    Destroying his lab would get her fired.  
 
    Intentionally hurting his mate would get her dead.  
 
    “Nell,” he began, only to be interrupted when Tariq called his name from the top of the steps that led into the den.  
 
    “Can I talk to you for a second?” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    The male gave him a pointed look. “Now.” 
 
    Heaving himself up from the floor, Luke instructed his sister to come get him if Jael woke up, then followed Tariq out of the room. They didn’t go far. Around the corner and halfway down the corridor, the Helios stopped and spun to shove a portable monitor at him. 
 
    “I think you should see this.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Lab’s security footage from this morning.” 
 
    Luke hadn’t even thought to check the surveillance. With only him and Nell—and now Jael—working in the lab, there was never a reason to, and honestly, he’d kind of forgotten about it. Nodding in gratitude, he held the monitor in both hands and pressed the screen with his thumb to play the vid. 
 
    Seven seconds into the feed, Nell strode into view of the camera, her gait a little too quick to be considered casual or normal. She passed by Jael’s workstation without incident and let herself into his office. Thirteen seconds later, she reemerged, carrying the square, wooden box that Jael used to store her samples.  
 
    Bringing it back to the cubicle, she placed it on top of the table, and from there, he couldn’t really decipher what was happening. There was a lot of hurried, frantic movement, but nothing that really made sense to him. She opened the box, closed it, removed something from the pocket of her lab coat, then opened the box again. Eventually, she pushed the box to the center of the worktable and returned to his office. 
 
    Luke fast forwarded. 
 
    Six minutes and twelve seconds after the video had started, Jael entered the lab. She had a smile on her face, and her lips moved, but Luke couldn’t hear what she was saying. Pausing the video, he lifted his head and met Tariq’s amber gaze. 
 
    “Where’s the audio?” 
 
    “Disabled.” 
 
    It was another layer of security his dad had implemented. Unlike most monitoring devices, their system didn’t record audio and video from the same source. Instead, the two mediums were captured separately, then merged into a single feed. That way, if anyone ever hacked their system, they’d have to go through multiple systems and layers of security. 
 
    Luke had thought it was over the top and paranoid. He’d even said as much to his father. As usual, the old man hadn’t listened, but for once, he was grateful for that. 
 
    Luke turned his attention back to the monitor and started the footage again. 
 
    Reaching her workstation, Jael fisted her hands on her hips and frowned at the box. It was adorable. She looked toward his office, then back. Several seconds passed where she just stood there, but eventually, she settled into her chair and held her hand out, palm up toward the ceiling. A small, vial filled with orange liquid materialized out of nowhere, and she gripped it tightly as she reached for the box. 
 
    At the 7:03 mark, a bright, yellow light blinded the camera, then at 7:05, everything went black.  
 
    “I think Nell was trying to scrub the feed when Jael came in and interrupted her,” Tariq said when the vid ended. “The log shows your ID accessing the system just a few seconds before Jael came into the lab.” 
 
    Luke didn’t care that she was young. He didn’t give a damn that she was a female or a scroll or anything else. He was going to kill her. 
 
    “Why? Why would she hurt Jael?” 
 
    Taking the monitor from him, Tariq shook his head. “That’s what we have to find out, but there’s something else.” He tapped on the display a few times, then turned it back to Luke. “Your ID is also logged as accessing the security footage last night at 9:28.” 
 
    That would have been right around the time he’d been on stage giving his speech to a roomful of their guests. It was also at the same time Jael had been in the lab.  
 
    Earlier, in his office, Jael had tried to tell him something. She’d even said that it had to do with her being in the lab the previous night. At the time, he hadn’t thought much of it. In fact, he’d assumed she wanted to rehash the conversation about their ridiculously screwed-up families. He wasn’t so sure of that anymore. 
 
    “Come on.” He led the way back to the den, unsurprised to find everyone exactly where he’d left them. “Xi, I need to talk to Jael. Can you wake her up?” 
 
    The male sat up straighter and scowled. “It’s best to let her wake naturally.” 
 
    Yeah, Luke got that, but this was kind of an emergency. “You can wake her, though?” 
 
    He seemed to understand the gravity of the situation, because a moment later, he rose from the loveseat with a nod and crossed the short distance to kneel by his sister. Cradling her face in his big hands, he closed his eyes while his lips moved soundlessly. 
 
    While he worked his magic—literally—Luke turned his attention to Nell. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything. I told you what happened.” Still, she refused to meet his gaze, and she fidgeted nervously with the tassels on the ends of her blanket.  
 
    Luke took a step toward her, only stopping when Tariq caught him by the elbow. “I’m going to ask you one more time, Nell, and if you lie to me, so help me—” 
 
    “Dychadradimine.” 
 
    He whipped his head toward the sofa, his heart leaping into his throat when Jael shifted around on the cushions to look up at him. Shaking off Tariq’s hold on him, he rushed over to her side, practically shoving Xi out of the way to get to his mate. Crouching in front of her, he took her hand and brought it to his lips while he thanked every deity who would listen that she was unharmed.  
 
    “Hey, beautiful,” he whispered raggedly. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Okay I’m think I.” She shook her head hard. “Right isn’t something.” Her right hand opened and closed rapidly, her pupils dilated, and her right eye began to twitch sporadically. “Understand don’t I. Me to happening is something.” 
 
    “Easy, shh, it’s okay.” Luke stroked her hair and wiped away the tears that spilled down her cheeks. “Don’t cry, beautiful. It’s going to be okay.”  
 
    Frightened for his mate but aslo knowing he had to keep it together for her sake, he looked to his sister for answers. 
 
    Cami flinched a couple of times and hugged Daisy tight to her chest. “Her thoughts are all jumbled. I can’t really make sense of them.” 
 
    The words were barely out of her mouth when Xi took a menacing step toward Nell and bellowed, “What did you do to her?” 
 
    “Xi.” When he didn’t look at her, Jael called his name again. “No.” The twitching in her eye had stopped, and the movement of her hand slowed. “Dychadradimine,” she repeated. “Females. Tests. Poison.” 
 
    Obviously, her speech wasn’t back to normal yet, but Luke had no problem deciphering her words. “The females we tested were poisoned with Dychadradimine.” 
 
    “Nell…poisoned…them.” She spoke slowly, carefully enunciating each word. 
 
    “That’s a lie,” Nell spat. “Why would I do that? That doesn’t even make sense. Clearly, her brain is—” Her words cut off in a choking gasp, and she clutched at her throat, her eyes wide and terrified.  
 
    Xi stood motionless, his hands clenched at his sides, and a look of pure murder on his face as he stared daggers at the female. Unfortunately, as much as Luke wanted to strangle her himself, they still needed answers. 
 
    “Xi, you can’t kill her.” His eyes skipped to Nell, then back. “Yet.” 
 
    After an intense standoff, Xi finally relaxed with a long, suffering breath and jerked away from the young woman. Nell coughed and sputtered, gasping for breath as she pressed back into her chair.  
 
    “Start talking,” Luke demanded, “or next time, I won’t stop him.” 
 
    She said nothing, which was frustrating but not all that surprising.  
 
    “She poisoned your volunteers to make it look like the cure wasn’t working.” Jael smiled when Luke whipped around to stare at her. “Hello, neelum.” She lifted her right hand to show him that it had stopped convulsing, then reached out with it to stroke his cheek. “I’m okay now. Don’t worry for me.” 
 
    There was no way in the universe he could promise that, so he just captured her hand and placed a kiss against her palm. “Is that what you were trying to tell me earlier in my office?” 
 
    “Yes. I should have told you last night, but I wanted proof before I came to you with it.” 
 
    “What proof?” Nell demanded. “There’s not any, because I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    Jael shot her a scathing glare. “I retested the samples, which clearly show high levels of the experimental drug Dychadradimine. I can’t prove it, but I know you altered the original reports.” 
 
    “I can prove it.” Tariq held up the portable monitor. “I’ll need access to your private server, but I’ll find you what you need.” 
 
    Luke dipped his head. “Done.”   
 
    Jael exhaled audibly. “Why, Nell? Why did you do it?” 
 
    “She doesn’t want the cure,” Cami answered with no small amount of disgust. “If all women can reproduce, what makes scrolls so special? Her words, not mine, and I’m paraphrasing, of course.” A visible shiver rippled through her. “Being in her head is really unpleasant.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Nell screamed. “Just shut up!” 
 
    Luke couldn’t wrap his mind around it. “Are you fucking kidding me right now? What makes you special? Nell, do you realize there are people who would give anything to be able to do what you can do?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m smart,” the female shot back. “So what? Do you realize how much that intimidates people? I was supposed to be bonded. I was supposed to be someone’s chosen!” Her voice rose with every word, her tone becoming increasingly hysterical. 
 
    “The males she was supposed to bond with didn’t want to go through with it,” Cami explained. “She thinks it’s because they didn’t want to be with someone smarter than them.” 
 
    “Stop it!” Nell screeched. “Stay out of my head!” 
 
    Unfazed, Cami pressed on. “If all females can procreate, that means more competition for males. She thinks no one will want her then.” She combed her fingers through Daisy’s fur and snorted. “You know, for someone so insecure, you really do think a lot of yourself.” 
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
     Cami shrugged. “The feeling is mutual.” 
 
    Luke had to agree that the female did possess an exorbitant amount of hubris. The fact that she could think of no other reason a male might dislike her company than because he found her intimidating was ludicrous. Then again, maybe she was right. Maybe the elites she’d intended to bond with had been threatened by her intellect.  
 
    No matter the reason, it didn’t exonerate her of any wrongdoing, and it sure as hell didn’t make him pity her. 
 
    “Tell me,” he said, his tone deceptively calm, “how exactly does Jael fit into all of this?” 
 
    Nell’s complexion turned a deep, mottled red as she jabbed a finger toward his mate. “She was going to ruin everything!” 
 
    “Because she knew the truth,” Luke surmised. “You were watching on the security feed when she figured it out last night.” 
 
    She didn’t admit to it, but she didn’t deny it, either.  
 
    Xi hadn’t moved an inch since the conversation began, but he growled then and took another step toward her. “Can I kill her now?” 
 
    Luke wasn’t totally opposed to the idea, and he might have said as much if Jael hadn’t chosen that moment to grab his arm and dig her fingernails into his flesh. He barely noticed the sting as his skin broke beneath the pressure, though, too focused on the searing heat pouring off her.  
 
    Her cheeks were rosy, and sweat dampened the hair at her temples, but he pressed his hand to her forehead anyway and cursed. “Fuck, you’re burning up.” 
 
    “Luke, I…I…” Her eyes went wide before she wrenched to the side and heaved, expelling a torrent of blood across the couch cushions. 
 
    Luke froze, Cami gasped, and for just a moment, time stood still. 
 
    Then everything turned to chaos. 
 
    Xi cursed. Daisy let loose a series of frantic barks. Tariq rushed over to the sofa but looked at a loss of what to do next. Nell started screaming. 
 
    “Shut up,” Luke roared, jumping to his feet and lifting his mate into arms. “Get her out of here,” he ordered with a jerk of his head toward Nell. “I don’t give a fuck what you do with her, just get her out now.” 
 
    Seemingly grateful for something to do, Tariq marched over, plucked the female right out of her chair, and left the room with her. She kicked and screamed the whole way, but no one paid her any attention. 
 
    “Cami, power up the med-scan.” His father’s desire to have a private med-scanner in the house had never made sense, but for the second time that night, he was profoundly grateful for the man’s paranoid eccentricities.  
 
    “On it.” She jumped up and darted out of the room, taking the puppy with her. 
 
    “Xi?” 
 
    Immediately, he stepped forward and placed his hand on top of Jael’s head. Then, just as quickly, he snatched his hand back and shook his head. “I can’t heal this.”  
 
    Luke swallowed down his disappointment, making sure it didn’t show on his face. “Go check the lab for any of those healing flowers.” It was a long shot, but if there was even the slightest chance that any had survived, it was worth taking the time to search. “There’s a room on the other side of the big staircase at the front of the house. Meet me there when you’re finished.” 
 
    The male vanished without a word. 
 
    “Hold on, baby,” Luke murmured as he took off at a jog. “Just hold on for me.” 
 
    Jael’s head lulled on his shoulder, and one hand rested in her lap while the other hung limply at her side. She didn’t respond. 
 
    By the time he made it to the private exam room off the front entrance hall, Xi was already waiting for him. Luke didn’t even have to ask. The moment he saw the male’s expression, he knew the answer. 
 
    “Get her in here,” Cami urged as she opened the clear lid of the med-scanner. 
 
    Though reluctant to let go of his mate, Luke lowered her gently onto the black, gel cushion and stepped back as the lid closed with a pressurized hiss.  
 
    “Heart rate elevated at one hundred fifty-eight beats per minute,” the bed’s AI informed them in a robotic male voice. “Oxygen below ninety percent. Temperature forty-one degrees Celsius.” 
 
    Luke’s stomach clenched at the dangerously high temperature. “Computer, lower med-scan internal temperature by fifteen degrees and begin oxygen flow at thirty percent.”  
 
    “Command confirmed. Continue diagnostics?” 
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    “Presence of bacteria: negative. Presence of infection: negative. Presence of foreign substances: positive. High levels of Dychadradimine detected. Recommended treatment: none.” 
 
    “What does it mean there’s no recommended treatment?” Cami asked indignantly. 
 
    “It’s an experimental drug. It hasn’t even passed trials yet, and it probably won’t.” He hadn’t followed its development closely, but he knew enough about it to understand they were royally screwed. “There’s no counteractive medication for it.” 
 
    “Who the hell creates something like that with no cure?” 
 
    Honestly, it happened a lot, but she probably didn’t need to know that. 
 
    “Okay,” she huffed when he just stared at her, “then we take her to a med-center.” 
 
    “Human medicine can’t help her,” Xi interjected. “We have to get her back to Xenthian.” 
 
    Sadly, he was right, but considering how quickly Jael was deteriorating, they’d never make it to Xenthian in time.  
 
    Mentally calculating the distance, Luke determined the space station nearest the midpoint of the journey. It would take several days to make it there in his private cruiser—days they didn’t have to waste. The ship Xi and Jael had arrived in was still docked in the Capital, which really left him with only one option. 
 
    “Cami, contact the docking bays and have them prepare the Contingency for departure.” He just hoped the royal ship of Xenthian’s king lived up to its hype. “Xi, contact your people. Tell them to get their hands on those flowers and meet us on Alpha Station: X11.” 
 
    “Luke…” Looking back and forth between him and Jael, Cami wrung her hands together as moisture filled her eyes. 
 
    “I know.” He cupped her cheek and nodded. “This will work. Everything is going to be okay. Now, go.” 
 
    It had to work.  
 
    It had to be okay.  
 
    Because if he failed… 
 
    Opening the med-scan, he slipped his arms under Jael’s prone body and lifted her into his arms. The bed had done its job to reduce her temperature marginally, but she still radiated an alarming amount of heat. There were medical supplies he needed to gather before they departed. Things he needed to do. He’d need a way to keep her fever under control until they could reach their destination, and she’d also need additional oxygen for the journey. 
 
    One more minute. He just needed another sixty seconds to hold her in his arms, then he’d go do what was needed. 
 
    “Hang in there, baby. Keep fighting.” He pressed his lips to her feverish brow and squeezed his eyes closed. 
 
    This would work. 
 
    Everything would be okay. 
 
    Failure was not an option. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    For the next two days, Jael drifted in and out of consciousness.  
 
    Every time she’d awoken with screams of agony, her mate and her brother had been right there to soothe her. Twice, Xi had lulled her back to sleep with a spell, and three times he’d used his magic to take away her pain. She loved him for it, but she constantly worried about him as well. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” he asked the next time her eyes drifted open. “How bad is the pain?” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, he reached for her hand, but she pulled back and shook her head. “No more, Xi. I’m okay.” 
 
    She wasn’t okay. It felt like she was being turned inside out, but she couldn’t ask any more from him. His usually handsome face appeared pale and drawn, and his once piercing gray eyes were now dull and sunken. Shadows ringed his eyes, and his lids were rimmed red, likely from a lack of sleep.  
 
    For as long as she could remember, he’d taken great pride in his appearance, especially his long, dark hair, but the strands that hung around his face were dirty and unkempt. Even his lips cracked and peeled, and a bloody line ran down the center of the bottom one where the flesh had split.  
 
    It was obvious that his continuous and frequent use of magic had taken its toll, but he’d never once complained. He was killing himself just to give her a measure of comfort, just a single moment of peace. 
 
    “Jael.” His voice was weak and raspy, and he paused to clear his throat. “Let me take your pain.” 
 
    “No, no more,” she repeated. “You’ve already taken too much.” 
 
    “Let me do something,” he pleaded. “Tell me what I can do to help.” 
 
    She had never seen him like this. Her strong, warrior brother was begging, and it broke her heart.  
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked, more to distract him than because she really wanted to know. She doubted she’d still be alive to see it anyway. 
 
    “We’re on our way to the Alliance Alpha Station: X11. Syrie and Osian will meet us there with the saona flowers from the Southern Isle.” 
 
    “We’re going to a space station?” She tried to smile, but it hurt too much, so she settled for covering Xi’s hand with her own. “I’m sure you’re dreading it.” 
 
    He didn’t laugh. He didn’t respond with his usual sarcasm. He just cradled her hand between both of his own and stared at her like she—or maybe, he—would shatter into a million pieces at any moment.  
 
    “I think I need new gel packs.”  
 
    She hated them. They were cold, and they hurt where they touched her bare skin, but Luke had explained they were necessary to combat her fever. Plus, Xi needed something to keep him busy so he didn’t completely fell apart. 
 
    “Don’t move,” he commanded as he stood and started out of the cruiser’s massive suite. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She was in no danger of disobeying that particular order since she could barely roll over in bed without help. It really was a shame, too, because she would have liked to explore the king’s cruiser. From the sheer size and opulence of the room she’d been sleeping in, she imagined the ship to be at least twice the size of the Radiance.  
 
    Oh, it was probably amazing. She wondered if the deep purple carpets that covered the floor of the suite ran throughout the entire ship. Where all the port windows ringed in gold, or was it just the one she stared out when she was too restless to sleep? Maybe the vessel had an observation deck with comfortable furniture and amazing views of space. She could sit there with Luke and sip wine while they dreamed about the future.  
 
    That would be nice.  
 
    Stars, she was so tired. 
 
    She was also kind of gross. Not only had she not showered in days, but she kept leaking. Thankfully, she hadn’t vomited blood again, but it did occasionally seep from her nose and ears. Once, it had run like tiny rivers from her eyes, and she’d been so distraught over it she’d triggered another mini seizure. That had been the second time Xi had put her to sleep.  
 
    An electronic bell chimed, signaling Xi’s return, and a moment later, he walked through the bedroom door with a silver cryo-case. Placing in on the table beside the bed, he unlatched it, but instead of pulling out the gel-packs, he reached into his belt and removed a small green device about the size of his thumb. 
 
    Jael groaned. She hated that damn thing even more than she did the frozen gel-packs. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Xi murmured as he hooked the two prongs in her nostrils and fit the device across the bridge of her nose. “Luke says you have to use it, just for a little while.” 
 
    While she knew it was necessary, the prongs tickled her nose, and the concentration of oxygen made her lightheaded. It also looked stupid. Not that she’d seen her reflection, but Luke had tried it on when he’d been showing her how it worked. She always found him handsome, but even he’d looked stupid.  
 
    “Are we getting close to this space station?” 
 
    “Yes, Luke says we’re very close.” As he spoke, he removed the warmed gel packs from around her and began replacing them with the horrid frozen ones. “Just a couple of more hours.” 
 
    Jael gasped when one of the packs pressed against her thigh, and she tried to cringe away from him, but Xi held her in place. “It’s cold.” 
 
    “I know, princess.” He smoothed her hair back from her face and kissed her brow. “It’s supposed to be.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together in a thin line and stared up at him as her vision blurred with unshed tears. Her nose burned, and her throat tightened, forcing her to swallow roughly as she fought back the wave of emotion that threatened to consume her.  
 
    Her reaction didn’t go unnoticed.  
 
    Placing the last gel-pack behind her head, Xi took her hand again and knelt on the floor beside the bed. “I know it’s uncomfortable, but it’s not for much longer. Please don’t cry.” 
 
    But she couldn’t help it. He’d called her princess. 
 
    “I guess my first trip away from home didn’t go quite as planned, did it?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Wasn’t it obvious? “Well…I’m dying.” 
 
    “No,” he snarled. “I won’t allow it.” 
 
    Ah, there was the big brother she knew and loved. “We didn’t even finish the project.” 
 
    “You will. As soon as you’re better, we’ll return to Earth, and you can finish your work.” 
 
    “We?” She couldn’t have heard him right. Maybe she was hallucinating now, too. “You’ll go back with me?” 
 
    “Not just me,” he assured her. “Syrie and Osian as well. They’ve already agreed.” 
 
    It seemed impossible that just a few short weeks ago she hadn’t wanted any of them to accompany her. The news that her siblings were willing to abandon everything and everyone they knew for her was too much, and the tears she’d been fighting finally spilled over. 
 
    Xi didn’t comment on her emotional state as he gently brushed them away from her cheeks. Instead, he asked, “Why is it so important to you.” 
 
    There were a lot of reasons. It was partly because she felt honored that the king had asked for her help. Partly because she was a scientist who loved figuring things out, and the human fertility project was a puzzle she couldn’t resist. She also wanted to help all those females who so desperately wanted families of their own. Perhaps she possessed a touch of vanity, because it brought her great joy to know she was making a difference. 
 
    She was just too tired to tell her brother all of that, though, so she settled on the most important reason. “I wanted you to be proud of me.” 
 
    “I have always been proud of you.” He looked a little offended that she hadn’t known that. 
 
    “You never said.” 
 
    Sighing, he rested his elbows on the edge of the bed and pressed his forehead to their joined hands. “I know I’m irritable and stubborn and rigid. I don’t like change, and I’m not good with words. I’d rather say nothing than say the wrong thing.” He lowered their hands and met her gaze. “You’re the best of us all. Maybe we hold you to a higher standard, and maybe that’s not fair, but I know I speak for Syrie and Osien, too, when I say that we are honored to call you our sister.” 
 
    All this time, how could she have thought him so indifferent? “But you’re always yelling at me like I’m a child.” 
 
    He surprised her when he chuckled at that. “Jael, you are a child, at least you are to me. You’re always going to be my little sister, and I’m always going to be protective of you. I just don’t want to see you hurt.” 
 
    “You yell at me because you care?” She wrinkled her nose. “That’s stupid.” 
 
    He laughed again, the sound a little hoarse but pleasant, nonetheless. “You’ll understand one day, princess.” 
 
    “Since when do you call me that?” 
 
    “I used to call you princess all the time when you were a youngling.” 
 
    Ah, now she understood why he’d found it so humorous when Maacon had asked if she was royalty. “Why did you stop?” 
 
    “You told me not to call you that anymore because princesses couldn’t work in labs, and you were going to be a scientist.” 
 
     Stars, she didn’t remember that at all, but since she’d been a rather precocious child, she didn’t doubt it. “How old was I?” 
 
    “Nine.” 
 
    And for more than three millennia, he’d respected that request. “You can call me princess again if you want.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, and his smile chased away the hollowness in his eyes. “I’d like that. I love you. Don’t ever doubt that.” 
 
    “I love you, too, brother.” It was kind of sad that it had taken a tragedy for them to have the conversation, but she was glad it had happened.  
 
    “Get some rest, princess.” He released her hand and adjusted a couple of the gel-packs before standing. “I’ll send Luke in to sit with you.” 
 
    “Okay,” she mumbled, her lids already closing. “Thank you.” 
 
    When she awoke again, it was to the feeling of something warm and wet being rubbed over her face.  
 
    “It’s just me,” Luke said before she could even get her eyes open. 
 
    She blinked up at him and frowned. “Am I leaking again?” 
 
    Pulling the damp cloth away, he fisted it in his hands and smiled, but the expression looked strained and unnatural. “A little, but you’re as beautiful as always.” 
 
    “Liar.” It was a sweet lie, so she decided to let it go. “I’m sorry about your lab, neelum.” 
 
    Any pretense of calmness vanished as he snorted at her and dropped back in the chair he’d pulled up beside the bed. “I don’t give a damn about my lab, Jael. Hell, burn the whole fucking house to the ground for all I care.” 
 
    “You should sleep.” She wondered if her words sounded as slurred to him as they did to her. “You’re very irritable when you don’t sleep.” 
 
    Sighing, he leaned forward again and pressed a gentle, lingering kiss to her brow. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “The same.” Which was to say she felt like she’d been run over by a glider, dragged through the deserts of the Western Isle, then dropped into a volcano.  
 
    “Any more seizures?” 
 
    She shook her head but stopped that nonsense straightaway when it felt like her brain might explode. “No, no more seizures.”   
 
    “Just hang in there, beautiful. We’ll be docking in about ten minutes.” 
 
    “I’m hanging.” Ten minutes sounded like an awfully long time. “Is Daisy okay?” 
 
    If he was surprised by the question, he didn’t show it. “She’s okay. Cami says the little beast ate another pair of my shoes.” 
 
    Jael almost giggled. Almost. “What’s going to happen to Nell?” 
 
    Luke took her hand, idly stroking his thumb along the inside of her wrist. It felt nice, but she also knew he was using the gesture to cover the fact that he was checking her pulse. Judging by the look of abject panic in his eyes, it wasn’t good, but when he spoke, his voice was steady.  
 
    “After everything she did, you’re still worried about her.” He snorted rather unpleasantly. “Tariq and Cami turned her over to the Alliance, along with the surveillance footage, her doctored notes, and your updates ones. Probably some other stuff, but I don’t remember.” He waved his hand. “There will be a trial, but there’s more than enough evidence to find her guilty on a whole list of charges.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why did she do it?” He shook his head. “I don’t really understand it myself. No matter how far we advance in medicine or technology, there is just something fundamentally wrong with people like her.” He ceased stroking her wrist and squeezed her hand. “Don’t feel sorry for her, beautiful. She doesn’t deserve it.” 
 
    Jael didn’t feel sorry for her, but not because the female had tried to blow her up. Nell had betrayed Luke, and whether he would admit it or not, it had hurt him. For that alone, Jael could never forgive her.  
 
    “Tariq did a little digging,” Luke continued. “He found out that those elites Nell was meant to bond with hadn’t even known about the arrangement until the day they met her.” His laughter echoed around the room, and it lit up his entire face. “One of them is a neuroscientist, and the other is a robotics engineer.” 
 
    Jael didn’t get the joke until she remembered why Nell thought they hadn’t wanted to be with her. “So, it wasn’t because she’s smarter than them.” 
 
    “Not even close. They just thought she was a spoiled brat.” 
 
    She didn’t know exactly what a brat was, but then again, she was having a hard time concentrating. Her vision pulsed, dimming and brightening, the repetition making her queasy. A dull ache had started in her right arm, and sharp, stabbing pain exploded at the base of her skull.  
 
    Not wanting Luke to worry for her even more, she gritted her teeth and didn’t make a sound. She breathed deeply, willing the pain away, but even when it subsided enough for her to speak, she couldn’t think of a single thing to say.  
 
    Luckily, Luke never seemed to run out of things to talk about, especially not with her. “Out of curiosity, why did you suspect Nell in the first place?” 
 
    “Almonds.” 
 
    His scowl was kind of comical. “I think I’m going to need a little more explanation.” 
 
    “Vada is allergic to almonds.” She hoped that had made sense, because her voice had sounded thick to her own ears, and she swore her tongue had swollen to twice its usual size. “Allergic reaction.” 
 
    “Jael, open your eyes. Come on, beautiful, open your eyes.” 
 
    She hadn’t even realized she’d closed them, but she forced them open at his request. “Hurts.” 
 
    “I know, baby, but I need you to stay awake. Just a little bit longer.” He moved from his chair to the edge of the bed, easing down gently so as not to jostle her too much. “Tell me what happened in the lab.” 
 
    She didn’t want to talk anymore. She just wanted to sleep. 
 
    “Jael,” he barked, and his hand came to rest on her hip. “Stay awake. Tell me what happened in the lab.” 
 
    “Blew up.” 
 
    “That’s right. Officials said it was a chemical bomb. They also said you were lucky to survive it.” 
 
    “Magic,” she slurred. “Used it.” 
 
    “I figured as much.” 
 
    Thick, viscous moisture spilled from the corner of her eye and trekked down her face. “Am…crying?” 
 
    “No, beautiful. It’s okay.” He reached for the washcloth on the nightstand and used it to blot her face.  
 
    While he tried to hide it, she couldn’t miss the distinctive crimson splotches on the white fabric. “Luke…” Her hand opened and closed reflexively, her muscles seized, and her entire body began to tremble. “Die to want don’t I.” 
 
    “Shit,” her mate breathed as he rolled her onto her side. “You’re not going to die. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. Breathe, baby, just breathe.” 
 
    “Approaching destination. Initiating docking sequence.” The mechanical voice echoed through the suite. “Please prepare for landing in twenty…nineteen…eighteen…” 
 
    “Do you hear that? We’re here. Less than a minute a now.”  
 
    The trembling turned into violent shaking, her eye started blinking uncontrollably, and her vision narrowed to a tiny pinprick of light. Her stomach spasmed, forcing her knees up toward her chest with the intensity of the cramps, and she cried out as her body contorted into impossible positions on the mattress. 
 
    “Jael! Damn it, don’t do this. Not now.” 
 
    “…nine…eight…seven…” 
 
    Her pulse raced, her heart knocking against her ribs so hard she feared they would shatter. Another twist of her stomach launched her forward toward the edge of the bed where she heaved twice, then vomited an extraordinary amount of crimson across the carpet.  
 
    “…two…one. Docking sequence complete.” 
 
    “Thank the stars,” Luke breathed as he pulled her into his lap and rocked her back and forth, clutching her tightly. “We’re here. It’s okay. We’re here. It’s okay.”  
 
    He chanted the words like a prayer, although they both knew her situation wasn’t anywhere in the vicinity of okay.  
 
    “I…love…you…” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Luke snapped at her. “Don’t say it like a goodbye. You’re going to be fine, and when you’re better, you can tell me.” 
 
    Footsteps thundered in the distance, the sound growing louder, coming closer. She couldn’t say how many, but it sounded like an entire army was bearing down on them. Help was coming. It was so close now.  
 
    Jael inhaled deeply, then immediately choked and coughed. More blood sprayed from her mouth. Her lungs froze, refusing to take in any more air. 
 
    The bedroom door slid open. There was a lot of shouting. Someone called her name. Something was pressed against her lips, and a warm liquid trickled into her mouth, but her throat was too swollen to swallow.  
 
    More shouting.  
 
    Someone else said her name. They sounded angry. 
 
    Then, everything stilled.  
 
    The pain she’d fought for so long disappeared, and she felt weightless, euphoric. She saw nothing, heard only the beautiful sound of silence. It was glorious. 
 
    Smiling to herself, she let go and floated, content to slip peacefully into the unending blackness.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    A warm breeze swept across her face, bringing the familiar scent of the sea mingled with fresh zisa blooms. Songbirds heralded the morning, their voices cheerful and elegant but not loud enough to completely drown out the roar of the river.  
 
    Jael smiled. If this was death, it really wasn’t so bad.  
 
    “You’re not dead,” a laughing voice answered her unspoken question. 
 
    She knew that voice, knew it as well as her own.  
 
    Opening her eyes, she rolled over in the bed—her bed—and blinked against the silvery sunlight that shown in through the windows. Huh. The afterlife looked a lot like her modest bedroom, complete with a cluttered desk and a small mountain of clothes piled in the corner. Kind of disappointing. 
 
    “Stop making that face. You look like a dutak.” 
 
    “What?” Jael croaked, and winced at the dryness of her throat. 
 
    “She even sounds like a dutak.”  
 
    She knew that voice, too.  
 
    “Did you know on Earth they call them toads?” She didn’t know why she felt the need to share that, but it was a fun fact. “They’re green, sometimes brown, and they’re really fat.” 
 
    “That sounds disgusting.” The bed bounced, and Syrie’s smiling face swam into view. “Hey, little sister. You’re looking better.” 
 
    Okay, so…not dead. That suspicion was further confirmed when Osian flopped down on the end of the mattress and pinched her big toe. She couldn’t be dead, because she was sure she’d never done anything to warrant an eternity in the afterlife with her two, annoying siblings.  
 
    “How long have I been sleeping?” 
 
    “About four days,” Osian answered cheerily as he tugged on her toe. “Did you know you hum in your sleep?” 
 
    Jael kicked at his hand and huffed. Maybe she hadn’t actually died, but she’d come pretty close. Yet, her siblings insisted on teasing her relentlessly. In a way, it was reassuring to know that some things never changed. 
 
    “Why am I home?” 
 
    “Because you live here.” Osian’s lilac eyes danced with merriment as he shoved her leg. “And they call you the smart one.” 
 
    “I didn’t get to see X11.” After everything that had led her there, it was silly to feel disappointed, but she’d really been looking forward to seeing an Alliance space station for the first time. 
 
    “You didn’t miss much,” Syrie informed her, her gray eyes—just a shade lighter than Xi’s—narrowing at the corners. “I wouldn’t recommend a return trip.” 
 
    Crawling up the mattress to stretch out beside her, Osian poked her cheek with his index finger. “Did you know that if you rip off a Reema’s arm, it will grow back?” 
 
    She didn’t even want to know how he’d learned that. “There is something very wrong with you.” She glanced back and forth between her sibling, then rolled her eyes. “Both of you. This is my sick bed. I’m sick. Be nice to me.” 
 
    “Nope.” With a deep chuckle, Osian rolled off the mattress and bounded to his feet. “You can’t pretend to be sick like you used to as a youngling to get out of practicing your incantations. We know your tricks.” 
 
    Actually, she didn’t feel sick. She didn’t even feel tired. Sleeping for four days probably had something to do with that. Stretching her arms over her head and pointing her toes, she moved around experimentally, pleased to discover it didn’t cause her even a twinge of pain.  
 
    In fact, she felt amazing.  
 
    Her siblings didn’t know that, though. 
 
    “Don’t even try it,” Syrie warned, pointing a finger at her. “The medics said you were completely fine.” 
 
    “I didn’t even say anything!” 
 
    “But you were going to,” her sister accused.  
 
    Damn having siblings who knew her so well. 
 
    “Your mate did about a million tests himself,” Osian added. “He seemed satisfied that you’d make a full recovery.” Picking a loose, golden thread from the sleeve of his jade tunic, he flicked it away and shrugged. “He’s okay, I guess.” 
 
    “I like him.” Syrie took her hand, laced their fingers together, and squeezed. “Fate chose well for you, Jael. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Crap, she was leaking again. Only this time, it wasn’t because she was sick, and instead of crimson, it was crystalline tears that streaked down her face.  
 
    Sighing, Osian sat down on the edge of the bed again and shook his head at their sister. “I think you broke her.” 
 
    Laughing through her tears, Jael released Syrie’s hand so she could push herself upright, then held both arms out to her siblings. “Stop talking and come here.” When neither responded, she wiggled her fingers and huffed. “Both of you. Now. Bring it in.” 
 
    “Bring what in where?” 
 
    Her brother’s confusion just made her laugh harder. “It’s an Earth expression. It means get your asses over here so I can thank you properly for saving my life.” 
 
    “I think these Earthlings have had a bad influence on you.” 
 
    She winked at her sister. “Luke says that a lot. Now, I mean it. Come here and let me hug you.” 
 
    “Like, together? At the same time?” Osian looked horrified by the very idea. 
 
    “Yes, it’s called a group hug.” 
 
    Syrie shook her head. “Groups should not embrace. It’s unsanitary.” 
 
    Stars, she loved them.  
 
    Launching herself at Syrie, she tackled her sister to the mattress, hugging her with all the strength she could muster. Of course, the female grunted and cursed, doing her best to wrestle free, but Jael kept a tight hold on her as she hooked one arm around Osian’s neck and dragged him close. 
 
    “Damn it,” he sputtered, “this is not okay.” 
 
    “I love you guys. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I am not a guy,” Syrie spat. 
 
    Jael ignored her. “You’re going to love Earth.” 
 
    “What?” both siblings shouted in unison. 
 
    “Xi said you agreed to come back to Earth until I’m finished with my work. Thank you! You two are the best.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Syrie denied, still trying to shove her away. 
 
    “Never going to happen,” Osian added, grunting when she swooped in to kiss his cheek. “Okay, okay, I might go.” 
 
    “You will go.” Standing in the open doorway, Xi folded his arms over his chest and glared at all of them. “You will go to Earth, and you won’t complain about it. Understood?” 
 
    Both siblings groaned, but Jael couldn’t stop smiling. She was also pleased to see Xi looking much healthier now. “Hello, big brother.” 
 
    Relaxing his threatening posture, he returned her smile and stepped deeper into the room. “Hello, princess. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Amazing. I feel like I could climb a mountain.” 
 
    “No!” all three of them shouted at her together. 
 
    Jael rolled her eyes. “Calm yourselves. I’m not really going to climb a mountain. I’m just saying that if I wanted to, I think I could do it.” Releasing her two struggling siblings, she bounced off the bed and bounded into Xi’s arms. “Thank you for taking care of me.” 
 
    “I will always protect you,” he responded solemnly. 
 
    “We all will.” Rising from the mattress, Syrie came over to join them, pressing against Jael’s back and winding her arms around them both. 
 
    Even Osian found his way into their huddle. “Always,” he promised. “If you want us to come to Earth with you, we will. We just want you to be happy.” 
 
    “I am happy.” She didn’t know what she’d done to deserve so much love and joy in her life, but she promised herself that she’d never take a single moment of it for granted. “Hey, I thought you said group hugs were unsanitary.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Syrie mumbled. “We’re having a moment.” 
 
    Yes, they were, but they were also crushing her, and considering she’d been in bed for four days, it wasn’t doing her bladder any favors. “Umm, can you let go of me now? I really need to pee.” 
 
    Laughing, they dispersed, releasing her before she accidentally embarrassed herself.  
 
    “I need to return to my patrol,” Syrie said. “I’m glad you’re okay. I’ll come visit you later.” 
 
    “Same here.” Osian cuffed the side of her head lightly. “Stay out of trouble, sister.” 
 
    “Xi,” she said when they were alone, “where’s Luke?”  
 
    It hadn’t escaped her notice that he was absent, but she’d assumed he had wanted to give her time alone with her siblings. He was always doing things like that for her. Still, it had been a while now, and she hadn’t expected him to display such self-restraint.  
 
    “He’s meeting with Vasere Snowden.” 
 
    Not what she’d expected. “Why?” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask him. He should be back any minute.” 
 
    Knowing he was okay and on his way to her, she relaxed and nodded. “I’m going to go clean up before he gets here.” Ancestors above, she could only imagine what she looked like. “If you see him, will you let him know I’m awake?” 
 
    “Of course. Go on, then. I’ll let your mate know he’s needed.” 
 
    Thanking him again, she hurried down the short hallway to her bathroom. Once she’d relieved herself and brushed her teeth, she showered quickly, taking extra care to thoroughly wash and condition her tangled hair.  
 
    Stepping out of the shower, she briefly considering magicking on a fresh set of clothes, but ultimately, decided against it. Hopefully, Luke would already be there waiting on her, and she had plans for her mate that didn’t require either of them to be dressed. Since Xi had mentioned speaking with Luke, she assumed he’d left her house. Just in case, though, she made a small concession and wrapped herself in a black, fluffy towel before leaving the bathroom. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if she should check her living room or her bedroom for him first, but as it turned out, she didn’t have to look at all. Leaning against the wall across from the bathroom door, Luke had his arms folded over his chest and an enormous grin on his lips. 
 
    “There she is.” 
 
    “Who?” Jael actually looked up and down the hall before she realized he was referring to her. “Oh. Right.” 
 
    Laughing, he scooped her up in his arms and squeezed her so tightly the breathed whooshed out of her lungs. She threw her arms around his neck, hugging him just as hard.  
 
    “I’ve missed you,” he whispered. “Stars, I’ve missed you so much.” All of a sudden, he tensed, his head snapped up, and he deposited her on the floor with a huff. “If you ever scare me like that again, I swear—” 
 
    “You’ll what?” she challenged.  
 
    Exhaling loudly, he rubbed both hands over his face before looking at her again. “I will lose my fucking mind, that’s what.” This was apparently the point where he realized she was wearing nothing but a towel, because he stopped talking, and a deep scowl pulled at his lips. “What the hell are you wearing?” 
 
    “A towel.” Obviously. 
 
    “What if your brothers had still been here?” 
 
    “Which is why I’m wearing a towel.” 
 
    “Damn it, Jael!” 
 
    His irrational anger was kind of cute. “Fine,” she said with a shrug. “I’ll go change.” 
 
    He caught her by the wrist when she started to walk away. “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “Oh?” Turning into him, she lifted her arms to encircle his neck, letting the towel fall to the floor. “Did you have something else in mind?” 
 
    Luke groaned, his hands tracing the lines of her body. “What am I going to do with you?” 
 
    “I can think of a few things.” 
 
    “You are trouble.” 
 
    Stars, she loved that smile. She loved his humor, and his serious side. She loved it when he called her ‘beautiful’ and when he whispered her name. There were so many things about him to love. She’d tried to tell him on the ship, but he’d told her to wait, to tell him when she was better. 
 
    Well, she was better now. 
 
    Pushing up on her toes, she brushed their lips together and sighed. “I love you, Lucas Brighton.” 
 
    His nostrils flared, and the muscle in his jaw ticked as his gaze burned into hers. “Say it again.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    She laughed but indulged him. “I. Love. You.” 
 
    Groaning, he grabbed her naked backside and hoisted her off the floor, spinning them around to anchor her against the wall with his massive body. “I love you, beautiful. I love you so much that I think I’m going crazy sometimes.” 
 
    Her heart hammered against her breastbone, and her pussy clenched as her core slicked with arousal. The embers of desire smolder in her belly, warming her from the inside out, and a violent shiver raced down her spine when he dipped his head to claim her mouth in a hard, possessive kiss.  
 
    Stars, she’d missed this. Miss the feel of his hands on her, the taste of his lips. There had been a moment on the ship when she’d feared she’d never experience those things again. That fear was gone now, but she still wanted him, needed the affirmation that she was still alive, and he was still hers.  
 
    “Luke,” she gasped, wrenching her mouth away from his. “Please. I need you.” 
 
    Shoving a hand between their tangled bodies, he slid two fingers along her crease and dipped inside her. “Ah, damn,” he groaned. “So wet for me already.” 
 
    Every nerve ending sizzled, making her delirious with lust. She didn’t need the foreplay, didn’t want his restraint. With a few mumbled words, she stripped him bare, moaning when his heavy erection slipped along her folds and brushed against her clit.  
 
    Without speaking, she fisted his thick cock and guided him to her entrance, flexing her thighs to pull him deep into her aching core.  
 
    “Fuck,” he moaned against the side of her neck, rocking his hips in slow, measured increments. “I wanted to go slow, take my time with you.” 
 
    “Don’t want slow.” Arching away from the wall, she thrust down on his rigid shaft, pulling a strangled growl from him. “Move, Luke. Please.” 
 
    “As you command.”  
 
    Locking his arms around her, he spun them around and marched the few feet to her bedroom door, kicking it open with his foot. Inside, he tumbled them onto the bed and rolled her beneath him, hooking an elbow behind her knee to spread her wide. 
 
    “Is this what you wanted?” He eased his hips back, then slammed them forward, driving in to the hilt in one, hard plunge.  
 
    “Yes!” Jael cried, bowing up from the bed as her inner walls strained around his invasion. “Fuck, yes. Please!” 
 
    His eyes burned with a feral light, and his fingers dug into her thigh as he began a fast, unrelenting pace. Their mouths crashed together in a tangle of lips, tongues, and teeth, and she bucked beneath him, desperate for anything he would give her. Every inward stroke stretched her, filled her completely, and pushed her closer to the brink.  
 
    It wasn’t sweet and romantic. It wasn’t slow and tender. 
 
    No, their coupling was frenzied and primal, beautiful in its chaotic passion, and she craved every incredible moment of it. 
 
    When her release slammed into her, stealing her breath and sizzling her nerve endings, everything else faded except for her mate. In that moment, nothing else existed. Nothing else mattered. He surrounded her, filled her, consumed every part of her.  
 
    Moaning and writhing, she called his name, holding tight to his shoulders to anchor herself when she careened over the edge and shattered.  
 
    His shouted cry followed soon after, and his rhythm faltered as he pumped through his own climax, spilling himself inside her.  
 
    Collapsing onto the mattress, he rolled to his side, gathering her into his arms and bringing her with him. Neither of them spoke for a long time, content to hold each other while the warm breeze from the open window dried the perspiration from their skin.  
 
    “Don’t fall asleep on me,” Luke murmured long minutes later. “We need to clean up and get dressed.” 
 
    “Huh?” Her brain was still fuzzy, and while she understood the words, they didn’t make much sense. “Why?” 
 
    “You are mine.” He punctuated each word with a kiss to her lips. “I’m never letting you go, Jael, and I don’t want to wait another minute to make it official.”  
 
    “Wait.” The haze of lust vanished instantly, and she levered herself up on her elbow to stare down at him. “You want to bond with me right now? Right this second?” 
 
    “I’ve already talked to Vasere Snowden.” He smiled and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “He’s waiting for us at the Jade Temple, so we should probably hurry.” Capturing her hand, he brought it to his lips and kissed each finger, watching her through half-lidded eyes. “What do you say, beautiful? Will you be mine forever?” 
 
    “By the ancestors, Luke! Are you serious?” From the moment he’d stepped out onto his front porch and fainted, she’d dreamed of this moment. In her mind, he was already hers, and she his, but to bond with him in the way of her people was a blessing she never thought she’d receive. “Yes! Oh, neelum, yes!”  
 
    It took another few minutes for him to finally stop kissing her so they could make it out of bed and into the shower. From there, they managed to make themselves presentable fairly quickly, though she’d had to repeatedly scold him for trying to lure her back to bed when they were already keeping Vasere Snowden waiting.  
 
    While Luke dressed, she used a basic charm to dry and style her hair into an elegant knot at her nape. Then, with just a thought, she donned a strappy, midnight-blue dress that plunged low between her breasts.  
 
    “Do you think this is appropriate?” 
 
    Luke looked her up and down and grinned as he finished pulling on his black loose-fitting pants and shimmering gold tunic. “Yes, but honestly, you look gorgeous in anything.” 
 
    “Flatterer.” Not that she minded. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Once he’d fastened the last buckle on his boots, he rose from the edge of the bed and held his hand out to her. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    The wards around the temple prevented anyone from teleporting directly inside, but she could get them close. Taking his hand, she smirked when he turned toward the bedroom door as if he intended to actually walk all the way across the jungle.  
 
    “Neelum?” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    Everything went black, there was the familiar sensation of falling, then her feet landed on the soft grass in the gardens that surrounded the Jade Temple. 
 
    “You could have warned me.” Luke bent over and rested his hands on his knees as he gasped for breath. “Can we just walk next time?” 
 
    Delighted with him, Jael laughed as she helped him upright and took his hand again. “Come, neelum. Vasere Snowden is waiting.” 
 
    Past a pair of enormous, ivory pillars, through the high arching doorways, and over a wooden bridge that spanned a flowing stream, she led him toward the back of the temple. Flowers in every shape and color bloomed from the vines that crawled along the windowed walls and dome-shaped ceiling, and she brushed her fingers against the star-shaped leaves that encroached on the stone pathway. 
 
    “This looks like a botanical garden,” Luke mused. “I like it.” 
 
    Since she didn’t strictly know what that was, she just hummed and bobbed her head.  
 
    The back of the Jade Temple ended not with another glass wall but butted up against a waterfall that flowed and into a circular pool of shimmering green water. A stone column jutted up from the center of the small pond, its planes etched with the markings of their ancestors. The colorful saona flowers surrounded the base, and at the very top, encased in a gold setting, the emerald Adderstone of the Southern Isle pulsed with an inner glow. 
 
    “Nice of you to join us.” Standing at the edge of the pool with all three of Jael’s siblings, Vasere Lynx Snowden smiled as they approached. “I was beginning to think you became lost on the way.” 
 
    “Not lost.” Luke gave her a salacious look. “Just a little distracted.” 
 
    “Luke!” Her cheeks heated with embarrassment when the Vasere laughed and her siblings groaned. “I apologize, sir.” 
 
    Like many unmated males, the Vasere was average in height and lean in build with sharp cheekbones and an angular jaw. Physically, she wouldn’t consider him imposing in any way, but his title alone intimidated the hell out of her. 
 
    “No need for apologies.” He reached a hand out to them, his long, elegant fingers beckoning them closer. “Someday, I hope to find a mate who will distract me often.” 
 
    Her siblings groaned and grumbled under their breaths, but the Vasere’s easy smile calmed Jael’s racing pulse and soothed her anxiety. As they walked toward him, he held his other hand out toward the waterfall, twirling two fingers in a lazy circle, summoning the Adderstone from its perch and into his palm.  
 
    “You know what to do?” 
 
    Jael nodded as the Vasere pressed the stone into her hand, and she was surprised to find it cool to the touch. She hadn’t prepared any words to say, and she worried that she might make a fool of herself in front of her siblings and the ruler of their island. 
 
    “Hey, beautiful,” Luke whispered, slipping a finger under her chin and tilting her head back. “You good?” 
 
    The instant she met his gaze, she forgot everything except how much she loved him and how badly she wanted him to be hers forever. Taking his hand, she placed the jewel in his palm and covered it with her own, holding it between them.  
 
    “I promise to love you every day until my last breath. I vow to walk beside you through this life and into the next, to be your confidant, your companion, and your friend. My heart will belong to you and you alone for all the days of our lives. From now until forever, I am yours.” 
 
    Luke’s hand shook where it held hers, his eyes filled with love and wonder as he leaned in to brush their lips together.  
 
    “I promise to love you every day until my last breath,” he said, his mouth still just an inch from hers. “I will be your protector, your anchor, and your shelter in the storm of life. When you stumble, I will catch you. I will never let you fall. You will never be alone. You brought sunlight into my life when there was only darkness, and I will spend the rest of our lives endeavoring to make you happy. From now until forever, I am yours.” 
 
    Her eyes filled with tears as she arched up to claim his lips again in an achingly tender kiss.  
 
    When they pulled apart, she chanted the binding words that would unite them as one, repeating them until the stone between their joined hands glowed even brighter and turned warm between their palms. Beams of golden light flowed from the Adderstone, twisting together and winding around their hands in intricate knots that imprinted on both their skin and their souls.  
 
    When the light dimmed and the stone cooled, Luke wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her to his chest. “I love you,” he whispered against her ear. “More than anything.” 
 
    There were still things to discuss, decisions to be made. They would return to Earth for a short time, but after that, she couldn’t say where they’d go. Right then, none of those things mattered. They were just variables, and as any good scientist knew variables could always change. 
 
    “I love you, too, neelum. So much.” 
 
    Whether it was Earth, Xenthian, an Alliance space station, or a deserted crag in the middle of some far-off galaxy, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t the location that made it home. 
 
    Sure, they’d face challenges. They wouldn’t always agree. There would be times when she’d probably want to strangle him, and she’d likely drive him insane in the long years to come.  
 
    They’d put each other through hell, and they’d come out on the other side, stronger than ever.  
 
    Together, there wasn’t anything they couldn’t face.  
 
    No storm they couldn’t weather.  
 
    Nothing they couldn’t do.  
 
    They had their flaws and their quirks, and maybe they weren’t perfect individuals.  
 
    But they were perfect for each other.  
 
      


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    “Well, what does it say?” 
 
    Luke grinned but didn’t look away from the holo-screen as he poured over the latest set of lab results.  
 
    “Well?” Three feet away, Jael paced as she twisted her hands together and shot furtive glances at the readout. “Did we do it? Is it clear? Did it work?” She shook her head, a cute frown tugging at the corners of her lips. “You know I can’t read it. Luke, what does it say?” 
 
    “I’m reading, beautiful. Give me a minute.” 
 
    “Well, read it out loud,” she insisted. 
 
    It had been six weeks since they’d returned to Earth, and eight weeks since Jael had almost died in his arms. Looking at her now, no one would ever guess that she’d been sick. No one would ever know that for the longest seventeen seconds of his life, her heart had stopped beating.  
 
    He knew. It wasn’t something he would ever forget, and it made him profoundly grateful for every moment he had with her.  
 
    Even when she was impatient and bossy. 
 
    “Everything looks good. No fever. No seizures. No side-effects at all that I can tell.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” She paced faster. “I know that part already. Did. It. Work?” 
 
    Her sassy attitude probably shouldn’t turn him on, but his dick either didn’t know that or didn’t care, because it twitched behind the fly of his slacks and began to swell. The reaction didn’t go unnoticed, but the glare she sent him only acerbated the problem. 
 
    “Luke!” 
 
    “Sorry.” Clearing his throat, he adjusted his trapped erection and returned his attention to the holo-screen. “So, subject one was given the healing flower that grows beneath the Adderstone. We administered the zisa flower to subject two. Three was given the pocca sap, and subject four was given the nasal spray.” 
 
    While they still didn’t know how to transport water samples from Xenthian, they had returned with an extensive collection of other specimens from each of the Five Isles to test. In fact, it was from those samples that he’d been able to develop the various substances Nico Artane had requested.  
 
    By combining crushed leaves from the enderash bush with berries from the qanisai tree, he’d been able to address both Magnus’s insomnia and Nico’s nightmares with a single remedy. Taking into account the Krytos’ elevated metabolic rate, just one, tiny caplet of the stuff induced a deep, dreamless sleep seven times more powerful than Somnium.  
 
    For Raz, they’d combined purified caffeine powder with cold-pressed oil from the truna canes that grew on the Western Isle to great success.  
 
    Naturally, Nico had offered to pay him, but Luke didn’t want credits. He wanted a favor, a little quid pro quo. As such, and in return for the treatments they couldn’t find anywhere else, the Artanes had agreed to create a program for him that instantly translated written documents into each of the known languages.  
 
    Yes, the Alliance had something similar, but it was a far cry from perfect, and Luke wanted his mate to have instant and accurate access to their work. With the reopening of the Hart Pharmaceutical manufacturing facility, he also wanted to make sure his employees from every race had exactly what they needed to do their jobs well.  
 
    “And?” Jael insisted, pulling him out of his musings. “What are the results.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Shaking his head, he returned his attention to the holo-screen. “The healing flower was a success, obviously.” 
 
    Jael tapped her foot. “Obviously.” 
 
    “The zisa flower also produced positive results, though it took a little longer to work. The pocca sap was actually pretty effective in treating the female’s sinus inflammation, but her test results are still negative for fertility.”  
 
    They’d expected that, so it wasn’t overly discouraging. The sap still served a purpose, and he looked forward to researching it further to see what other ailments it might treat. 
 
    “And the nasal spray?” 
 
    Figuring out a way to administer the antidote in large quantities had been a challenge. By calculating the number of infertile human females from the Alliance’s database, they’d estimated that each flower petal needed to produce approximately one hundred and seventeen treatments. When adjusted to include undocumented rebels, they’d reached a number roughly somewhere in the vicinity of two hundred and four treatments per petal. 
 
    A tall order, for sure, and not something easily accomplished.  
 
    They’d tried a number of methods and combinations over the weeks before having a flash of inspiration while working on their side project for the Artanes. By mixing the healing flowers with the zisa flowers, binding it with the pocca sap, then diluting the whole thing in saline, they’d transformed the concoction into a fine mist that could be administered nasally.  
 
    The best part was that a single petal from each flower produced quantities far beyond their expectations, with one batch of the drug treating roughly six hundred females. 
 
    If it worked. 
 
    He read the report three times, his smile growing wider with each repetition. “No fever, seizures, restlessness, or fatigue. The test subject reported no ill-effects after leaving the lab.” 
 
    “Luke,” Jael practically whined. “Did it work?” 
 
    “Test results for fertility…positive.” 
 
    “Oh, my stars! Oh, wow.” Laughing like crazy, she flung herself into his arms and squeezed him hard. “That’s so wonderful. We did it! By the ancestors, we really did it.” 
 
    Threading his finger through her hair, he tilted her head back for a long, lingering kiss that made his head spin and his cock ache. Now that they were bonded, and he shared her magic, it had become a lot easier to suppress his syphon abilities. He still hadn’t quite gotten the hang of how to use magic on purpose, but there had been very few mishaps lately. 
 
    It probably didn’t hurt that Syrie and Osian practiced with him every day, finding new and inventive ways to test his control.  
 
    True to their word, Jael’s siblings had left behind everything familiar to follow her to Earth. It had been strange at first, having a quartet of elves running around his house, but he was used to it now. With Cami and Tariq in Jade City managing the children’s sanctuary, he was actually glad to have the company. Besides, it made Jael happy, and there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do to see her smile.  
 
    He’d also be lying if he said he hadn’t enjoyed the perks of living with a bunch of magical beings. Since their abilities were weaker and unpredictable away from their home world, the siblings were conservative in their use of it, but by working together, they’d been able to repair the damage done to his lab in a matter of minutes.  
 
    Witnessing it had been nothing short of amazing. 
 
    “Yes, beautiful, we absolutely did it.” He kissed her again, then tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “It needs a name.” 
 
    “Right. Yes.” Her lips pursed, and her eyebrows drew together as she stared blankly at his shoulder. “I don’t even know. What do you suggest, neelum?” 
 
    “I think we should call it MoonMist.” 
 
    The expression on her face was priceless. “I…you want to…but I’m not…” 
 
    “None of this would have been possible without you. This medicine is going to help a lot of females, just like you have.” It was also a way for him to honor her siblings for the way they’d come together to save his mate’s life. “So, what do you think?” 
 
    Moisture gathered along her lashes, but she smiled beautifully and nodded. “I would be honored to call it MoonMist. Thank you.” 
 
    “Uh, Luke?” 
 
    Pressing his forehead to Jael’s, he closed his eyes and groaned as Osian’s voice rang from the speakers in the ceiling. Of all the Moonmist siblings, he’d had the most trouble adjusting to life on Earth, and every day brought some new misfortune.  
 
    “What, Osian?” 
 
    “There’s a slight situation in the kitchen.” 
 
    “What did you—” 
 
    Alarms blared through the speakers as the house’s security AI informed them that there was a possible fire threat in the kitchen. In other words, Osian had tried to cook again.  
 
    Laughing, Jeal kissed the tip of his nose and stepped out of his embrace. “I’ll go. You did it last time.” 
 
    Well, at least it was never boring. “Let me know if you need me.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s fine. Be right back.” Then, she disappeared. 
 
    There was still a lot of work to complete on the infertility project. They still had to get Hart Pharmaceuticals back up and running smoothly. Eventually, however, he planned to return to Xenthian.  
 
    He could manage his business from anywhere in the universe. Honestly, the only thing keeping him on Earth was his sister, but Cami was all grown up now with a mate and life of her own. Besides, it wasn’t like he was moving to another dimension. He could always visit whenever he wanted. 
 
    His mate hadn’t said anything, but he knew she missed her home. She also missed being able to use her magic freely without growing tired or worrying that a spell might go sideways. 
 
    The most important reason for his decision, however, was in the report he had just pulled up on the holo-screen.  
 
    After Jael had almost died, he’d turned into a paranoid idiot, subjecting her to lab tests every couple of weeks just for his own piece of mind. She never complained, but he knew she thought he was crazy. She would be right, but until he stopped dreaming about her cold and limp in his arms, that wasn’t going to change. 
 
    Her tests always came back normal…until that morning.  
 
    Taking a couple of steps toward the screen, he focused on just two words out of the entire report. Pregnancy: Positive 
 
    Jael had been ecstatic about the news. Her siblings had cheered and congratulated them while they expressed their excitement about having a niece or nephew. Luke, however, had just stood there and stared at the report, much like he was doing now.  
 
    She’d already given him so much, and it felt selfish to want more. The moment he’d learned he would be a father, however, he’d wanted that future with a ferocity that had been slightly terrifying.  
 
    “Okay,” Jael announced as she popped back into the room. “There wasn’t too much damage this time.” 
 
    Grabbing her, he crushed her close and buried his nose in her hair. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too, neelum.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Her hands traveled up and down his back, petting and soothing him. “Whatever for?” 
 
    For so many things, he didn’t even know where to start. For her work on the project. For loving him. For giving him a family. For believing in him. For giving him something to believe in. For giving him hope. For irrevocably changing his life. Just for being her.  
 
    He’d been so lost, drowning in his own self-loathing, and she’d come along and rescued him from the abyss. 
 
    “Thank you,” he repeated in a whisper, his voice thick with emotion, “for being mine.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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