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      The memory of the dream made her angry when Crystal Lee woke that morning.  Angry and frightened, which only made her angrier.  Angry and frightened and helpless, which only made her sad.

      She didn’t need to remember the wisps and remnants of the half-dreamt dream.  She remembered the way she felt.  That cloying memory and the panic when she sensed her ex-boyfriend’s presence in her consciousness, pressing and pressing into her mind like the way he’d pressed and pressed into her body.  It had been five years since she’d last seen him.  Five long years of trying to rebuild her life, her shattered self-esteem, her nonexistent confidence.  She’d been young and stupid and because of that, she might always be haunted by him in her dreams when she least expected it.

      A price she would pay, always.

      The regret squeezed her heart so tightly in that moment that Crystal struggled to breathe through it.  She was sitting up in a bed mounded with furs, on the alien planet of Luxiria, in a domed house high on a mountain that felt as strange to her as the reality of her situation itself.

      Scrambling for her tablet on the floor next to the platformed bed, Crystal dragged it into her lap, her fingers clenching around the metal cylindrical tube of the ‘pencil’ that a Luxirian had given her, so tight that her fingertips turned white.

      Her sudden movements jostled Bianca, who was sleeping beside her.  The dark-haired woman blinked over at her, gaze sleepy, but then her eyes shut again and she turned away from Crystal to face the wall of the room they shared.

      “I’m sorry,” Crystal whispered to her turned back, feeling guilty she’d woken her.

      Erin, the last member of their dwindling group of three that had started out at seven strong when the Luxirians had rescued them from the Pit, was sleeping on the floor next to Bianca.  They took the floor in shifts, though there was a perfectly good, empty room on the opposite side of the house with a perfectly good, empty bed.

      That had been Lainey’s room.  Before she’d run away with her Luxirian male, an alien named Kirov.  The last thing Crystal had heard was that they’d gone through something like a marriage ceremony, something called a ‘ravraxia’ or whatever the hell that was.

      The fact of the matter was that one less woman would be traveling back to Earth with them, whenever the Luxirians got their shit together and found the crystal that was missing.  That crystal had been their only fuel source home.  One more woman—and dear, dear friend—chose to stay behind on this strange, alien planet…chose to stay behind with her alien mate.

      Until then…they waited.  Just like they’d been doing since being abducted from Earth by the other alien species.  As if the knowledge of one alien species wasn’t enough…

      Crystal pressed the pencil down onto the strange tablet that Kirov, Lainey’s male, had given her.  Lainey must have told him that she liked to sketch and draw and she supposed that the tablet was the Luxirian version of paper and a pen.

      She was grateful for the gift.  Extremely grateful.  Drawing had always been her escape.  It focused her, centered her.  Whenever she was upset, or sad, or angered…she drew.  Whenever she was happy, or inspired, or determined…she drew.  She would draw all day if her hand didn’t cramp up on her eventually.  It was the only time she felt like herself.  Her old self.  Or perhaps the person that she wanted to be.

      Crystal was working on a new project.  A series of illustrations that had been in her imagination for many, many years.  Illustrations she wanted to put into a children’s book one day—if she ever got the opportunity, if she ever got back home—of a little goblin named Krane and his adventures with a friend named Jron.  Crystal and her sister, Lauren, had always spun strange tales during playtime when they were younger and for some reason, Crystal always returned to their goblin friends whenever she wanted to remember something good.

      So, that morning, waking up from that dream, she sketched Krane running through the maze of his underground world, with his little slippers and his black tunic and his big ears.  And it made her feel better, if only for a little while.  It even made her smile when she finished the simple sketch.

      Erin woke shortly after, briefly glancing at Bianca’s turned back, before regarding Crystal.  “Good morning,” she whispered, her hair in disarray.  Her face scrunched when she stretched a little, no doubt sore from sleeping on the ground.  “I’m gonna go take a bath.  I feel gross.”

      It was already getting hot in the room, humid even.  It was scorching in the Luxirian city, due to the two suns, which were steadily rising from the horizon, the heat rising with them.

      Crystal nodded.  She looked down at the finished sketch, turning the tablet back and forth in the light.  Then she pushed up from the bed and stood.  She felt the glimmer of sweat on the back of her neck as she said, “I’ll come with you.”

      The ‘bathroom’ in the house was really more like a luxury suite with its own heated pool as the bath in the very center.  Steam rose from the surface, always hot.

      The two women undressed, pulling off the comfortable tunics they’d worn to bed.  If Crystal thought it was strange before to bathe almost every day with another woman, well…she got over it quickly.  Erin was like a sister to her now.  They spent almost every single moment of the day together.  And nothing bonded two people together like being abducted by aliens…

      All the women had become like sisters to her, even Bianca who was prickly and quiet most of the time.  A makeshift family that had been patched together slowly yet hurriedly over time.  How long had it been since the Luxirians had rescued them from the Pit?  How long ago had it been since they’d been taken from Earth?

      She truly didn’t know.  Not for certain.  But what she was certain of was that it had felt like years ago.

      “So, how long do you think it’ll be until Lainey’s knocked up?” Erin asked, her voice soft, yet teasing as they both waded into the large bathing pool.

      Crystal marveled at Erin sometimes.  Out of all the women, Erin had adjusted the best.  It was just the way she was.  She was laidback, yet calm and controlled.  She took everything in stride.  Nothing seemed to surprise her.

      “I would be surprised if she wasn’t already,” Crystal commented back, feeling a pang in her chest as she said it.  Envy, perhaps?

      She didn’t want to dwell on it so she pushed that emotion from her chest.

      “Luxirians do seem to be…potent,” Erin said, lathering the soap granules up in her palms before spreading them over her arms.

      Crystal didn’t say anything in response.  She didn’t know what to say anymore.  They’d talked about Luxirians many, many times.  About their Instinct—a force inside them that chose a mate.  They’d talked about the women, getting snagged up one-by-one, talked about how they all seemed blissfully happy with their new mates…even Lainey, who had been the most outspoken of all of them about the Luxirians.

      There was a large window in the bathroom that overlooked the backside of the mountain.  It wasn’t much of a view—not like the magnificently strange view of Luxiria from the front of the domed house—but it let in a beautiful amount of light that sparkled off the pool’s surface.

      Crystal ran her hand over the water, observing the shadows and the highlights, wondering how she could capture it on her tablet.

      “Are you okay?” Erin asked quietly.  “You seem quiet this morning.”

      Crystal simply said, “I had another dream.”

      Erin sobered.  “I’m sorry,” the brunette said quietly.  “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No,” Crystal said, looking up at her.  “I just want to—”

      She froze.

      Erin was silhouetted by the light coming in from the window just behind her.  But a shadow had suddenly appeared, a shadow that cast a darkness over the surface of the water.

      It was a Luxirian male…emerging from some kind of hidden door in the mountainside that slid open and closed seamlessly behind him.

      Except, he was unlike any Luxirian male she’d ever seen.

      His dark hair was wild and loose, trailing to the middle of his back.  He had strange markings on his arms, blue markings that ran from his wrists to his shoulders.  He was bare-chested, his nipples pierced just like many of the Luxirian males she’d seen.  But he wore a fur covering over his genitals, like a loincloth, and he hurriedly raced around the edge of the domed house, silent and quick.

      Alarm went through her, the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end.

      “There was a male,” Crystal said, her brows furrowing.  “He came out of the mountain.”

      Erin immediately turned around, staring out the window, before hunching down in the water to cover her bared breasts.  “What?  Did he see us?”

      “No,” Crystal said, but the unease she suddenly felt didn’t leave her body.  Something about him, the way he moved, the determination in the lines of his body screamed that something was off.  “We need to go tell Horex and Vixron.”

      Their guards.  The ones assigned to protect them and keep them out of sight.

      Hurriedly, they waded to the edge of the bathing pool but just as they ascended the steps, they heard commotion in the front of the house.  Harsh Luxirian words, curses even, and the sound of large bodies thudding onto the stone floor.

      It all happened too fast, too quickly, that neither women had any time to think before a dark male figure appeared on the threshold of the arched door of the bathroom.

      Crystal gasped, stumbling back into the water, crouching low to shield her nudity.  Panic infused her veins, panic she hadn’t felt for a little while though it was not a new sensation to her by any means.

      Erin stood her ground, however, her spine straightening, her arms loose at her sides, eyeing the strange male, who, to Crystal, seemed untamed.  Unlike any Luxirian she’d encountered thus far, males who seemed in control and disciplined at all times.

      It was that wildness, that unpredictability, that alarmed her the most.

      The male had striking blue eyes that cut to Crystal first, given her sudden stumbling movement back into the bathing pool.  But quickly, his eyes darted to Erin…and it was in that moment that he froze.

      A loud growl emanated from his throat, making Crystal’s heart lurch in her chest.  She heard Erin swallow thickly, saw the way her hands trembled at her sides, though the rest of her nude body was still.

      The male never took his eyes from the brunette.  He took a step towards her, as if he was tugged into the humid, sticky room by a force unseen.

      But what struck her the most was that the male seemed to grow.  Physically grow in size the longer he stared at Erin.  His exposed muscles bunched before expanding slightly, his spine grew straighter, and the massive breadth of his shoulders widened.

      “What do you want?” Erin asked, her voice calm despite her trembling hands.  The male hissed at the sound of her voice, taking another step towards her.  “We want no trouble.”

      The Luxirian male shook his head, as if trying to clear a fog.  He grit his teeth before tearing his eyes away from the naked woman in front of him, but the move seemed to pain him.  Crystal froze when his eyes returned to her, crouched in the water, before he looked down at Erin’s feet, as if he refused to meet her gaze.

      “Cover yourself, female,” he growled out unexpectedly, his English rough, like he was speaking it for the first time.  He’d gotten a language implant, Crystal realized.  Recently.  “Both of you,” he amended, casting a glance to Crystal.  “We leave now.”

      “No,” Erin said.  “We aren’t going anywhere.  Our guards will—”

      “When they reawaken, you will be long away from this place, female,” the male said, his voice so harsh that he sounded angry.  The lines of his body screamed his discomfort.  “Now cover yourself,” he barked, making both of them jump.

      Crystal caught Erin’s eyes, who gave her a small nod.  This male seemed unhinged, just slightly.  They didn’t want to anger him.  If he could take down two trained Luxirian males…there was no telling how strong he was.

      On shaking legs, Crystal quickly emerged from the bath and Erin gave her her tunic first, using her own naked body to shield her as she changed, something Crystal was immensely grateful for.  Then Erin pulled her own tunic over her head and then cut the Luxirian male a glare.

      “Happy now?” Erin asked softly.

      His eyes narrowed onto her.  Instead of responding, he approached Erin and with a swift motion, ripped the bottom hem of her long tunic off in one long strip.  Erin didn’t even flinch.

      The male’s eyes never left hers as he ripped the strip into two.

      “Hands,” he barked.

      Erin’s lips pressed together, but she did as he said and held out her hands, her wrists touching.  Quickly, he bound them together, tying them tight, before looking at Crystal.

      Dread filled the pit of her stomach, but she needed to be strong, like Erin.  She didn’t want to show this male her fear.  That made it feel like he was winning, like he was in control.

      He was even larger up close and Crystal did her best not to flinch when he tied her wrists together too.

      He jerked his head to the door and all of them walked through.  Crystal glanced down the hallway that led to their bedroom, praying that Bianca would stay quietly inside.  There was no sign of her, which was a relief.

      In the living room, Crystal’s breath hitched when she saw Horex and Vixron sprawled on the floor.  On the sides of their necks, a small black square, like a chip, was attached to their skin.

      “What did you do to them?” Erin asked, her voice quiet yet angry.

      The male grunted but didn’t reply.  Crystal remembered that he said they would reawaken, so she had hope that they were alright, simply knocked out.

      Quickly, the male ushered them outside, but before he did, he turned to them and growled, “Make a sound and you will regret it.”

      Crystal swallowed as he led them around the side of the house, shaded from the sun, out of sight.  She knew it wouldn’t matter if she did try to scream.  No one else resided on their high terrace and the Luxirian city was farther down the mountain, many, many levels below.  Her scream would be carried away by the gentle breeze before it ever reached anyone.

      They approached the same hidden entrance into the mountainside Crystal had seen him emerge from.

      The Luxirian placed his hand onto the stone just to the right of the door.  She saw a blue light flash from underneath his palm, just before the door slid open silently.  Completely hidden, completely secret.  But how did he know about it?  Who was this male?

      Wind rushed up from the entrance, blowing back their hair, and Crystal stared into the cool, quiet darkness and heard the emptiness of the tunnel.

      “Down,” their strange Luxirian captor growled out.  “It is a long way down, so you better start moving, females.”
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      Ambassador Cruxan knew something was wrong the moment he jumped down from his hovercraft onto the quiet terrace.

      The air felt too still and everything in him—his training, his instincts, his gut—told him what he needed to know.  That feeling had never led him astray before, a reason why Vaxa’an, their Prime Leader, relied on him so much.

      He’d come from Menira’s dwelling, a female he liked to visit whenever he came to the Golden City.  He’d just come from his outpost, had travelled through most of the night on his hovercraft, and all he’d wanted the moment he reached Luxiria’s capitol was to mate Menira, to bite and lick and fuck, to release the tension that had been building and building, and she’d been more than willing to help him ease the restlessness inside.

      It was their arrangement.  One of many arrangements he had with various females across Luxiria’s surface.

      He’d been calm, had been downright relaxed and loosened from their vigorous mating session, until the moment he stepped foot onto the terrace where his home in the Golden City was.  The terrace where all the Ambassadors’ dwellings were.  The terrace where the remaining human females—females that no unmated males were allowed to see—resided.

      With a curse, he scrambled for the Coms on his hovercraft, patching a connection directly to Vaxa’an.

      His Prime Leader’s voice pierced the still air on his panel.  “Have you arrived back already?” his friend and warrior brother asked.

      “Something is wrong, Vaxa’an.  I feel it,” Cruxan said quietly.  “Come to the females’ dwelling immediately.”

      All he heard was a curse before Cruxan disconnected the Coms and then silently made his way over to one of the last dwellings on the terrace, scanning the alleys between each home, looking for anything out of place.  He found none, but there was a strange scent in the air, one that grew stronger the closer he crept towards the females’ dwelling.

      With a silent curse, he saw the door was wide open.  In the distance, with his ears perked, Cruxan heard the telltale signs of a hovercraft approaching fast from the command center and he knew Vaxa’an would be there shortly.

      Through the doorway, he saw the still bodies of Horex and Vixron and he grit his teeth together, but passed them on his way to check the rest of the dwelling.  The females were his priority.

      But his dread deepened the more he searched.  The back quarters were empty, looked to be unused even, the bathing room revealed no sign of them, though there were puddles of water on the stone floor, telling him they had been there recently.  The strange scent that he’d picked up was strongest there and he paused for a moment, his brows furrowing, trying to place it, wondering why it muddled his brain.  When he finally reached the second sleeping quarters, he found the furs in disarray, a bed roll on the floor.

      That scent was everywhere and his nostrils flared, unease spiraling down his spine.

      He paused, hearing a slight sound, which would be undetectable to most.  But Cruxan wasn’t ‘most’ and he crouched down, peering underneath the sleeping platform.

      A human female had tucked herself away underneath it.  Frightened eyes stared back at him and in a low voice, he said, “Come out.  You are safe, female.”

      “I’ve never been safe.  Not here,” she hissed back.  The rage he heard in her voice surprised him.  “This is all your fault.”

      The words cut him deep, momentarily making him freeze.

      “Come out, female,” he murmured.  When she didn’t move, he asked instead, “Do you know where the other two are?  What happened here?”

      Outside, he heard a hovercraft land on the terrace, heard Vaxa’an race towards the entrance of the dwelling, heard his low curse when he discovered Horex and Vixron.

      “Someone took them,” the female said.  “Get them back.”

      “I cannot if you do not tell me everything you know,” Cruxan said softly, frustration eating at him.  He’d never been a patient male.  One of his many faults.  “How many?  Where did they come from?  On hovercraft?”

      They would’ve had to come by hovercraft, Cruxan realized.  There was no access to the terrace otherwise, unless they scaled the mountain.

      “I heard none,” the female said, her eyes still gleaming with mistrust, but her body shifted.  Slowly, she wiggled herself out from beneath the sleeping platform and sat up.  “And I only heard one male.  No others.”

      Cruxan frowned, just as Vaxa’an appeared in the doorway behind him.

      One male scaled the Golden City facev?  One male had taken down Horex and Vixron, two of the best trained warriors on Luxiria?  One male had stolen both females without a trace?  Impossible.  Even if he had, how did he get both females off the mountain?

      That scent filled his nostrils and Cruxan uncurled from his crouched position, taking it in deep.  He exchanged a meaningful look with Vaxa’an and he returned to the central hub at the front of the house, knowing he would receive no further information from the human female.

      Crouching over Horex and Vixron, he was relieved to see they were still drawing breath.  Peering at them, he frowned when he saw a familiar black chip implanted onto their necks and he plucked them away quickly.

      “Vrax,” he cursed softly, frustrated.

      They were a weapon that Kirov, another of Vaxa’an’s Ambassadors and the latest to have his Instinct awakened, had designed himself not too long ago.  A small, yet powerful weapon that pulsed a debilitating current through its victim’s body, rendering them unconscious immediately.  Though it would leave them unharmed once they woke, they wouldn’t regain consciousness for another half span.

      Vaxa’an appeared with the human female just behind him.

      “What is it?” the Prime Leader asked.

      Cruxan held up the chip.  Not many knew about the relatively new weapon and they were only kept at the command center.  Only Luxirians with access could acquire them.

      “One of our own?” Vaxa’an growled.

      “I do not know,” Cruxan replied, something pulling at the back of his mind.  Something still felt…strange.  Off.

      “Can you track the scent?”

      Cruxan nodded and caught onto it once again.  It was light, but traceable and he followed it from the central hub, back out to the terrace.  Vaxa’an followed him, keeping the human female close.

      Cruxan’s brow furrowed as it led him to the backside of the facev.  There was no place for a hovercraft to land there, nor did it have access down the mountain.

      The most puzzling part of it all was that the scent simply…stopped.  Right at the back of the dwelling.

      Cruxan peered around, looking for any sign of something amiss, but he found none.

      “Here,” he said, frowning, looking at Vaxa’an, who suddenly looked very somber.  “What is it?”

      “This is where the scent ends?” the Prime Leader asked, the human female with dark hair shifting at his side.  “Right here?”

      “Tev,” Cruxan said, inclining his head.  “Why?”

      Vaxa’an’s lips pressed together and he turned to the stone of the mountain wall beside them, which had once been chiseled down long ago to create that very terrace.

      He searched for something, though for what, Cruxan was unsure.

      Then his friend placed his palm on the stone, long fingers spread wide.  Cruxan saw a blue flash and his breath hitched.  A reader?  Hidden into the stone of the facev?

      Much to Cruxan’s astonishment, part of the facev wall slid open, revealing a dark passageway.  A strong gust of wind whistled up through it and Cruxan was hit with that strange scent again.  It momentarily stole his breath.

      “There it is again,” Cruxan murmured to the Prime Leader, turning to him.  “What is this?”

      He’d never known about a hidden entrance onto the Ambassadors’ terrace.  Especially one that wound down the mountain.

      In Luxirian, the Prime Leader said, “It is an old passageway that leads from my dwelling to the bottom of the facev.”

      “Why did we not know about this?” he questioned, frustration rising again.  This was a serious concern, one they should have all been informed about.

      “It was a family secret,” Vaxa’an answered.  “My sire’s sire had it constructed during the Polikim Wars, as a way for his mate and his offspring to escape, if the Golden City was threatened.  It connects only to this terrace, to one in the marketplace, and then one at the very bottom.”

      Cruxan’s lips pressed together, realization hitting him.  “No one knows about this entrance?”

      “I did not even tell you, any of my trusted  Ambassadors.  My luxiva does not even know because…” Vaxa’an trailed off, staring down the dark tunnel stairs.  “I have not thought about it in a long time.  Since I was a youth.”

      “Vaxa’an…” Cruxan said lowly, understanding what he was implying.  “Then this was not one of our own.”

      “Nix,” Vaxa’an said, his tone heavy and low.  “The only other soul in this universe that knows about this entrance, about how to access it, is Jaxor’an.”

      Cruxan’s jaw clenched again.

      Jaxor’an.  Vaxa’an’s only blood brother.  A close friend until…

      Until he defected to the Mevirax after his mother’s and sire’s deaths, abandoning Vaxa’an to rule during his grief.  The Others.  The Mevirax, who they strongly suspected had possession of the crystal.  The Mevirax, whose females’ were rumored to be able to bear offspring.

      The Mevirax, who now had two of the human females, stolen right out from their protection in the Golden City.

      Cruxan’s rage unfurled, but he kept it tightly controlled.  The Mevirax had been left unchecked for far too long.  And now, two innocent human females were paying the price for it.

      His eyes connected with Vaxa’an’s.  Cruxan was Vaxa’an’s fixer.  Out of all of the Ambassadors, it was Cruxan who did most of the dirty work that no one else wanted to do.  He was the tracker, the one who pursued dishonorable Luxirians and punished them accordingly, who led them to execution or exile, whatever the trials decided.  It was Cruxan who oversaw the most unforgiving and roughest of all the outposts on Luxiria, who had to travel the longest of distances to reach the Golden City.

      It was Cruxan who’d gone to retrieve Lihvan and Beks when they’d been stranded on Jalun.  It was Cruxan who had led Levrix to exile after she’d tried to poison Rixavox’s mate, Sessela.  It was Cruxan who’d discovered the truth from the Luxirian warrior who’d taken the crystal, with less than honorable methods.

      It was what he did.  He cleaned up Luxiria’s messy situations.  It was his duty.

      Sometimes, he envied his fellow Ambassadors.  Sometimes, he wished things were different.  But he owed it to Luxiria.  He owed it to Vaxa’an.  After Cruxan’s sire’s betrayal, after his cowardice when Luxiria needed him most, Cruxan felt he owed everything to his planet and to his planet’s leader, to atone for his sire’s actions, to atone for the shame it brought.

      So when Vaxa’an’s gaze went from the hidden tunnel leading to the base of the mountain and then latched onto Cruxan, when his Prime Leader simply said, “Find them,” Cruxan said what he always did.

      “I will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The tunnel stairs led them down to a small exit at the very base of the towering, black mountain.  An exit with no one in sight, in a secluded alcove at the very back of the Luxirian city.

      Crystal’s legs shook from the seemingly endless amount of stairs they’d traveled down, barefoot nonetheless, and when they emerged from the darkness, the suns’ light nearly blinded her.  But she was relieved to see sunlight again.  The oppressive darkness in the mountain had been terrifying and she’d never been one to fear the dark.  Not when there were so many others things to fear.

      Their captor hadn’t spoken one word to them.  He wasn’t big on talking apparently and something about him made Crystal think he was used to being alone.  But when they emerged from the mountain, she watched as his eyes immediately fastened onto Erin.  She watched as his shoulders seemed to relax.

      Crystal had an ugly suspicion about his strange behavior around the brunette and she knew that Erin did as well.  They’d all heard the stories about Luxirians’ Instincts.  It was, after all, why four of the women from their group were now gone.

      However, Beks, Cecelia, Taylor, Lainey—and even Kate—all claimed that they’d felt something when they’d first seen their ‘fated mates.’  A connection, they’d claimed.  A indescribable one.

      Crystal felt momentary relief.  Erin seemed to only feel irritation and dread from being captured again, not moonstruck.  Perhaps she wasn’t this Luxirian’s fated mate after all.

      “In,” their captor grunted, jerking his head to something that resembled a hovercraft.  A very run-down, patched up one that didn’t even look capable of flying.

      “And if we don’t?” Erin asked, her voice still quiet.  “What will you do?”

      Their captor stiffened.  He took a step closer to Erin and growled, “You do not wish to know, female.  In.  Now.”

      “Erin,” Crystal said softly when the brunette wrinkled her nose, about to respond to his threat.  The male made her nervous and she didn’t want to see what would happen if he was angered.  “Let’s go.”

      Erin cut her a look, but then seemed to remember their predicament.  The brunette nodded and Crystal climbed onto the hovercraft, though she struggled with bound hands.  Erin followed behind her and the Luxirian came up last before walking over to the control panel.  The hovercraft hummed to life…but then died.

      Her relief was short lived.  The male tinkered with something underneath the control panel and the engine sputtered to life once more.  Before both women even had time to brace themselves, the hovercraft shot off along the black sand, hurtling away from the Luxirian city.

      Crystal and Erin hurriedly gripped anything they could to keep from falling off.  It wasn’t a hovercraft at all, she realized shortly.  It didn’t fly.  Instead, it bounced and glided and skimmed off the black sand, making them lurch and bounce wildly with every mounded hill.  It was like a boat, bouncing on waves of sand at high speeds.

      With a nervous glance at the mountain, she realized they were already far away.  Soon, it would fade into the landscape and they might be lost in it forever, at the mercy of the unpredictable male who’d taken them.

      Erin pressed her lips into Crystal’s ear and said over the wind, “We might not have another chance.  His back is turned.”

      Crystal looked at her wide-eyed.  What was she saying?  She wanted to jump?  Or try and get a jump on him?

      Erin jerked her head at their captor, manning the controls, answering her unspoken question.

      Was she crazy?  He was easily twice their size, four times their strength, and not to mention a little unhinged.

      “We have to try,” Erin said, her jaw clenching when she pulled back.

      Crystal blew out a breath.  With another look at the mountain, she saw it was even further.  It was now or never and Erin was right.  They had to try.

      They both unfurled from their crouched positions along the side of the hovercraft.  Erin jerked her head to a pile of supplies close to them.  There was a large sack that they could probably swing at their captor.

      Crystal grabbed at it with both of her hands.  The sack had to weigh at least fifty pounds and felt like it was filled with sand.  They would have to try and swing it at him together.

      Quickly, before he turned around to check on them, they both clenched the sides of the sack and hefted it up between them.  They crept closer and then on Erin’s nod, with a swift swinging motion, they heaved the sack back and then using the momentum it gained, swung it forward with a solid blow aimed at the captor’s head.

      It hit.

      Except their captor was too tall, so the sack only made contact with his upper back.  Even then, he barely flinched, despite its heavy weight.  He was built like a boulder.

      What he did do, however, was slowly turn around.  When he took his hands off the controls, the hovercraft slowed to a stop.  The sudden quiet from the lack of wind felt strange and eerie.  But Crystal knew it was their chance, perhaps their last one before they ventured too far from the capitol.

      She looked at Erin…and then they bolted before the Luxirian could react.  Quickly, they jumped off the back of the hovercraft...

      But what they didn’t realize was how deep and soft the sand truly was.  They both fell flat on their faces and scrambled with their bound hands to get back up again.  There was sand everywhere.  In their tunics, in their mouths, in their hair, in their nostrils.

      Breaths heaving, Crystal kicked up wildly, Erin doing the same, and they managed to get a few feet from the hovercraft when their captor jumped down, sand billowing out from his impressive form.

      Even though Crystal was lagging behind Erin, the Luxirian went after Erin first.  With dread, Crystal watched as he heaved a struggling Erin over his shoulder as if she weighed nothing at all, her bare ass on display when her tunic rid up the back of her thighs.

      “Crystal, run!” Erin yelled, still struggling and wiggling in his hold, kicking and punching,  obviously trying to slow him down for Crystal’s benefit.

      But Crystal hesitated.  Her instinct told her to run, but at the same time, she wouldn’t leave Erin behind, just like Crystal wouldn’t leave her own sister behind.  It just wasn’t an option.

      That moment of hesitation cost her and before she knew it, the captor was upon her.  Lunging for her with surprising grace, he grabbed her bound wrists and forcefully tugged her into place beside him, Erin still thrashing and yelling her frustrations over his shoulder.  The expression on his face almost seemed like he was bored, only mildly irritated by their terribly executed escape plan.

      He brought them both back to the sandcraft.  Without saying a single word, with Erin still wiggling on his shoulder, he hooked Crystal’s bound wrists into a slot that jutted from the side of the hulking piece of junk, tugging on her restraints tighter to make sure they stayed in place.

      Then he returned to the control panel, stooping down to pick up the sack they’d thrown at him and tossing it to the side like it was as light as a feather.  Once he was situated back at his post, he allowed Erin to slide down the front of his body and he encased her between his arms, her belly pressed into the metal of the control panel, her back pressed against his chest.

      “You stay here,” he growled.

      Erin craned her neck around his massive body to look at her.  Relief went through the brunette’s eyes when she saw Crystal was unharmed, only tied up.

      “I’m okay,” Crystal mouthed.  “Are you?”

      Erin nodded hesitantly but then tilted her chin up to give their captor a withering glare.

      “Turn forward, female,” he barked.

      Erin’s jaw set, but after a moment of defiance, she did as he said and Crystal lost sight of her behind the Luxirian’s massive bulk.

      Crystal’s shoulders sagged, but she wasn’t surprised.  At least they’d tried.  And if another opportunity presented itself, they would try again.  Because there was no telling what this Luxirian’s plans were for them.

      Who was he?

      Helplessly, Crystal watched the mountain city grow smaller and smaller in the distance as the male revved up the engine again and they began racing across the black sand once more.

      An idea came to her.  A small one, but one worth a try regardless.  Maneuvering her fingers against her ties, she managed to grip the bottom of her tunic and pull off an uneven, large strip.  With a quick peek to make sure the Luxirian hadn’t heard, Crystal began ripping the material into little strips.

      Then she let one go into the gusty winds filling the hovercraft.  With bated breath, she watched it flutter in the air, dancing wildly, going this way and that way, before landing in the sand, far behind them.

      She breathed a small sigh of relief.  It was something.  And maybe someone would find it.  Eventually.

      With her hand clenching a fistful of breadcrumb strips, Crystal prayed that someone was even looking for them.  She prayed that someone would find them before it was too late.
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      Jaxor’an had always been intelligent, Cruxan knew.  He’d been a warrior, a natural born leader, and he’d had a bright future ahead of him, serving his planet.

      Until he threw it all away, seeking out the Mevirax and turning his back on his city, on his blood brother, shortly after the Jetutians unleashed their plague on Luxiria.

      Cruxan’s lips pressed together as he examined the tracks left in the black sand.  Careful not to disturb them, he crouched, trying to decipher what had happened there.

      There’d been a struggle.  Small tracks—human footsteps, though they dragged long through the sand—running back towards the city.  They’d tried to escape, Cruxan realized, and Jaxor’an had caught them and continued on his way.

      What purpose did he have taking the females, if not to deliver them to the Mevirax?  It didn’t make sense.  Nothing did anymore.

      Cruxan launched himself back into the hovercraft, but only rose far enough above the sand so as not to disturb the tracks.  It was more difficult to catch the strange scent that had been in his nostrils since the terrace from higher up, but he needed to preserve the sand tracks for as long as possible, in case he needed to circle back around.

      It was only a short distance later when, by complete chance, he saw something white laying in the black sand.  He descended, hopped out, and carefully scooped it up, letting the sand trickle through his fingers.

      Cloth.  From a tunic.

      Its scent was strong and when Cruxan brought it up closer to his face, it muddled his mind again, fogging it over.  He shook his head at his strong reaction, but wasn’t concerned.  He’d been gifted with strong senses.  An abnormality, but one that had served him—and Luxiria—well since they could be of use.

      Clenching the cloth between his palm, he took to his hovercraft once more and kept his eyes peeled more closely.

      He found more.  Two more, leading north, strangely away from the Caves of Pevrallix, which was where the Mevirax were rumored to live.  The pieces of cloth were dropped close to the sandcraft’s tracks, an easy road left by Jaxor’an.

      But Cruxan knew that Vaxa’an’s blood brother was more intelligent than that.

      So when he came across a series of similar tracks, branching out in five different directions, that would take him to five different places in Luxiria, Cruxan wasn’t surprised.

      Jaxor’an had made them earlier that morning, he realized.  They were fresh, though they had all been slightly smudged by the wind.  A deterrent, meant to buy time.

      But which tracks were the freshest?  Which path did Jaxor’an take?

      One of the females had been leaving him a trail, one he fully intended to follow.  Tracking scent was difficult on the wild plains of Luxiria, but she had left him a path, an opening.

      Circling high over the network of the five different trails, Cruxan kept his eyes scanning for a lone piece of light cloth.

      It took him a while, but he found it.  He didn’t bother lowering his hovercraft back down to the earth, but rather he zoomed over the trail that had been placed in the sand, hurtling west.  He couldn’t be that much farther behind them, but he saw nothing in the distance up ahead.

      Cruxan was determined, however.  He was determined to find them by nightfall and then he would return them to the Golden City, to safety.

      Nothing would stop him.
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      When Cruxan was a youth, he thought it was normal for other Luxirians to see the things he did, smell the things he did, hear the things he did, feel the things he did.

      Compared to other races, Luxirian senses were strong.  Very strong.

      But Cruxan’s were even stronger.

      He could smell the Luxirian sea from the Golden City if the wind was strong and direct.  He could see almost as well in complete darkness as he did in full sunlight.  He could hear the moans and cries of breeding partners from five levels down in the Golden City.  And touch?  It felt divine, like electricity over his skin.

      It was why, just as night was falling over the planet, just as he spied the towering trees of a forest he’d never seen before, in a place of the wild lands he’d never been, Cruxan knew he’d found them.

      Jaxor’an was smart enough not to build a fire in the darkness of night, even shielded through the thick canopy of white, mossy trunks and vines.  But the moon was dark that night and he used a lantern, barely lit, flickering blue, instead of a fire.

      It was his mistake.  If anyone other than Cruxan was tracking them, Jaxor’an wouldn’t have been discovered.  But Cruxan had seen the light over a mile away, as small as it was.

      Cruxan powered down his hovercraft a safe distance away from the forest, eyeing the density of it, how it gave way to another of Luxiria’s harsh mountain ranges.  He was unfamiliar with this land and that put him on his guard.

      He would have to go on foot from there, in order to avoid attracting the Luxirian’s attention.

      But it was a quick journey.  The black sand soon gave way to moss, softening his foot falls and speeding his progress even more.  He wound around heavy, ancient trunks, stepped over the rot of vines and mushy fruit from the trees that overwhelmed his nostrils with its sickly, sweet smell.  He could hear the grating whispers of the old trees, but he tried to drown them out, focusing on the single light in the distance.

      It wasn’t much longer before he was upon them.

      And that scent, even hidden under the nauseating stench of the old forest, hit him square in the chest.  His brows drew together, but he blocked it out, drawing his dagger from the sheath at his hip with a silent movement, studying the scene before him, hidden behind dark, spilling vines.

      Jaxor’an.

      The Prime Leader had been right.

      He was sitting across the clearing from Cruxan’s position, crouched over the lantern, a lantern that looked to be of Lopixan style, Vikan’s outpost towards Luxiria’s coast.  Had he been there as well, stealing?

      Next, Cruxan’s eyes sought out the females, whose backs were to him.  One had dark hair and the other…the other had hair like gold.

      His pupils widened, something jolting down his spine, when he realized it was her scent.  The one he’d noticed outside the dwelling on the terrace.  The one he’d followed all the way there.

      She was hunched over, her spine curled, as if trying to make herself as small as possible and something within his chest raged with torment at the sight.

      Cruxan drew in a ragged breath, which was thankfully stifled enough as not to attract Jaxor’an’s attention.  He shook his head, trying to shift the heaviness that was suddenly pressing on his mind.

      Something was wrong.  Something felt wrong inside him, but he couldn’t determine what exactly it was.

      As though through a haze, he watched the golden-haired female, watched as her head turn ever so slightly until her delicate profile came into view.  Her neck tilted to look behind her, her pink lips turned down into a frown.

      Stunned, Cruxan watched, as she looked directly at him.  She blinked, brows furrowing.

      It hit him suddenly.  Once, when he’d been younger, he’d foolishly jumped off a high boulder near his outpost, spurred on by the dares of his older peers.  The distance had been too high, but he’d jumped regardless, determined to land on his feet, to show them all he could.

      Except, he hadn’t landed on his feet.  He’d landed straight on his chest, his face.  He’d been bloodied and he’d had the air knocked right from his lungs.  And he’d laid there, gasping into the earth, trying to make sense of what had just happened, but the world returned to him, just as suddenly as it’d been taken away.

      He felt like that now.  All over again.  He couldn’t breathe.  A hand was squeezing the air from his lungs and he couldn’t replenish it fast enough.  His reality had just become a strange place, a place he’d never been before.

      In a single instant, his Instinct roared to life, making his blood pump so fast in his body that it felt like it had nowhere else to go.  In the back of his stunned, suspended mind, he wondered if he would bleed out, for surely, that was the only place his blood could go.  Out.  Away from his body, expelled just as he felt his soul attach to this small, beguiling, frightened creature in front of him.

      His mate.

      His fated mate.

      His luxiva.

      She was staring straight at him in the darkness, though even he recognized that she could not see him.  At least not physically.

      She did sense him, however.  That much he was certain of.  She felt the pull, felt her mate near, though she did not know what that meant or why.  Not yet, at least.

      Cruxan struggled to pull in air.  He felt something in his hand and then remembered his dagger.  He remembered Jaxor’an, remembered his mission.

      He needed to get her to safety.  Both of them.  That was his first priority.  He would deal with the reality of his awakened Instinct at another time.  There was no other option.

      With that realization in mind, though it was the most difficult thing he’d ever had to do, he ripped his gaze away from his golden-haired female and refocused it on his enemy.  The Luxirian who had turned his back on his people, on his own brother, who had endangered these females, Cruxan’s female, by stealing them away into the wild lands of Luxiria.

      He felt the rage build within, a much more familiar emotion to him.  A welcome friend.

      He embraced it, let it feed him.

      Without another moment’s hesitation, Cruxan entered the clearing.

      Flipping the hilt of his dagger in the palm of his hand, restless energy flowing through him, his gaze focused on the traitor.

      “It has been a long while, Jaxor’an.”
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      Jaxor’an didn’t even flinch when Cruxan addressed him, as if he’d been waiting for something to happen.

      And it was true that Jaxor’an seemed to be waiting…but for what?  Or for who?

      Unease slid down Cruxan’s spine and it took everything in him not to turn around and look at his luxiva.  He felt the sudden, overwhelming newness of his Instinct’s presence, felt it prowl in his chest like a feral beast, uneasy, restless.

      Needful.

      His breathing was low, but he scented his mate everywhere around him.  Across his skin, through his hair, deep in the sizzling of his belly.  He felt her gaze, heard the uneven beat of her heart in her chest.

      He blinked, keeping his gaze steady on Jaxor’an.  His fist clenched around the dagger, but he needed to keep his composure.  One wrong move on his part and it could endanger the females.  There was no telling what Jaxor’an had planned.

      The male looked different and yet the same as he’d been the last time Cruxan had seen him.  Over ten rotations ago now.  He’d been young, just out of military training.

      Jaxor’an had always been the more rebellious of the two brothers.  Whereas Vaxa’an was serious and determined, Jaxor’an lived to push boundaries.

      Even now, Cruxan could see that same male within the Luxirian crouched over the lantern before him.  But there was something changed about him.  A cold detachment, a seriousness that reminded him more of Vaxa’an’s nature.  And he wanted that part of Jaxor’an no where near his mate.

      “You were always a good tracker, Cruxan,” Jaxor’an said in Luxirian, his voice low, husky.  Unused.  Cruxan’s gaze narrowed.  “I had hoped my brother would send another or that perhaps you’d be in Otala.”

      Thankfully, Cruxan had returned from his outpost just that morning at Vaxa’an’s request.

      “I will be taking them back now,” Cruxan said slowly, measured.  “I will be taking you into custody to await trial before the elders for taking them and endangering them.  Perhaps your brother can sway their thoughts.  Pray to the Fates he will, after how you betrayed him.”

      Jaxor’an didn’t even flinch at his harsh barb.

      “You will not take them,” Jaxor’an said easily.

      Cruxan would have laughed had the situation called for it.  “If you believe I am leaving here without them, you have truly descended into the Mevirax’s madness.”

      Jaxor’an stood, unfurling his body, standing to his full height.  They were of equal size, though Cruxan’s strength was more refined from hours and hours of warrior training every single span.

      Behind him, the females were quiet, but Cruxan felt their presence, sensed that they’d drawn closer to one another.

      He frowned, urgency threading through him.  He needed to get his female away from this place, needed her against him so he could provide protection, so she wouldn’t have to fear for her safety ever again.

      “You know nothing of the Mevirax’s madness,” Jaxor’an retorted, his jaw clenched.

      Cruxan’s gaze narrowed.  Something in his tone prompted him to ask, “You have no affiliation with them?  Every Luxirian knows you sought them out when you left the Golden City.”

      “I did not say that,” Jaxor’an replied, his eyes sliding into the darkness of the forest around them.

      It hit Cruxan then.

      “You are waiting for them,” he growled, his fist tightening on the hilt of the dagger.  “They are coming here?”

      For the first time, Cruxan glanced over his shoulder at the females.

      His gut clenched when he looked directly into the eyes of his luxiva for the first time.

      Beautiful.

      Her eyes were pools of green, though they shimmered with fear and uncertainty.  He didn’t need to be an expert on human emotion to know she was afraid.

      The rightness of looking at her, but the wrongness of the situation, made his Instinct roar.  He felt his muscles shift and grow slightly.

      He heard Jaxor’an move.  Cruxan flipped his gaze back over to the male, but strangely enough, he didn’t move towards Cruxan.  He moved around him, just a little, towards the females.  Towards Cruxan’s female.

      “I will be taking them now,” Cruxan repeated, his voice edging on a growl, losing patience.

      Jaxor’an was watching him, his gaze cold, somewhat detached, but he sensed the madness underneath.

      Wrong, wrong, wrong.

      “You’ve been awakened,” Jaxor’an said, his voice soft.  “I see it.”

      “You see nothing.”

      “I do not need your senses to know what is obvious.”  Jaxor’an’s gaze cut to the females, but his eyes lingered on the brunette.  Did Jaxor’an think she was the one to awaken Cruxan?

      “Be still,” Cruxan growled when Jaxor’an continued towards the females.  “Jaxor’an.”

      “Would you give her up?” the male asked next.  “Would you give her up if it meant achieving the only thing you’ve wanted for a long time?”

      Cruxan’s brows furrowed.

      Jaxor’an had truly gone mad.  The knowledge weighed heavy.  Partly because Cruxan would need to break the news to Vaxa’an.  Partly because Cruxan had been friends with Jaxor’an.  Seeing him this way, seeing him as an unpredictable enemy, it didn’t feel good.

      “Never,” Cruxan growled, stepping in Jaxor’an’s path, though it brought the males close together.  “I will never give her up.  And anyone who tries to take her, or harm her, will enter the blackworld swiftly by my own hand.”

      Jaxor’an’s eyes, so like Vaxa’an’s, stared back at him.  “I have been wondering the same.”

      Cruxan’s lips downturned even more.  He watched as Jaxor’an’s gaze flickered around him, back towards the brunette.

      Fates.

      A jolt hit him, straight in the chest.  For the first time, he looked at Jaxor’an.  Really looked at him.  What he saw was straightened horns, darkened eyes, bunched muscles.

      Jaxor’an knew Cruxan was awakened…because he’d been awakened himself.

      “You…” Cruxan trailed off, the knowledge unfathomable.  “You have—”

      A whirring in the distance reached his ears.  An approaching craft.  Approaching fast.

      He cursed and then Cruxan’s jaw grit together.  With disgust, he growled, “You may get your wish.  You will never see her again after what you have done.  I will make sure of that.”

      That prompted something from Jaxor’an besides cold detachment.  His eyes flared hot and before Cruxan could react, the male’s fist struck out, impossibly fast, and whipped his face to the side on contact.

      His temple throbbed at the impact, but he shook it off.  He hadn’t been hit that hard in a long while, but he’d been hit harder in his life span.

      At least it told him that Jaxor’an wasn’t immune to the possessiveness of his Instinct, to that wild, overwhelming pull.  Jaxor’an might think he could give up his luxiva, but he would never actually be able to.  Ever.

      That same realization seemed to hit Jaxor’an himself.

      A growl, one of frustration, of grief, of relief, tore out of the Prime Leader’s brother.

      Something unleashed inside him.  The whirring in the distance was near.  They only had a few more moments before…

      The Mevirax.  It was obvious to Cruxan what Jaxor’an had meant.  He was going to trade the females to the Mevirax.  But for what purpose?  And why?  What did Jaxor’an want above anything else?

      Jaxor’an’s gaze shifted to the brunette over Cruxan’s shoulder once again.  Suddenly, just like Cruxan, Jaxor’an’s only goal was to get his female away.  His Instinct wanted her alone with him, safe.

      He didn’t have much time.  When he sensed the tendons of Jaxor’an’s muscles bunching, preparing, Cruxan tackled him to the ground with a roar, the earth quaking beneath the hard impact of their bodies.  If Jaxor’an got his hands on his luxiva and stole her away, he would never see the female again.

      He heard rustling.  Pinning Jaxor’an on the ground, the dagger angled at the vein in his throat, Cruxan’s head snapped over to his female and watched helplessly as both of them bolted from the clearing, into the darkness of the forest.

      “Nix!” Cruxan growled, worry, fear, frustration, need coursing through him.

      Jaxor’an resumed his struggles against him and it quickly became clear that an awakened male’s strength pitted against another awakened male’s strength was fruitless.  Neither would win.

      Cruxan’s gaze connected with Jaxor’an’s, just as he heard male voices echoing through the forest.  The Mevirax had come, expecting their bounty, expecting Jaxor’an to hold up whatever bargain he’d made with them.

      Endless questions reverberated in his mind but now was not the time.

      They came to a silent agreement in that single moment.  Both of their females, unprotected, scared, running away from them, were in danger.

      Choosing the lesser of the two evils, Cruxan pushed off Jaxor’an and raced into the forest, after his female.  Jaxor’an was right on his heels, the heavy crunch of his footfalls loud.

      A moment later, the Mevirax discovered the empty clearing and he heard cries of alarm ring up through them.  They would come after them.

      Vrax, vrax, vrax, Cruxan thought, gritting his teeth.

      In the inky darkness, he saw his female’s form.  He sensed her, just as she no doubt sensed his chase.  Her breathing was quick and ragged and, as if sensing him near, she pushed herself faster.  Away from him.

      Cruxan’s Instinct reared its head, primal instincts pushing to the forefront of his mind.  His blood rushed under his skin, adrenaline and lust and determination coursing with it.  He felt his cock harden painfully as he sprinted headlong towards her.

      Running from him.  Running from him.

      Never!

      He would catch her.

      He would bring her to safety.

      And then he would claim her.
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      Shit, shit, shit.

      “Erin!” she called out, hysteria making her voice climb higher.

      “I’m here,” the brunette panted.  Her voice was farther away than it’d been before and Crystal worried that they would lose one another in the darkness.  If Crystal had never feared darkness before, she probably would after this.

      Because at that moment, nothing frightened her more than being alone in a place like this, lost, miles and miles away from the strange city that had been her temporary home.  Alone in the wilds of Luxiria, an alien planet she knew next to nothing about.

      The forest was suddenly echoing with more voices.  Male voices.

      There were more?

      Dark thoughts rose.  Dark fears rose, old memories with them.  Her chest seized and she struggled to get enough breath down her throat, into her lungs.

      Nothing but determined fear raced through her then.  She pushed her body faster, though her hands were still bound tightly.  It slowed her down, making her movements clumsy.  She heard the crack of vines, heard the heavy footfalls behind her.

      They were gaining on her.

      With a cry, she tripped over a raised branch, sticking up from the moss, and she went tumbling hard onto the floor of the forest.  Pain sizzled over her forehead when she cut her skin on something sharp, but she paid it no mind, not even when blood began to drip into her vision.

      A roar sounded behind her and panic spurred her to fight to her knees, to push up from the mossy bed she’d sunk into, though her legs trembled.

      But a sound close to her made her blood freeze.  Erin yelled, several yards away, and she heard the rumbling voice of their captor as he captured her yet again.

      “Erin!”

      She hesitated, just like before in the desert of Luxiria, when Erin had yelled at her to run.  Crystal couldn’t leave her behind!

      And that moment of hesitation cost her.

      He came racing towards her.  The male with piercing blue eyes that seemed to glow in the darkness.  He was there.  Right there.

      Her breath lodged in her throat and she turned to bolt.  She made it a few steps before a hard impact hit her from behind, like a boulder.  The air whooshed from her lungs, caught up in his strong arms.  He’d tackled her from behind, but turned at the last moment, absorbing the impact from the ground, cradling her to his chest.

      Panic made her thrash once her breath returned.  The male’s eyes flashed and in an instant, she was underneath him, her arms pinned.

      “Let go of me!” she screamed in his face, trying to scratch and claw at him.

      “Never run from me again, female.  Not from me,” he growled.  “Never from me.”

      “Let go of me!” she screamed again, adrenaline pumping.

      This male was even more insane than the last.

      Not far, she heard Erin struggling against her own captor.  It only made Crystal fight harder, but it was no use.  Luxirians were strong.  And this male seemed like the strongest of them all.  He was unmoving, unflinching.

      And she was underneath him.

      That strength…he could easily overpower her.

      She felt the length of his body against her, felt the hard press of his muscles.  And the hard press of something else…

      “No,” she breathed, useless tears filling her eyes.  “No!  Let me go!  Don’t touch me!”

      “Female,” he rasped, his brows drawing tight.  “Cease.  You are injured.”

      She was?  She didn’t remember.  She didn’t care.  All that mattered was getting away from him.  All that mattered was finding Erin.

      The strange, new voices grew louder in the forest, echoing around the strange white trees.  The male hovering above her snapped his head to look over his shoulder and he cursed.  He looked in the direction where Erin’s cries had come from and he cursed again.

      “Jaxor’an!” the male roared.  “Stop!”

      Erin was yelling again, but her cries were becoming fainter and fainter.  The male was taking her away, farther away.

      “Vrax!”

      The male was off her in a second, but a moment later, despite her struggles, he had her cradled against his chest.  Crystal struck out her bound hands and connected with his jaw.  She hissed, her fingers throbbing with hot pain at the contact.

      The male simply ground his teeth, as if her attempted punch was nothing more than a flick, and started running in the direction that Erin had gone.

      “Female, cease!” he growled, gripping her tighter when she tried to squirm from his hold.  “Vrax.”

      He pulled up short, his gaze intent on something in the darkness, focused on something.  It was enough to make her still for a brief moment, wondering what he saw, who he saw.

      In the next moment, he changed directions completely, going the opposite way from where the captor had taken Erin.

      “No!” Crystal protested.  “I need to find her!”

      The male didn’t listen.  As if she weighed nothing more than air, he sprinted away, deeper into the darkness of the forest.

      “No!”

      “I am not your enemy, female,” the male said, voice hushed, jaw clenched.  “I am the opposite.  I will protect you with my life.”

      She sucked in a breath because she heard the absolute truth in those words.  The heat of his body, his masculine, warm scent was just beginning to register.  Ever since he’d entered the clearing where they were being held, ever since she’d first locked eyes with him…she’d tried to ignore the knowing panic in her gut.  The growing and dreaded realization.

      Because he was familiar to her.  And she was scared what that meant.

      “Vaxa’an sent me to find you.  To find you both and return you to the Golden City,” he murmured.  She’d stopped struggling in his arms and he kept her tucked so firmly that her body barely jolted with every sprinting step he took.  He didn’t even sound winded.

      “How can I trust you?” she asked.  “I don’t even know you.  I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

      “But you know me, female.  Inside.  You know I speak the truth.  You know who I am.”

      She ignored his not too subtle implication.  “We need to find, Erin.  If you truly have come to save us, then we cannot go back without her.  That male…”

      She feared what he would do if he was alone with Erin.  She saw the way he looked at her.

      “He will keep her safe from them.  For now,” the male said, those his tone sounded tense.  “We need to find shelter until morning.”

      She didn’t want to trust him.  She didn’t want to be near him, not right then.  But Crystal had no choice.  She had to rely on him, she had to trust that he would find Erin and bring them both back to safety.

      The voices were falling further and further behind them.  Despite his bulk, the Luxirian male was strangely quiet, as if he’d practiced all his life how to make the least amount of noise possible.

      “Who else is following us?” she asked, looking over her shoulder, past his own into the blackness behind him.  How could he see anything?  The Luxirians must have great night vision, she decided.

      “They are called the Mevirax,” was all he said in reply.

      “Are they dangerous?”

      “Tev.”

      A part of her was glad he didn’t lie to her.  An honest male.  How refreshing, she thought with a bitter twist of her lips.

      She waited until they were even further away from them until she said, “Put me down.  I can run on my own.”

      “You will slow us down,” he said and she tried not to let that sting.  This male didn’t beat around the bush.  “I have better senses than most.  It is easier this way.  I want to tend to your injury as quickly as possible.”

      Injury.

      Right.

      She brought a hand up to the gash on her forehead.  She still didn’t know what she’d cut it on.  A rock?  A branch?  Her fingers came away bloody and she didn’t miss the way he scowled.

      As if the blood spurred him on, he pushed his body even faster, darting through the forest at an impossible pace, putting more and more distance between them and whoever pursued them.

      It felt like ages before he finally stopped.  They were still inside the thick overgrowth of the forest, but Crystal thought she spied large boulders interspersed.  Was the landscape beginning to change?

      He stood still, with her still clutched in his warm arms, and cocked his head, listening.  He didn’t even breathe as he peered deep into the darkness.

      Finally, he relaxed a little.  He caught her gaze and asked quietly, “If I put you down, are you going to run?”

      Crystal’s breath hitched a little, remembering his words to her when he’d caught her.

      Never run from me again, female.

      Never from me, he’d said, his voice sounding anguished, as though he was the person she should be running towards.

      She shook her head slightly, trying to clear her muddled thoughts.

      When she realized he was still expecting an answer, she felt her shoulders sag and she said, “No.”

      It didn’t mean she trusted him.  It didn’t mean anything.  It just meant that she wouldn’t run from him, or try to get away, that night.  Because she didn’t know what else was out there.  She had no idea where Erin was, or how she would find her again.

      That was all the male seemed to need as he let her slide down his body.  She stiffened when her hip made contact with something in his pants and she pushed away from him on trembling legs, trying to put distance between them.

      The male was tensed, watching her warily, his body prepared to catch her if she tried anything.  She gave him a dark look but then asked, “What now?”

      “There,” he pointed into the darkness, as if she could see what he was pointing to.  “We can make shelter for the night behind the stones.”

      She didn’t trust him as far as she could throw him.  He was still a male.  And judging from what she’d felt in his pants…she needed to keep an eye on him closely.  Because there was nothing more frightening than a sexually aroused, dangerous male who could easily make her do anything.

      Crystal wasn’t a fool.  She wasn’t naive.  The cards were seriously stacked against her and the only thing she was relying on was that this male would keep his word.  That he would protect her, even if it was from himself.

      “Your dagger,” she said then, suddenly.  “I want it.”

      “Rebax?” he asked quietly, stilling.

      “I don’t know you,” she said, keeping him an arm’s length distance away.  “I don’t know what you intend.  But I don’t want to be without options.”

      Even though it was too dark to make out his face clearly, she could sense his mind working, could sense the way he looked at her.

      “You think I will let anything hurt you?  You think I cannot protect you?” he asked, his voice quiet and low, as if she’d gravely insulted him.

      “Right now, I’m more worried about you,” she confessed, softly.

      His body jerked, as if she’d slapped him.

      Then he said the words that brought back the feelings of dread that had pulsed through her since the first moment she’d seen him.

      “You are my female,” he murmured lowly, stepping closer so that she could see his face clearly as he spoke.  “You are my mate.  I would rather cut off my own hand than lay a finger on you in anger.”

      Crystal closed her eyes, feeling on the verge of tears.  She took in a deep breath, pushing away the panic that surfaced.

      “I don’t know you,” she repeated.  She held out her hand.  “I don’t trust you.  So I’d like your dagger until I do.”
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      “Are you hungry?” Cruxan asked the female after what felt like a long stretch of silence.  “Did he...” A burst of anger squeezed his chest.  “Did he feed you?”

      He’d already cleaned her wound, though she had sat as rigid and still as a statue, and brushed healing salve over it from a yixia plant.

      “A little,” she replied, still staring at him from across the camp they’d made.  Her back was pressed into the cool stone of a boulder and his dagger was sitting in her lap.  “We didn’t eat much though.”

      His lips pressed together and he stared at his own dagger for longer than he should.  The sight made shame churn in his belly, made his nostrils flare with impatience, and his neck heat with anger.

      His female believed that he would harm her.  She’d taken it upon herself to be her sole protector.  While Cruxan admired her for that, his Instinct couldn’t stand the thought.  His Instinct craved to be her protector, to provide for her, to make her feel safe.  He could offer her none of those things.  Not right then.  That cut most of all.  Even her blatant dismissal after he’d told her she was his mate didn’t cut as much as this.

      He’d left his travel bag in his hovercraft, a long distance away from where they were.  He’d had travel rations in there.

      “I can hunt for you,” he told her, “if you are hungry.”

      “No,” she said, her eyes glowing in the light.  “I’m fine.”

      Cruxan had lit a small fire.  It hadn’t taken him long to gather supplies and he had all of his senses on alert for any signs of the Mevirax, if they somehow spotted the light emanating behind the wall of stone they’d found.  They wouldn’t get anywhere close before Cruxan sensed them and it would be a cold night.  He needed to keep his female warm.  And while he wished to keep her warm in other ways—other, more pleasurable ways—even he could sense that that was the last thing she wanted.

      A part of him even questioned whether she was affected by him at all.  He’d heard from the other awakened males that their females, though human, had sensed something.  They’d sensed a familiarity, a longing, a knowing.  While not as intense as a Luxirian male’s awakening, their human females had, at least, been affected.

      This female gazed at him warily.  Her scent and body language screamed her discomfort, her need to flee.  But even she knew she couldn’t.

      “What is your name, female?”

      “Why do you want to know it?” she asked, her voice sharp.

      “Why?” he repeated slowly, bewildered.  She was eyeing him with mistrust and he blew out a breath.  She seemed insulted that he would ask.  Was that a human thing?  Disappointed, he shook his head, frustrated, letting it go, and said instead, “You should rest.  We have a long journey ahead of us in the morning.”

      He got up from where he was sitting in the moss and edged his way from the small clearing he’d made, intending to retrieve more fuel for the fire.  He kept an eye on his female.  A part of him still wasn’t convinced that she wouldn’t run, but when he returned, he saw she hadn’t moved an inch.

      He was just adding more moss onto the fire when she said, “I’m sorry.”

      Cruxan’s gaze jerked up to her.

      The golden-haired female inhaled a deep breath through her nostrils, hesitantly meeting his eyes.  “I—I’ve been rude.  I know I have.  I’m not usually like this.  It’s just been a long day.”

      Cruxan’s body was still, so still like she was a skittish privixi he needed to tame.  So, he simply waited, watching as the words formed on her features before they emerged from her mouth.

      “My name is Crystal,” she said softly, her words floating to him from across the heat of the fire, sliding into him, warming his body.

      Crystal.

      She shared a name with the one thing that had the ability to take her from him, back to Earth.

      His fists clenched.  Vaxa’an had tasked him to find the Luxirian crystal to send the remaining females back to their home planet.  Only, he’d found another Crystal, a much more precious one.

      For the first time, he felt gratitude towards the treacherous bastard who had stolen the Luxirian crystal from the command center in the first place.  If he hadn’t…he never would have found his fated mate.  She would have already been long gone by then.

      The knowledge squeezed his chest and all he did was jerk his head in a nod.  He added more moss onto the fire, watching the flames grow higher, all too aware that she was watching him, studying him.  He let her look her fill.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me yours?” she asked after another quiet moment, her voice perplexed.

      His eyes locked onto her again and he heard the way her heartbeat picked up in her throat.  He heard the rustle of her fingers when they curled slightly against her thighs and watched as her throat bobbed with her swallow.

      Perhaps she wasn’t unaffected by him, after all.

      “Cruxan,” he said, feeling that possibility bloom in his chest.

      “Cruxan,” she repeated softly.

      There was nothing like the exquisite torture he felt, hearing his female murmur his name for the first time, knowing that it would be the first time of many.

      Or at least he hoped.

      But it wasn’t going the way he’d imagined.  He’d often thought what it would be like to find his fated mate.  In all his arrogance, he’d never imagined a scenario where his female could hardly stand to look at him.

      As if hearing his thoughts, her gaze darted away again and Cruxan tried not to feel disappointed…or rejected.

      She needs time, he told himself, his shoulders going back.  She was frightened, stolen away from a place she’d deemed safe, into the wilds of Luxiria at night with a male she didn’t know.  A Luxirian female would have accepted what had happened, but a human female wouldn’t understand.  Not yet.

      “And…” she trailed off, her voice going small again before she cleared her throat.  “You’re, like, a tracker?  A hunter?  What do you do here, um, on this planet?”

      His brow cocked.  He frowned, though his chest felt suddenly very warm.  Because if he didn’t know any better, his female was trying to make conversation with him, as stilted as it was.

      “I am an Ambassador to the Prime Leader,” he told her slowly.

      “An Ambassador?” she asked, her voice sounding surprised, her spine straightening.  “You’re one of them?”

      He inclined his head, watching her reaction, torn between feeling incredibly amused or insulted by her incredulousness.

      “So, you really did come all the way here to bring us back?” she asked, her tone filled with…hope.

      Fates, this female was maddening.

      “You still doubt that?” he asked, frowning, snapping a dried vine between his fingertips before adding it to the fire.  He watched the flames eat it up.

      “No,” she said quickly before biting her lip.  “I mean…I don’t know.”

      Her luminous green gaze dropped into her lap and then she seemed startled when she saw the dagger lying there, as if she’d forgotten all about it.  Cruxan watched her, equal parts fascinated and frustrated by the small, maddening creature in front of him.  He couldn’t understand her, couldn’t get a read on her.  And Cruxan had always read females well.  He knew how to comfort them, knew how to make them feel at ease, knew all the right things to say to them.

      He was failing miserably at all three of those things right then and he didn’t know why.

      But with his fated female, the most important female in his life now—the reality of which was just now starting to sink in—he felt like an incompetent fool.  And it was only their first night together.

      As he watched her reach a hand out to touch the hilt of the dagger, he realized, for the first time that evening, that he would never mate another female but her again.  He would never touch, never pleasure, never share a sleeping platform with another but her.

      Even if she decides to leave, his mind taunted him.  Because his Instinct, his soul, would always be with her.  To mate another after his Instinct had been awakened…it would tear him apart.

      Vrax.

      Cruxan didn’t remember the last time he’d gone more than a few spans without bedding a female.  He enjoyed sex, females enjoyed it with him, and there was never anything wrong with that.  At times, one of his pleasure partners became too attached and he would need to gently extricate himself.  But he’d always been upfront about his intentions in the beginning with his pleasure partners.  They knew there were others.  They knew there was no future.  They knew Cruxan didn’t want anything more.  And up until humans were discovered recently, he knew there’d been no possibility for offspring.

      But now…

      Everything was different.

      He didn’t know how he felt about that yet.  While any Luxirian male would be insane not to want a fated mate, Cruxan had to admit that he’d had trouble envisioning life with a single female before this.

      Cruxan blew out a silent breath, his shoulders suddenly tense.  He didn’t know what the hell he was doing.  He oversaw the roughest outpost in Luxiria, he constantly traveled, and he didn’t know what he could offer a female beyond a good, rough, satisfying night beneath the furs.  What business did he have with a fated mate?  A human fated mate, who looked about ready to jump out of her skin when she touched the sharpened dagger, though she’d been the one to demand it.

      Skittish privixi, indeed.

      Unease made his neck prickle and he rubbed his rough palm over it.

      “You should rest,” he repeated, his words coming out more gruffly than he’d intended.  “I will take watch for the night.  You will be safe.”
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      Crystal jolted from sleep as if she was falling, flailing her leg out before pushing up from the cold, hard ground almost sheepishly.

      Immediately, her eyes went across the now-dead fire to the Luxirian Ambassador—Cruxan.

      He was watching her as he covered up evidence of the fire he’d built.  It was probably what had woken her, but she was surprised to see the peach and grey streaks in the sky above them.  In the near distance, she heard a cry echo around the forest.  Like a bird…if that bird’s call was guttural and trilling and deep.  She’d slept surprisingly soundly since she’d passed out the night before.

      Her mouth felt dry and she immediately smoothed down her hair as she sat up, bones aching, a little self-conscious that he’d seen her sleep.  She hadn’t meant to.  She’d meant to stay up through the night with him, to make sure he kept his distance.

      She was a little irritated with herself, if she was being honest.  She’d put herself in yet another vulnerable position and she didn’t like it.

      Crystal licked her lips and gave Cruxan a slight nod in greeting.  She wanted to keep things civil and polite between them.  She was relying on him to find Erin, after all.  “Good morning.”

      “Tev,” he replied slowly, looking up at the sky.  “It is.”

      Crystal blinked and most surprising of all was she felt a flash of amusement at his reply.

      “Right,” she whispered, clearing her throat.  It felt scratchy.  “What’s the plan today?  How are we going to find Erin?”

      Cruxan’s lips pressed together for a brief moment.  He seemed on the verge of saying something, but then after a long moment, said, “We will circle back around and I will track them.  We need to be careful.  I am not certain if the Mevirax have left.”

      He’d mentioned them last night.  He’d said they were dangerous.

      “Who are they?” she found herself asking quietly, rubbing her arms with her palms.  It was cold that morning, way more chilly than the mornings had been in the Luxirian city.  How far away were they?  “Why were they here?”

      His lips pressed together again.  A tell?  Did he not want her know something about them?

      “I don’t like being lied to,” she told him.  “I can handle the truth.”

      His gaze flashed, but then he said, “Jaxor’an implied he’d made a deal with them.  He was going to hand you both over for something in exchange, though what, I do not know.”

      Crystal swallowed thickly, bringing her knees up to her chest.  When she felt something sharp prod into the back of her left thigh, she saw the dagger lying in the dirt next to her.

      “They are a group of dissenters.  Long ago.  They live far away from the Golden City and keep to themselves, for the most part.  But as of late, they have grown more bold.  They have become a threat.”

      Crystal nodded slowly, absorbing the words.  Goosebumps spread over her arms but whether it was from the cold or how close she’d come to being sold off she didn’t know.  Probably both.

      Cruxan was studying her in that careful way.  She was hyper aware of him and the sensation was a foreign one, not one she liked.  For so long, she’d built a wall around herself.  Ever since Leo, she hadn’t been around the opposite sex much.  She’d barricaded herself in the safety of her art, her work, her—female—friends.  She’d declined dates, avoided talking or even looking at men who’d made their attraction to her obvious.

      It was safe.  Her safe, little life.

      Now, she was surrounded by alien males, twice her size and four times her strength, whose intentions and wants were unclear.

      To say she was anxiety-ridden over it was an understatement.  She’d only just started to get more comfortable around Vixron, the guard that had been with them the longest—

      Her breath hitched.  “The guards,” she said, jerking her head to look at Cruxan.  “Our guards.  Are they okay?”

      Cruxan inclined his head.  “Vixron and Horex?  They will have recovered by now.”

      Relief made her shoulders sag.  The thought that they’d been attacked and harmed at their expense didn’t sit well with her.

      A strange energy filled the small clearing and hesitantly, Crystal looked up at Cruxan, who was frowning.  Instinct made her curl into herself a little more when he asked, “You care for them?”

      Her gaze darted.  A memory came back to her, one when Leo had been angry because she’d talked to guy when they were out at a party.  Her fists squeezed at her sides.

      Cruxan blew out a long breath.  “This will be difficult to get used to,” he murmured, though it was almost to himself.

      Without meeting his gaze, she asked, “What will?”

      He stood from his crouched position.  Her breath went shallow because he was just so big.  Looking up at him, she was reminded how vulnerable she truly was.

      “Jealousy,” he replied, though he seemed loathe to admit it.  Surprise went through her.  “I am not used to feeling it.”

      “You—you don’t even know me,” she reminded him, her voice small.  A shiver raced down her spine and she pulled her arms around her tighter.

      His expression was almost sad…resigned.  “That does not matter.  My Instinct has recognized you.  That is all it takes.”

      Before she could reply—not that she knew what to say, given that rising feeling of panic again—Cruxan stripped off the black shirt he was wearing.  It was thick and long-sleeved.

      Crystal’s eyes bulged.  “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice tight and tense.

      “Out here, it will be cold this morning,” he informed her, dropping the shirt in her lap.  It was made of a strong, durable material and felt like it weighed ten pounds.  It would reach her knees if she put it on.  “We cannot make another fire to keep you warm.  We need to keep moving.”

      “I’d—I’d really prefer if you kept your shirt on,” she said, trying not to look at him.

      “We must move soon,” he told her again, ignoring her words, turning his gaze towards the forest, as if he was searching for something.

      Crystal knew that Luxirians were not shy about their bodies, by any means.  Hell, their guards went shirtless half the time.  It was simply…normal.

      But seeing Cruxan bare-chested was another matter entirely.

      Crystal peeked.  She couldn’t help it.  She was still a woman, despite her men-avoiding tendencies.  Besides, he was distracted and wouldn’t even notice, right?  No harm done.

      Her mouth went dry at the sight he made.

      I want to draw him.

      The thought came from nowhere, but resounded strongly in her mind.  She’d done more than a few portraits and she’d seen her fair share of nude models in her late-night art classes at the community college, but Cruxan was different.  She’d never felt compelled to draw anyone.  Not like him.

      That need made her fingers twitch.

      Her breasts suddenly felt heavy under her tunic and her heartbeat began to race.  Her eyes drifted up the strong lines of his torso, his ever-so-slightly tapered waist, and over the flat slabs of his pectorals, grazing over the metal bars pierced through his nipples.

      It was from their warrior training, she knew.  It meant he’d completed it.

      Her breath felt shallow as she traced the heavy ropes of muscles laid over his arms and his shoulders.  Crystal had always had a thing for men’s backs—a little strange she knew—and though she couldn’t see his right then, she knew that it would be as equally magnificent as his front.  His thighs were strong, solid, his limbs long, masculine.

      He was a work of art, carefully honed and sculpted, marble made flesh, even the scars.

      Stop, she told herself when she felt a delicate throbbing between her thighs.

      With a startled breath, she looked up at Cruxan’s face to make sure he hadn’t noticed—

      Only to find his gaze, those darkening blue eyes, fixed on her intently, those dark horns straightening.

      Startled, flustered, her mouth parted to babble out an apology only to find that no sound emerged from her throat.  Nothing.  Zilch.  Nada.

      Cheeks burning in mortification—and perhaps arousal—she quickly tugged on the heavy shirt, simply to buy time, simply because she’d been caught checking him out and that frightened the living hell out of her.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid!

      His scent from the shirt registered too late.  But suddenly, he was all around her, that heady, mind-numbing, addicting scent that was all male and all Cruxan.

      Panic rose again, fluttering in her veins.  He wasn’t her mate.  It simply couldn’t be.  That awareness that she’d felt the first time she’d seen him?  It was passing attraction only.  It would go away.

      She sat, silent, unmoving, avoiding his gaze, his shirt still warm from his body and pressing heavily against her skin.  A brand.  A claim.

      A door had been opened, she realized, resignation weighing her shoulders down.

      She hadn’t been aroused by a male…since Leo.  Even then, she’d only been deeply aroused by him in the beginning of their volatile relationship, before his true colors had started to show.

      Crystal had feared that Leo had broken her.  Broken a part inside her that could feel pleasure, the sizzle of arousal, the appreciation for men.  She’d numbed herself for so long that she’d truly begun to believe it, had resigned herself to living a life without a family, without children, just her and her dreams and her art.

      She’d accepted it.

      But now…

      A part of her was relieved that Leo hadn’t broken her after all.

      The other part of her was terrified.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, trying not to look at him.  “I didn’t…I didn’t mean to…”

      “Did not mean to what?” he asked, though his voice sounded rougher than it had been a moment before.

      Crystal swallowed, though it sounded more like a gulp to her ears.  He wanted her to spell out that she’d totally been checking out the goods?

      What she didn’t expect him to say was, “Sexual arousal for your male is nothing to apologize for, female.”

      Her eyes bulged for the second time that morning, but she bit her lip, wanting the ground to open up and swallow her whole.

      Your male, he said, as if it was a given that Cruxan was hers.

      She didn’t want to unpack that at all.  She didn’t want to touch those thoughts with a ten-foot pole.

      “That’s presumptuous of you,” she rasped out.

      His brow cocked and his arms crossed over the massive breadth of his chest, only further highlighting his muscles.

      His nostrils flared and his voice sounded gravelly and strained when he said, “I know it because I can smell it.  Males can scent when their females are aroused.”

      Oh my God.

      Oh my God!

      The ground could not swallow her up fast enough.  Of course.  Just of course he could smell her.  Her first time being aroused by a male in years and he had goddamn front row seat tickets.

      Climbing to her feet, she thought avoidance and ignorance was the best response.  She’d made a mistake, one she wouldn’t repeat if she could help it.

      Without meeting his gaze, she said, her voice sounding a little too high-pitched, “W-we should go.  The longer we’re here, the longer Erin is with him.”

      Yes, remember your friend, Crystal?  The one who was taken prisoner by a lunatic and you’re sitting here checking out a shirtless male like you’re at the damn beach.

      She needed to get her priorities straight.

      With that thought, she steeled her spine.  Being with this Luxirian Ambassador was inevitable for the brief future.  She had to rely on him to find Erin and bring them both back to the Golden City.  Afterwards, everything would go back to normal.  As ‘normal’ as her new ‘normal’ was, at least.

      Crystal blew out a steady breath and met his gaze.  She could handle him until then.  She could ignore this strange attraction to him, this strange awareness that sent alarm bells ringing through her mind.  She just needed to keep her distance.

      She nodded at him.  “I’m ready.”
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      They traveled the morning in almost complete silence.

      It was a little unsettling.  Cruxan usually enjoyed the quiet because he didn’t experience it often.  Usually only on long tracking trips, or on his journeys from Otala, did he have quiet.  His senses were too keen.

      Far from any outposts or the Golden City, with only the eerie silence of the forest and his female’s footsteps, the rustle of his tunic over her own, Cruxan’s mind was at ease.  And yet, it was in complete turmoil, an all around strange sensation.

      Cruxan liked to be around other beings.  He liked to be around females.  He liked to talk and laugh and drink and mate.  He enjoyed the life he was given, after fighting for it for so long.

      But his female…she seemed like the complete opposite.  She was quiet, shy, reserved, and she’d been so appalled by his words earlier—about how he could smell her sweet, heady, mouth-watering arousal—that he hadn’t said anything more about it.

      But he’d wanted to.  He’d wanted to say all kinds of things to her—not just about sex—but he found he was biting his tongue more often than not.

      He didn’t want to scare her.  Or perhaps, he didn’t know how to act around her.  Everything was new.  So new.

      In the back of his mind, however, he wondered why the Fates had chosen her for him…and him for her.

      It was a strange match.

      His Instinct demanded he remain close to her.  Vrax, his Instinct demanded more than that.  He wanted to touch her, hold her.  He wanted to strip her nude right there in the forest and do a million wicked things to her with his tongue, his hands, and his cock, but he held his control in a tight grip.  Something told him that one misstep could cost him forever.

      It wasn’t comfortable.

      A little while after they’d left their makeshift, temporary camp, they came across the area where Cruxan had tackled Crystal, where Jaxor’an had taken Erin.

      Cruxan pulled up short.  Behind him, he sensed Crystal stopping in her tracks, unmoving.

      “Here?” she asked quietly.  Her golden hair rustled around her shoulders, telling him she looked around the clearing.

      “Tev.”

      “How can you be sure?  It was so dark.”

      “I can scent it,” he told her, mirroring the words he’d said to her earlier.

      She went quiet and Cruxan couldn’t help but look over his shoulder at her.  He caught her staring at his bared back, but her gaze darted away immediately.

      Clearing her throat, she asked, “Do you know which direction they went?”

      He jerked his chin back towards the Golden City.  “Towards his sandcraft.”

      They moved on.  Despite Cruxan wishing that he could carry his luxiva in his arms again, he knew that she would never allow it, even if they made faster time.  The Mevirax were nowhere to be seen—or heard, or scented, for that matter—so Cruxan deemed it safe enough for her to trail behind him.  He would sense any danger long before it ever got within attack range of them.

      They’d only been walking for another handful of moments before she surprised him by asking, “How did you learn how to track?”

      “I cheated,” he murmured, his lips quirking, though he kept his gaze firmly in front of him.

      She made a sound in the back of her throat.  “What?”

      “I was born with better senses than most,” he told her.  “So it was natural.  I have an advantage that most will never have, an advantage that cannot be taught or learned.”

      Cruxan sensed her walking closer and his breath hitched, his fists squeezing to keep from reaching out to touch her.  For all his mental doubts that they were a match, his body certainly didn’t have any qualms about the Fates’ decision.

      When she appeared at his side, though keeping an arm’s length distance between them, Cruxan slid his gaze over to her.

      “That’s a gift.  It’s not cheating,” she told him.  “You truly have better senses?”

      He gestured in the direction they were walking.  “What is the furthest thing you can see?”

      She blinked, tearing her eyes away from him, and then squinted, her delicate nose scrunching slightly.  Cruxan’s lips quirked.  “Um, I see white trees.  And more white trees.”

      Cruxan looked at the scene in front of him and told her, “I see the edge.  I see the black sand that gives way into the desert.  I see white trees, as you call them.  They are called pillerva.  I see their husks and their roots crawling from the moss.  I see the texture on their pods.  I smell the sickening sweetness of their rot on the earth and the scent of a cold breeze from the north that tells me a storm is approaching.”

      Her pink lips were parted as she blinked up at him.  In that moment, she looked at him unguarded, possibly for the first time, and Cruxan jolted, sucking in a lungful of crisp air too fast, making his lungs squeeze.

      Vrax, she was beautiful.  Lovely, in her strange, alien, human way.  In that moment, he didn’t think he’d ever seen anything lovelier.

      He swallowed past the knot lodged in his throat as she asked, “Doesn’t that ever get tiring?  Being so aware all the time?”

      “I have been this way all my life,” he said, taking in the shimmering green of her eyes.  She had golden threads going through her irises, just like her hair.  Mesmerizing.  “If I had normal senses, knowing what could be, I think I would be frustrated by the limitations.”

      He grinned when she said, “Then that’s unfortunate for us lesser beings, to never know what could be.”

      Her light tone told him she was teasing.  When she saw him smiling, her own lips quirked, her white teeth peeking through, and Cruxan felt another piece of his soul leave his body, attaching itself to her.

      She’d smiled without realizing it, it seemed, because a moment later, her demeanor changed again.  He heard her breath hitch and her gaze darted.  Her smile dropped and Cruxan’s stomach dropped with it.

      Not ready for her to lapse back into silence—he didn’t know if he could stand another stretch of it, not when she’d willingly walked beside him, not when she’d smiled at him—he hurriedly asked, “How are you finding Luxiria during your time here?”

      “This is the most I’ve seen of your planet,” she admitted.

      Cruxan looked around the pillerva forest, observing how melancholy and quiet it was.  “There are more beautiful places than this.”

      “I like the view from the city,” she commented.  “It’s hot there, but where I’m from, it can get hot too.  I don’t mind it so much.  I like the sun.  And there are two here.”

      “You only have one sun?” he asked, frowning.

      “Shocking, I know,” she said lightly.

      During the cold season, one of the suns rose faster than the other.  It was the only time of the rotation where one sun was absent, but they were bitterly cold spans and not relished by many Luxirians, Cruxan included.

      “The Golden City,” Cruxan started, “is beautiful in its own right.  But compared to the regions of coastline near Lopixa, to the mountain ranges of the Otylia, to the lush forests near Kroratax, I find the Golden City isolating, though it has the largest concentration of Luxirians on the planet’s surface.”

      “It’s isolating?  Being surrounded by that many people?” she asked, quirking a brow.  Cruxan was relieved to see that she wasn’t as guarded as she’d been before.  “You strike me as the type that likes to be around people, so what you’re saying is surprising.”

      “Are you trying to read me, female?” he asked, his tone gentle.

      “It’s just a guess,” she said quickly.  “I mean, I don’t know you.  Maybe you like to be alone for all I know.”

      Cruxan didn’t know what to make of that, but he found himself asking, “And you?  Do you like to be alone?”

      Her gaze was startled when she looked at him.  She bit her lip before admitting quietly, “No.  I don’t.”

      Her words unleashed something him.  His protective instinct.  His need to comfort her.  Whatever it was…it made determination course through his body.

      “Were you alone?” he asked next, his voice dropping low.  “On your home planet?”

      “No,” she said.  But then a moment later, she said, “Yes.  I mean, I had my sister, but she’s married and she works a lot.  I had a couple friends I saw on a somewhat regular basis, but…I guess I was alone most of the time.  I stayed in at night.  I like drawing.  It tends to be a solitary activity, I guess.  And—sorry, I don’t know why I’m blurting this all out right now.  To you.”

      She seemed embarrassed by what she revealed.  Though she kept her eyes straight forward, he saw her eyes peek over at him.

      “You make many apologies, female,” he told her, “for things that do not require one.”  She blinked.  “Now tell me, what is it that you draw?  Schematics?”

      He was eager to learn as much about her as possible.  Any scrap, he would gladly take and store away for another time.

      “No.  Like…art.  Landscapes and people.”

      “Art,” he repeated.  Something wiggled loose in his mind and he murmured, “Ah, you are a creator.”

      That granted him a small smile and he felt that smile deep in his chest.

      Yet, she waved away his word and said, “I just draw.  Things I’ve seen or want to see.  I…draw these characters sometimes.  Krane and Jron.  I want to write and illustrate a series of children’s books with them one day.  I was going to school, studying that…illustration, I mean.”

      Frustration at his language implant, at not knowing what these things were—things that were obviously important to his female—ate at him.

      “You will have to explain these things to me,” he told her, a little sheepish over his lack of knowledge of her culture and society.  “I do not know what—” He spied something in the distance, something that shouldn’t be there and something that was missing.  “Vrax!”

      “What?” she asked, her voice climbing higher in her startled alarm.

      Jaxor’an—that scheming bastard—had stolen Cruxan’s hovercraft and left his steaming pile of useless junk in its wake.

      Vrax!
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      Crystal’s breathing went tight and she automatically took a step away from Cruxan when she sensed his anger.

      Her gaze flitted to the ground, though she watched him carefully from the corner of her eye.  Crystal could see anger like words on a page in a book.  Clearly.  Black against white.

      Cruxan’s gaze cut to her.  She felt her shoulder come up, just slightly.  She hated it.  Hated that it was her automatic reaction, as if her shoulder could shield her entire body.

      What she hated more was that years after she’d left Leo, she still did it.  Just another souvenir he’d left forever imprinted on her mind.  An instinct, a reaction, formed only by that dark period in her life.

      “What is wrong, female?” he asked, that deep, husky voice caressing her skin.  She didn’t want to think his voice was nice.  She didn’t want to react to it the way she did.  But it couldn’t be helped.  He had a nice voice.  Then again, so had Leo.

      Crystal had to force herself to face him, had to force herself to look him in the eye.  She didn’t want to backslide.  She’d been doing so well…at least until her abduction.

      She wasn’t the same person she’d been then.  She’d been a girl.  She was a woman now, who’d built up a life in a new city, who’d made friends, who’d made plans for her future, for a career.  She wasn’t that young naive, foolish girl anymore, scared and frightened all the time.

      “Nothing,” she said, though her voice sounded strained.  She deliberately relaxed her tensed muscles and asked, “What do you see?”

      “Come,” was all he said, still studying her in a way that made her feel exposed.

      It didn’t take them long to reach the black sand of the desert.  Crystal eyed it with distaste, remembering the gritty sensation in her mouth when she’d fallen in it yesterday, trying to escape from that male.  Looking at the scene in front of her now, she could see nothing but sand.  The forest was the only landmark in that desert, though she spied a mountain range just behind it.

      “Bastard,” Cruxan growled, eyeing the sandcraft that they approached.

      Wait.

      “That’s his,” Crystal said, brows furrowing as she whirled to look back at the forest.  “But that means they’re still here!  Erin must be close.”

      “Nix, female,” Cruxan said, his tone gentling.  She looked over at him.  “I brought a hovercraft when I tracked you.  I had it here.  He took it and left his.”

      Dread and disbelief churned in her belly.  Her eyes went back to the horizon, as if she could see them in the distance.

      Erin.

      “But…but we have to find her,” she whispered.  She met Cruxan’s gaze.  “We have to.”

      Erin, alone with that male…it made panic rise in her veins.  Erin was strong, but there was no telling what he’d do, especially considering he’d been about to sell them off to these Mevirax.

      Was that where Erin was now?  With them?

      Cruxan approached her, his footsteps crunching in the black grit covering the ground.  “They are long gone, Crystal.”  She jerked, hearing her name on his lips.  “Possibly even last night.”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head, not wanting to believe what he was saying.  “No, they must be around here.”

      “Female…”

      Crystal’s shoulders sagged.  She looked out into the desert of Luxiria.  If that male had taken a hovercraft then there was no telling which way they’d gone.  But then she remembered.

      “You can track them, can’t you?” she asked, suddenly hopeful, her widened eyes looking at Cruxan.  “You tracked us here.”

      “Tev, but there were tracks, female,” he said gently.  “And you.”

      “Me?”

      He nodded.  “Your scent.  You left the strips of your tunic for me to find.  They led me to you.”

      “Oh,” she said softly.  “And you can’t…you can’t smell Erin the same way?  Maybe she left signs like I did.”

      “She is not my female,” he said and Crystal’s pulse pounded in her throat.  “Your scent will always be stronger, more potent to me.”

      He said it so easily.  She didn’t want to linger on those words, on the meaning behind them.

      “We have to try,” she said, looking up at him.  “Please.  She’s…she’s like a sister to me.  I can’t just leave her out here with that male.”

      Cruxan held her gaze.  Crystal wasn’t above begging, especially if it meant saving Erin.

      She saw when he gave into her.  It wasn’t something she was used to feeling.  Victory.

      Hopeful, breathless, she watched him go over to the abandoned sandcraft.  He hopped in, tried to power it on.  When the engine wouldn’t start, he disappeared underneath the console, but his quiet curse made her stomach drop.

      When he reappeared, he told her, “He destroyed the starter pod.”

      She realized what he was saying.

      “He stranded us here?” she asked.

      “He did not want us in pursuit,” Cruxan said, jumping down off the sandcraft, landing surprisingly gracefully for someone so large.

      “So what do we do now?” she asked softly, trying not to freak out.  They were a long, long way from the Golden City, that much she knew.  They’d traveled all day on that damn sandcraft and that sucker could go fast.  “How are we going to find Erin?”

      “Do not worry, female,” Cruxan said, approaching her.  Her body jolted when his hand cupped around her arm.  Startled, her eyes flashed up to his.  He was so close and his body was so big that she couldn’t see around him.  Even still, she felt his pulsing heat, even through the layer of his long-sleeved shirt, the same shirt that hung off her body like a robe.  “We can still find her.”

      “How?”

      “My hovercraft has a locator, one Jaxor’an should not know about.  We need to have access to a Com system to track it, but we can track it.”

      “Okay,” she said slowly, a bud of hope beginning to bloom.  “So where is the nearest Com system?  Back in the Golden City?”

      “Nix,” he said.  “Kroratax.”

      The name sounded familiar.  It took a little while to place it but then she remembered.  “That’s where Beks lives.  With…Lihvan?”

      “Tev,” Cruxan said, inclining his head.  “He is the Ambassador of that outpost.  It will take us…perhaps five spans to reach on foot.”

      “Five days?” she asked, incredulous.  “Why don’t we just head back to the Golden City?  Surely it can’t take that long.”

      “Because you saw the land when you journeyed here,” he said.  “It is unforgiving land.  There is no water, no game.  The days are hot and the nights are cold.”

      Crystal understood now.  It would be a shorter distance, but it was more dangerous.

      He must have seen the fear on her face because his other hand clasped her other arm, until he was holding her in place before him.  She blinked, trying not to get flustered by his nearness, especially as bare-chested as he was.  Even then, she could feel waves of heat pouring off his body.

      He could keep me warm at night, if we brave the desert, her mind whispered.

      The thought came out of nowhere, shocking her that she almost gasped.  But an image followed the thought and she couldn’t help but see it.  Them, curled up.  Her, stroking over that hot, sculpted flesh, caressing the lines and dips, memorizing them by feel.  Him, watching her, desire in his eyes as his hands trailed down—

      Crystal remembered that he could smell her arousal too late.  By the time she felt the telltale throbbing between her thighs—for the second time that morning—he let out a harsh groan and released her.

      Crystal gasped, stumbling a bit on shaky legs, and started with, “I-I’m sor—”

      “Do not apologize again, luxiva,” he rasped, his voice deeper than it’d been before.

      Luxiva.

      Crystal felt like she was spiraling.  She knew that word.  Knew what it meant.

      Would she last five days, alone, with him?  Would she be able to survive five days with him without doing something she’d regret, without doing something that might bring back old memories better left buried?

      She had to.

      For Erin’s sake.

      “Can we just…” Crystal breathed, glancing up at him, looking away, before meeting his eyes.  “Can we just forget about that?”

      His gaze narrowed.  “Forget about what?”

      He was going to make her say it?

      She steeled her spine.  “My priority right now is finding Erin.  If that means we have to trek through the wilderness of this crazy planet together, then fine.  I know that you believe that I’m your—your mate, but I would appreciate it if you kept this purely, um, professional between us.”

      “Professional,” he repeated slowly, elongating every syllable, making her face burn.

      “Yes,” Crystal said.  “I don’t want anything to happen.  I don’t want a,” embarrassment coiled in her belly but she forced the words out, “relationship or sex or anything with you.  And it’s not just with you.  I don’t want those things with anyone.”

      His face darkened, but she didn’t know what that meant.

      “I’m not…” she trailed off, wondering how best to explain it.  “I’m not…”

      I’m not right, she was about to say, but she didn’t want to say that about herself.  It sounded demeaning and she was done bringing herself down.

      “I’m better on my own,” was what she finally settled on.  “I just want you to know that upfront.”

      “You are frightened,” Cruxan said, tilting his head to the side, as if it was just dawning on him, his voice alight with realization.

      “Frightened of what?” she scoffed, though her tone sounded nervous even to her own ears.

      “Of me,” he rasped, stepping forward again, pressing into her space.  Crystal’s lips parted.  “Of us.  Because you feel it too.  You know who I am to you and who you are to me.”

      “That’s—that’s not true.”

      “You sensed me,” he murmured, his eyes rapt on her.  “Last night.  Back in the clearing before I ever made myself known.”

      Crystal shook her head, wanting to deny.  On the verge of denying it.

      “Tev.  You knew I was there.  You felt a stirring within you.  You looked right at me, in the darkness, though I had not made a single sound,” he said.

      Crystal wanted to deny his words.  But found she couldn’t.  It would make an even bigger liar out of her.  And maybe for once, she wanted to live among truths, not half-hidden lies.

      “My Instinct awakened for you right then,” he informed her.  “Did you feel it?”

      This was too much.  She couldn’t do this.  Not right now.

      When he stepped closer, she reached out her hand to stop him.  Her palm pressed into his bared flesh, just above the ripples of muscle over his strong abdomen.  He was hot, his skin blazing.

      The truth was…she had felt something.  She couldn’t explain it, not then and not now.  And certainly not to him.  But she could admit to herself, quietly, in the safety of her own mind, that she’d felt something.

      Something that had scared her, that had invigorated her, that had dismayed and excited her, all at the same time.

      “I think,” she said after a brief moment of silence, feeling his heat pour into her hand, “that we should start moving.  We have a long way to travel and it’s almost midday.”

      Cruxan’s mouth thinned to small line, disappointment evident on his strange features.

      Crystal snatched back her hand, feeling oddly guilty, as she took a step away from him.

      Turning her back, she peered into the forest, wondering how long it would take to reach the other side, trying to think of anything but the male standing quietly behind her.

      Just when she thought he wouldn’t say anything more, he said, “Deny it all you want, female.  But the Fates have a way of making their will known.  We are destined.  We cannot change that, whatever we may wish.”

      Shocked, she jerked her head back to him.

      We?  Did he not want this either?  And why did that realization send a little pang through her?  That should make her feel relieved, not hurt.

      Their eyes clashed together as he said, “One thing you should know about me now, female, is that I am a very determined male.  When I want something, I get it.  If I have to claw my way up from the bottom, I will.  I have before.”

      Crystal shook her head.  “Cruxan…”

      “I will win you over.  You are mine, as surely as I am yours.  You may not realize that yet,” he said softly, “but you will.”

      How did he make a threat sound so enticing?

      “You can’t win me if I don’t want to be won,” she said, her tone edged.  “And one thing you should know about me is that I don’t like high-handed, overbearing, and arrogant men.”

      Cruxan grinned, so suddenly and so brilliantly that she momentarily lost her train of thought.

      “It is quite fortunate then that I am a warrior of Luxiria, not a man from Earth.”

      She gaped at him.

      Then, with his blue eyes shining, he purred, “And you may sharpen those little claws on me anytime you wish, luxiva.  Not only do I welcome it…” Her breath hitched, her eyes widening, as he leaned close.  “I like it.”

      Her belly actually quivered at those words.  She was surprised when she managed to hold back her whimper.

      Then he pulled away.  He looked up to the sky as she tried to focus, to pull her brain from the fog that had just invaded her mind.

      When his eyes returned to her, he jerked his chin back towards the forest.  “Kroratax is in that direction.  Are you ready?”

      Was she?

      No.  Hell no.

      But she was a liar, backed into a corner.

      So, she said, “Yes.  I am.”

      “Then we begin,” he said, though his eyes glowed as he said it.

      Crystal had the impression that he wasn’t talking only about their travels.
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      It felt strange, Crystal decided, to be in the wilderness of Luxiria.  Not simply because it was an alien planet, an alien experience for that matter, but simply because she was outside.  Getting fresh air, moving her body, looking around at nature instead of staring down at her tablet, in their domed house.

      She was tired.  She was even a little winded and they’d only been walking on a flat surface for a couple hours now.  It wasn’t like they were hiking up the mountain range, or heaven forbid, running.

      It embarrassed her a little.  Crystal had never been the athletic type.  She’d never been the thin girl who played sports in school.  She’d always been on the chubby side, though she’d lost a lot of weight when she’d been with Leo, a little of which she’d put back on after Leo.

      She hadn’t been to the gym in ages and for the last month—maybe even two or three months now, she couldn’t say for certain—she’d been, well, away from Earth.

      This was the most exercise she’d had in a long time and it embarrassed her that Cruxan could hear her ragged breaths.  Especially considering he was obviously in the prime of his life and possibly the most physically fit being she’d ever seen.

      The forest was huge, she quickly realized.  After discovering that Cruxan’s hovercraft was gone, they’d backtracked to where they’d made camp the night before and went beyond it, following the curve of the mountains to their right, which towered overhead, blocking out the sunlight, creating a chill that was hard to shake.

      She was grateful that he’d given her his shirt.  It had been kind of him and truthfully, Crystal didn’t know how to deal with kind males.

      They’d been walking in silence ever since they’d left Jaxor’an’s sandcraft, but Crystal’s stomach suddenly decided to break it, growling loudly.

      Pressing a hand to her belly, she peeked a glance up at Cruxan, hoping he hadn’t heard it…before remembering that he probably would have heard it had she been a mile away.

      Damn.

      She hadn’t eaten since Jaxor’an had given them some dried meat the night before.  But that had been all she’d eaten yesterday, just two dried strips before she couldn’t stomach his food anymore, nervous and scared about what he’d intended for them.

      So, it was no surprise her body was making its needs known now.

      Cruxan pulled up short, glancing back at her.  She’d been trailing him for the last couple hours, right on his heels.  She’d spent most of the time trying not to admire his back…or his ass for that matter.  But it had been difficult.

      He broke the silence between them when he said, “Give me the dagger, female.”

      She blinked before looking down at it, still clenched in her hand.  She’d been carrying it for so long that she’d, frankly, forgotten about it.

      “Why?” she asked, even as she hesitantly handed it over.

      “To find you food,” he said.

      “Oh,” she mumbled, biting her lip.  “It’s okay.  I can wait until we make camp somewhere.”

      Cruxan tilted his head back to the canopy of trees, looking up past the edged cliffs of the mountain overhead, to the sky.  The color of which hadn’t changed since that morning, which she thought was odd.

      “There may be a storm tonight,” he said, looking back at her.  “I can scent it forming in the air.  It would be smart to make camp early and replenish our bodies for tomorrow.”

      Had he noticed how physically drained she was? she wondered.

      “A storm?” she asked, looking up at the sky, though she didn’t sense what he did.

      “Do not worry, female,” he murmured.  “I will keep you safe.”

      Crystal’s gaze cut to the ground, her heart speeding up at those words.  “I can handle a storm,” was all she thought to say.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw his lips quirk.

      “But can you handle me, luxiva?” he asked, his voice like a purr.

      Her eyes went wide.

      Before she could reply, she saw his eyes focus on something behind her.  Suddenly, the dagger went flying out of his hand, stirring the air next to her.  She gasped, but heard the dagger make contact with something, a few yards away from them.

      Gaping in disbelief, she watched him walk over to where he’d thrown the dagger and to her astonished amazement, she saw a small, black creature, with feathery antennas and long spindly legs, impaled cleanly on its sharp end.

      Cruxan jerked his blade from the poor creature, murmuring something over its still body, before lumbering back to her.

      Crystal blinked up at him, her gaze going from him to the animal and back.  She still couldn’t believe how quickly he’d done that, how efficiently.  She hadn’t even realized there were creatures like that in the forest.  She’d never heard or even seen one.

      But Cruxan had.  Of course he had.

      He told her, “Now, let us find a suitable camp so I can feed my female.”
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      It was still light outside when they found a camp.  Well, when Cruxan found a camp.  Crystal was not exactly the outdoorsy type, so she wouldn’t know what to look for.  But Cruxan did.

      He selected a place closer to the mountain range, wedged right up next to it.  There a small spot with a rocky overhang that might shield them from rain.  Cruxan had inspected the area for long moments before he nodded and said, “Here for the night.”

      Then he set to work.  Crystal watched him with a strange fascination as he started work on a fire with the materials he’d been gathering along the way.  In no time at all, just like the previous night, it roared to life.  Next, he took the dagger over to the wall of the mountain and chiseled out a small slab, which he laid close to the flames.

      Then he turned to look at her.  “I will need to find water gourds.  I will return shortly.”

      “Let me help,” Crystal said, already rising to her aching feet.  She was thankful that the forest floor was so soft with moss, considering she was still barefoot.

      “Nix,” he murmured.  “Rest.  Tend the fire.  I will not be gone long.”

      He left before she could protest.

      Tend the fire.  The fire was roaring, in no danger of going out.  Even still, a little while later, she threw one of the strips of pillerva bark he’d gathered onto the flames, just to feel like she was doing something.  She watched it blacken and curl and crisp.

      Crystal shivered, even underneath Cruxan’s shirt.  It was getting colder and goosebumps broke out over her exposed legs.  She wondered about Erin, about how she was feeling, hoping that the male was treating her well.

      While she stared at the flames, she thought back to her earlier suspicions about that male.  Jaxor’an.  How his attention had been a little too drawn on Erin, how he’d seemed pulled by her.  Unwillingly so.

      Was it possible he thought Erin was his mate?  Erin had shown no signs of recognition, no awareness.

      Not like I do, her treacherous mind whispered.

      She straightened, pushing that thought away.

      A crunch to her right made her whip her head and she found Cruxan reentering their small clearing, his arms laden with so many things.

      He’d been studying her, she realized, when she’d been lost in thought.

      “What do you think of, female?” he asked softly, crouching by the fire, next to her, depositing all his new supplies next to their pile of bark.

      She licked her dry lips, aware of how close he was to her.  She didn’t want to tell him she’d been thinking about him, about what she felt around him.

      Instead, she asked, “Do you think that male—Jaxor’an—would hurt Erin?”

      “Nix,” Cruxan replied immediately, which surprised her.

      “How would you know that?  Do you know him?”

      When Cruxan had first entered the clearing last night, where Jaxor’an had kept them, they’d spoken.  Though it had been in Luxirian, there was a strained familiarity there, as if they’d been well-acquainted in the past.

      “Tev,” Cruxan said, placing strange-looking rounded bulbs close to the fire, like he had the chiseled piece of stone from the mountain.  “We were friends once.”

      That made her start.  “You were?”

      “Jaxor’an is Vaxa’an’s only blood brother.”

      “What?” she whispered, shocked at the news.  “But—but Vaxa’an is the Prime Leader.”

      “And Jaxor’an is theoretically next in line, if something ever happened to Vaxa’an, if he never had offspring.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said quietly.  “Why would he kidnap us then?”

      “Shortly after the Plague hit Luxiria, after Vaxa’an and Jaxor’an lost their mother and sire, Jaxor’an left the Golden City.  Perhaps he was driven by grief or anger or both…but he left.  It was rumored he went to seek out the Mevirax, though why, we do not know.  That was the last time any of us had seen him.”

      “Until yesterday,” Crystal finished for him, looking over at him, her lips parting in realization.

      He inclined his head, those blue eyes rapt on her.  “Tev.”

      “People can change,” Crystal whispered softly.  From what she’d pieced together through conversations she’d heard about the Plague, it had happened over ten years ago.  “Ten years can change someone.  How can you say for certain he won’t hurt her?  You might not know the person he’s become.”

      Something shifted in Cruxan’s gaze, making her wonder what he was thinking.  “He will not, female.”

      “But he’d been about to hand us off to the Mevirax,” she argued.

      “He would not have,” Cruxan said simply.

      “How can you know that?”

      “Because Jaxor’an’s Instinct awakened for Erin.  She is his mate.”

      Crystal let out a small breath, her suspicions forming into a truth.  Her shoulders sagged, though truthfully, a part of her was relieved.  From what she’d heard, Luxirian males doted on their females.  Hell, from what she’d seen in her own friends and their males, she knew it was true.

      Perhaps Erin was in no danger from him.

      Still…she was out there.  Alone with him.  Who knows what could happen.

      “You are not surprised to learn this,” Cruxan commented, studying her.

      Crystal pressed her lips together before meeting his gaze.  “He was…he seemed struck by her,” Crystal confessed.

      Cruxan’s head dipped.  It took her a little while to realize that she was staring at him, staring at the warm, knowing expression that came over his features.  Startled, she cleared her throat and turned her head back to the fire.

      Changing the subject, gesturing to the strange bulbs he’d found, she asked, “What are those?”

      His look told her that Cruxan knew what she was doing, but she was relieved when he said, “Water gourds.  Though they are a rare variation I have not seen much.”

      Cruxan lifted the creature he’d killed earlier, taking up the dagger which laid between them.  Crystal knew that this was how it was done.  Still, it was hard to watch him skin and clean the meat, though he made quick, expert work of it.

      Soon, he laid out thin fillets of the reddish purple meat onto the mountain stone he’d been heating close to the fire.  It immediately sizzled, cooking, the smell making her stomach growl once more.

      Cruxan took one of the bulbs from the fire and cut a small notch at the top.  Then he poured it over his bloodied hands, cleaning up.  Once emptied, he tossed it to the side and notched another.

      He handed it over to her.  “Drink, female.”

      Crystal hesitantly took it from his hands.  She looked at it warily, remembering that the liquid he’d used to wash his hands looked a little cloudy.  “Is it safe?”

      “Tev,” he said.  “Would you like me to drink from it first?”

      She relaxed a little and shook her head.  The only way to know was to try it and considering there wouldn’t be bottled water or a drinking fountain out here, she figured she couldn’t be too picky.

      Hesitantly, she placed her lips over the notch he’d made and lifted the bulb up.  She made a sound of surprise when the water hit her tongue.  “It’s sweet,” she exclaimed when she pulled away.

      He’d been watching her, something in his gaze that she didn’t want to linger over.  But then he frowned and asked, “Is that bad?”

      “No,” she said.  “It’s just surprising.”

      “It is a rare variation,” he repeated.  “It tastes different than other water gourds.  Luxirians do not prefer the taste.  Do you?”

      “Yes,” she said.  Now that she thought about it, Luxirian food had no sweeteners.  It was mostly meat based, with tart fruits instead of sweet ones.  Huh.  Luxirians didn’t like sugar, she supposed.

      Her suspicions were confirmed when Cruxan plucked a gourd from the fire’s edge, notched it, and drank.  For a moment, she was transfixed, watching him.  The column of his throat was strong and long and it bobbed as he drank.

      At the taste, he grimaced once he emptied the gourd and the expression on his face brought an unexpected chuckle out of her, surprising even her.

      Cruxan’s face softened when he heard it, which made her heart thump.

      “I guess you don’t like sweet things,” she commented, taking another sip from the bulb.  It was delicious and she was already eyeing another one.

      “I like sweet things,” he corrected, but his tone made her blush.  He wasn’t talking about food or drinks.

      Avoid, avoid, avoid.

      “I should turn the meat,” she mumbled, edging around the fire, slightly away from him.  She took one of the pillerva bark pieces, using it as a spatula to flip the meat over as best as she could.

      Luckily, Cruxan didn’t try and flirt with her anymore as she cooked the meat, watching it like her life depended on it.  After a tense moment, he turned and went to rustle through the other materials he’d brought back with him.

      After he sorted through them, he took a long black stem, one from a plant she briefly remembered seeing on their walk that day.  He sliced it open with one of his claws, revealing sticky, clear juice inside.

      His gaze came up to her.  “Come here, luxiva.”

      Her breath hitched.  When she made no move towards him, his lips quirked and he came to her, crouching in front of her next to the fire.

      He dipped his finger into the sticky substance and moved to touch her face, her forehead, where she’d cut herself.

      “You shouldn’t call me that.”  The words were out of her mouth before she even realized what she said.

      His finger paused.  His gaze went from her forehead and it snapped down to her eyes.  They were close.  So close that it made her dizzy with want and nerves.  In his eyes, she could see how his irises shifted between blues.  Some threads were light, some were so dark they looked black.  She found she couldn’t look away, though everything in her screamed that she needed to.

      “It is what you are to me,” was what he said in reply, quietly.

      The fire crackled loudly next to them and Crystal swallowed, feeling like she couldn’t get enough air.

      “I already told you—”

      “That you do not seek anything, even sex, with me,” he finished for her, though he frowned as he said it.

      Gently, he smoothed his fingertip, cool and sticky with the substance, over the cut on her forehead.  For a brief moment, she closed her eyes.

      What would it be like?  What would it be like with him?  She’d had one terrible, toxic relationship in her lifetime.  But then she looked around at her friends, at the women she considered sisters, who were loved and cherished by their mates.  Crystal could admit to herself that she’d been envious.  Deeply envious because she’d never known love like that.  Only familial love.  Leo might have loved her once, but it was a terrible, dark love that she should never have wanted in the first place.

      She didn’t want to be this way.  Always guarded around males.  Always suspicious.  With her female friends, she felt like herself.  She liked who she was because there were no walls around her then, no pressures.  What would it be like if she could be that way with a male who claimed he was her own mate?

      Tears pricked the corners of her eyes at the thought and to her mortification, one escaped and rolled down her cheek.

      Cruxan made a gruff sound and his finger paused on her skin.

      “Luxiva,” he murmured, his tone anguished.  “What is this?”

      “Please,” she whispered, looking at him.  “Please.”

      She didn’t even know what she was begging for.

      His brow furrowed.

      “I can’t give you what you want, Cruxan,” she finally whispered.

      “You do not know what I want, female,” was his soft reply.

      Her breath hitched.  Something passed between them, though she couldn’t say what, and the moment felt entirely too intimate and she felt entirely too vulnerable.

      The scent of burning meat met her nostrils and she turned away, taking her bark spatula and flipping the fillets over again.  The world seemed to rush in around her, as if being close to Cruxan, staring into those pretty eyes, had made it all disappear.

      And, as if life resumed, that was when the rains began.
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      “Female, please.”

      Cruxan heard the edge in his tone, but he was worried.  Again, he was reminded of the fragility of humans as he watched his female shiver, as he heard her teeth rattle.  His fists clenched as he looked down at her, doing his best to shield the rain from her body, to protect the fire that was in danger of going out.

      The storm came on suddenly.  Cruxan cursed, now regretting not finding a more suitable camp.  Perhaps a cave in the mountain.

      The sky roared.  The mountain seemed to rattle with every thunderous groan the sky gave.  Sheets of rain poured over them and the little overhang from the facev did very little to shield them from it.

      His luxiva was cold.  Drenched, her golden hair clinging to her pale cheeks and neck.  She had her arms wrapped around her body and every tremble made him want to roar.  Everything in him was in turmoil.  He’d been begging her, to let him warm her.  He didn’t feel the harshness of the cold, not like she did.

      When the rains had come, they’d started slow.  But as the sky darkened, as night began to fall, they’d only picked up in intensity.

      And Cruxan could do nothing to spare his female the cold.  He was helpless, watching her suffer.  He’d had furs and rations on his hovercraft, for emergencies like these.  Now, he could give her nothing.

      Except his heat.  Which she would not accept.

      The fire flickered, damp.  Any moment now, it would be extinguished, her only source of heat gone.  Cruxan feared what would happen then, if his female remained stubborn.

      His jaw hardened.

      As if in answer, the last of the flames gave one last twinkle…and then went out, leaving them in darkness.

      Cruxan could still see Crystal, though he knew she would not be able to see him.  Not without the fire’s light.

      “C-Cruxan?” Crystal called, her eyes searching for him, even as her body shook.

      He cursed.

      “Female,” he growled, going to her.  “There are no more excuses.  I need to warm you or you will freeze.”

      When he touched her skin, he cursed again.  His tunic, even her own tunic under his, was soaked through completely.

      It would be a miserable night for her.  A dangerous one too, if he couldn’t bring her internal body temperature up.  The night would only grow colder.

      “You need to undress,” he said, already knowing she would put up a fight.

      She sucked in a breath.  “No.”

      “Crystal,” he bit out, desperate for her to understand.  “This is not about us.  Your skin is like ice.  Your coverings are soaked through.  They will suck away any warmth that I could give you.”

      “Absolutely n-not,” she replied, though her teeth chattered as she said it.

      “Female, please,” he murmured, cupping her face.  Despite her protestations, she pressed her cheek into his touch, feeling his warmth.  She gave a little groan at it and though Cruxan felt his blood heat at that sound, sex, for once, was not in the forefront of his mind.  His only concern was protecting her from the storm, from protecting her from the cold.  “I need to take away your suffering.  Please let me.  I have never begged before in my life but I am begging you now.”

      That realization humbled him.

      Another violent shudder racked her body.  It was only early night.  How much colder would it get before the morning suns rose?

      The sky boomed again, loud and unforgiving, and his female let out a little frightened noise that tore at his chest.

      “Please,” he whispered to her.  The sky lit up with red lightening streaks, briefly illuminating the both of them.  She looked so pale, her lips drained of their pink color.  Her eyes latched onto his face in that moment before darkness returned.  “I can keep you warm, if you will only let me.”

      He watched as she bit her lip but her teeth clattered so much that she was forced to release it.

      “F-f-fine,” she finally said, her shoulders sagging in defeat, while relief went through him.  “B-but my c-clothes stay on.”

      Cruxan pressed his lips together, but didn’t say anything on the matter.  Immediately, he lowered his body and she turned into him with reluctance.

      “Vrax, female, you are freezing,” he said quietly, her form pressing into his bared chest.

      “I’m s-sorry,” she clattered out.

      “I told you to stop apologizing for things that do not require one,” he said gently.

      He positioned her so that she was pressed close to the side of the mountain, the overhang helping to protect her.  He blocked any rain that made it past with his back and he pressed close, shielding her with his shoulders.

      His arms came around her next, tightening around her back.  Her whole body shivered, head-to-toe, but she tucked close, jamming her head underneath his chin, absorbing the warmth of his neck.

      She groaned again, finally registering some of his heat, it seemed.

      “I am sorry, female,” he murmured.  “I did not expect the storm to be this violent.  I should have prepared more.”

      She shook her head, but didn’t say anything in reply.  It took energy for her to speak and she needed all her energy focused on getting warm.  With that thought, he pulled her closer, nudging her more deeply into his neck.

      But it quickly became apparent that what Cruxan said was true.  Her soaked clothes weren’t allowing her to retain any warmth and Cruxan knew that Crystal realized that too.

      “Female,” he murmured after another moment.

      “I…I c-can’t.”

      “It is not an option.”

      Her breaths came out quick.  She was trembling more now but Cruxan questioned whether her new tremors had anything to do with the cold and everything to do with what needed to be done.

      His brow furrowed.  It was such a simple thing.  Why did it frighten her so much?

      Judging from her earlier reaction when he’d given her his tunic, Cruxan figured she was shy about nudity.  Was that what this was about?

      “I swear to you, female, on the Fates, that I will not look upon you,” he said hurriedly.  “I only need to get you warm, female.”

      Her trembling didn’t lessen.  A howling wind raced through the clearing next and Cruxan felt the blow of it on his back, like an icy slap.  He grit his teeth, knowing she was bound to feel some of it.

      “I—I,” she started, her eyes meeting his in the darkness, though Cruxan knew that she would barely be able to make out his face, even this close.

      Then he watched her shut those pretty eyes, blocking him out.  He watched as resignation weighed down her chilled body.  Her next words were so quiet that even with his heightened senses, he barely heard them.

      “Please d-don’t take advantage.”

      Something like dread and fury and grief roared through him, a strong, potent mixture that made his head spin.  It took everything in him not to react.

      A sickening suspicion rose at her words, at her tone, at her defeat.

      “Never,” he said, his voice edged with a growl, though he tried to soften it at the last moment.

      His heartbeat thundered in his chest, matching the storm.  While Cruxan might not be as intelligent as Kirov, he wasn’t a fool.  He could read something in her words that made him want to hurt whoever had hurt her.  Many times over.

      His Instinct prowled, restless, in his chest, the sensation as strange as the sudden emotion thrumming through his body.

      He sensed Crystal’s arm moving between them and she sat up, hunching, her fingers on the hem of his tunic.

      Immediately, Cruxan closed his eyes and assured her, “I am not looking.”

      But he heard her.  He heard the thick slap of her wet clothes as she peeled them off, heard her flesh against the soggy moss of the clearing’s floor.  He heard the clothes land in a pile next to the extinguished fire and then he heard her rough breathing.

      Next, it was what he felt, not what he heard.  Icy, soft skin against his own.  Crystal came to him, returning to her position, lying at his side.  Cruxan pulled her back, with his eyes still squeezed shut, ignoring her pebbled nipples as they brushed his chest, ignoring her breath flutter over his neck.  Her legs shifted, making contact with his still-clad legs.  His pants were wet but he knew that taking them off was not an option.

      She let out a shuddering breath and he could hear and feel her rapid heartbeat.

      “Better?” he murmured.

      After a moment, her arms pressed between them, the backs of her delicate hands resting just beneath his pectorals.

      “Yes,” was her soft reply.  She was still trembling, even as she admitted, “Y-you’re so warm.”

      Take it, he urged silently.  Take it all.  Take everything, luxiva.

      Finally, he opened his eyes, wrapping his arms around her back, though it made her tense.

      “I will look nowhere but your eyes, female,” he told her gently.  “I promise.”
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      It was a long, draining, miserable night.

      But eventually, as time proved over and over again, the night passed and the morning soon took its place.

      Crystal didn’t know how long she managed to sleep.  She seemed to doze on and off, for minutes at a time, before jolting awake.  But the last thing she remembered was a howling, biting wind and curling more deeply into Cruxan’s warmth.  The next time she woke, it was morning.

      A gentle, hushed, quiet morning.

      It was still raining, though it wasn’t as harsh or violent as it’d been the night before.  More like a heavy drizzle that coated the air with a white, almost silvery mist, dense like fog.

      In sleep, she’d pressed closer to Cruxan.  She blinked, her eyelashes fluttering against his upper shoulder, her head wedged in that space by the thick column of his neck.  Their fronts were pressed together, her arms at her sides.  Her front was warm, but her legs were cold, from the pants he still wore.  It took her a moment to realize their legs were threaded together.

      Just like last night, her wariness, her fear returned.  And even though she was warm—so warm—she hesitantly pulled her head back to peer up at his face.

      His blue eyes were open and watching her, though he didn’t move a single muscle.

      Crystal was at a loss for words.  But true to his word, Cruxan’s eyes never left her own.  There was something different about his gaze that morning.  Though why…well, Crystal wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to know.

      “I, um,” her voice was scratchy and husky from the cold, from the lack of sleep, and from nerves, “want to get dressed now.”

      It made her a little ashamed that the first words out of her mouth weren’t a thank you.

      He nodded and, closing his eyes, he unwrapped his body from hers and turned.  His back was to her, giving her the privacy and space she desperately craved.  She immediately reached for her soaked clothes.  She didn’t relish putting them back on, especially since the drizzle began to coat her skin and wet hair, especially when there was still a chill in the air.

      What she wouldn’t give for dry clothes and a steaming cup of hot chocolate right about then…

      She put on her tunic first, the thin, light material clinging to her body.  When her hands skimmed over Cruxan’s tunic, guilt ate at her and she said, “You should have your shirt back.  You must be cold.”

      “Nix, female,” he murmured, his back still to her.  “You wear it.”

      “But—”

      “Do not worry about me.”

      Crystal sighed but then hefted his shirt over her head, though it felt like it weighed twenty pounds wet.  Wrinkling her nose as she felt the cool, unpleasant wetness over her skin, she said, “Okay, I’m done.”

      Cruxan turned to look at her, his back muscles bunching and flexing under his skin as he did so.  She didn’t want to think about last night, didn’t want to think about the hours and hours where she’d laid naked beside him, pressed against him.

      But it seemed virtually impossible not to…not when those blue eyes were on her.

      She hadn’t been naked with a man…not since Leo.  A part of her had missed it.  The warmth of flesh, the feeling of another body next to her own, the weight of one.

      An awkward silence stretched between them before Cruxan broke it.  “How do you feel this morning?”

      Truthfully, she felt exhausted.  She felt sore.  Not just from their trek the day before, but from all the shivering and tensing her muscles last night from the cold.

      “I’m fine,” she told him, giving him a tiny smile that felt as awkward as it no doubt appeared.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked next.

      Mist swirled behind him, the small gust of sudden wind making it dance.

      Her eyes went to the remains of their fire, to the stone where they’d cooked the meat.  Cruxan had her eat it all, though she’d protested many times, which had fallen on deaf ears.  She’d been hungry enough to eat it all, but she didn’t want him to suffer for it.

      He’s been kind to me, she realized suddenly.  He tended to her cut, he knew she’d been tired from their trek yesterday, he made sure she was fed…he made sure she was warm.  At his expense.

      Shame made her cheeks heat.  She shook her head in answer to his question and then said quietly, “Thank you.”  She swallowed before meeting his gaze.  “You’ve been generous and kind…and I feel that I’ve been cold to you.”  Her lips quirked a little.  “Both literally and figuratively, perhaps.”

      He was still watching her in a way that made her spine tingle with awareness.

      “Who was it that hurt you, female?”

      The question made her breath escape her.

      “What?” she whispered and she felt like there was an imaginary hand at her throat.

      “Someone hurt you.  I want to know who.”

      Her heart fluttered with nerves, with memory.

      “Why do you think someone hurt me?” she asked quietly.

      Cruxan looked at her.  That was what she’d seen in his gaze upon waking.  A dark understanding.  A dark knowing.

      Please don’t take advantage, she’d whispered, pleaded to him last night.  Had he put together the pieces?  Her strangeness around him?  Her hesitation and, at times, her fear?

      Her lips pressed together, panic rising in her veins, though she knew how to stop it.  She took a deep inhale, held it, slowing down her racing heart.

      They would be traveling together for some time.  Yesterday had been cut short.  Judging by the weather, it would add more time onto their journey, unless they caught a break.  She didn’t want to be this way for that long.  She didn’t want to be that frightened girl she’d been before.

      She let out her held breath.

      “Can I ask two things of you?” she ventured, looking at him.  They were only an arm’s length distance away and she could see the tension in his face, could feel it radiating off him.

      “What are they?” he questioned.

      “The first is…please don’t ask me that question again.”

      His gaze narrowed and he bit out something in Luxirian, before saying, “I am your mate.  Do not ask that of me.”

      He said it so easily, without hesitation.

      “I want to know everything,” he continued, stepping closer.  A strange energy was pouring off him.  “I need to.”

      Crystal looked past his shoulder, finding his gaze too intense.  She inhaled a sharp breath when his hand cupped her jaw, gently, making her look back into those deep blue eyes.

      “I want to know why you do that,” he murmured, his tone almost anguished.  “I want to know why you look away from me when you feel vulnerable.”

      Her gaze slid, as if proving his words right, before she caught herself.  She forced herself to look back into his eyes.

      “Just because you believe I am your mate,” Crystal said softly, “it doesn’t mean you have the right to demand to know everything about me.”

      She could see the argument in his gaze, his jaw clenched in protest.

      Still, she amended, “How about if I want for you to know, I will tell you in my own time?”

      His jaw didn’t unclench, but he did ask, “What is your second request, female?”

      She blew out a breath but said simply, “I want to start over.”

      He looked perplexed at that.  “Start over?” he repeated slowly.

      “We’ll be with each other for a little while.  Traveling together, I mean,” she amended quickly.  “It doesn’t need to be so tense between us.  I realize that.  I’m…I’m not usually so guarded.”

      Cruxan thought over her words.  Then he ran a sweeping hand over his left horn, which curled around his head.

      “I have two requests of my own,” was not what she expected him to say in response.

      It was only fair, she supposed.

      “What are they?” she asked, her tone tinged with hesitation.

      “First, you must believe that every action I take, every decision when it comes to you, is for your benefit, for your safety and comfort,” he rumbled.

      Surprise made her lips part.

      “It is my duty and my need as your mate,” he told her.  When she parted her lips to speak, he said hurriedly, “And I know that you do not accept it.  Yet.  But I have accepted it and I take that responsibility seriously.”

      Her mouth closed.  She couldn’t argue with him.  Not about that.  Not when she suspected, deep down, that he was right, despite what she wished.

      “You are hesitant with me because you are wary of me,” he said, though it was obvious by his tone that he hated that truth.  “But I give you my vow, female, not only as a warrior of Luxiria, not only as the Ambassador of Otala, as an Ambassador to the Prime Leader, but as your male, as your mate, that I will never hurt you.  I will never touch you if you do not wish to be touched.  I will never give you reason to mistrust my intentions.  Over time, I hope that you will come to trust me, that you will come to trust my promises.”

      His words brought something roaring to life in her, but she swallowed it down and asked, with a shaking voice, “And what is your second request?”

      “That you allow me to call you luxiva.”

      She blinked.

      “You asked me not to,” he murmured, running another hand over his horn, his expression almost sheepish.  “But I fear that sometimes, I will let it slip.”

      Crystal let out a shaky breath.  She didn’t know why, but that request tore at her heart, at the barriers that surrounded it.

      It’s just a word, she thought.

      What harm could it do?  And it was obviously important to him.

      “I agree,” she murmured.  “Do you agree to mine?”

      “Tev,” he rasped.

      “Then let’s start over,” she said, though she didn’t truthfully know how she would go about it.  Even though it was cheesy and ridiculous, she extended her hand out towards him and said, “My name is Crystal.”

      His brow furrowed.  He looked at her outstretched and took it, though not in a handshake.  His fingers were warm, reminding her of last night.

      “I know,” he said slowly, perplexed.

      She couldn’t help but give a small, embarrassed smile at his reaction.  “Never mind.  It’s a silly human thing.  A joke.”

      “Oh,” he said, frowning.  Then he hesitated, saying, “I am called Cruxan.”

      He was playing along.  Her smile widened a little.  “Nice to meet you, Cruxan,” she said quietly.

      “It is nice to meet you, luxiva.”
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      “We’re making camp already?” Crystal asked, furrowing her brow, perplexed.  She glanced at the sky, though who was she kidding?  She couldn’t see anything past the thick, dense fog that still permeated the air.  “We’ve only been walking for a few hours.”

      The landscape didn’t change during those few hours.  Or, if it did, Crystal didn’t notice.  They were still surrounded by the white trees and the storm from last night had littered the forest floor with their bark and branches and pods.  It had also brought out long, swaying stalks from the ground, stalks that were blue, that she didn’t dare to touch though Cruxan had told her they were harmless.

      Cruxan was looking at something in the distance.  “I see a cave up ahead.  We will be leaving the facev range soon and I fear there will be more rain tonight.  I will not risk it.  Not again.”  He turned to regard her and for once, Crystal didn’t have the impulse to shy away from his gaze.  “Besides, your coverings need drying.”

      She nodded, in agreement.  If there was a cave, it meant they could stay dry for the night.  And if they somehow managed to get a fire going, despite the dampness of the materials around them, that would be a small miracle, one she hoped for.

      It certainly didn’t help that her cold skin had already begun to chafe, despite the softness of her own tunic.  Her skin was still damp, unable to dry, and her inner thighs were rubbed red from where they touched and her inner arms were beginning to throb.

      “Okay,” she said, though she was torn.  Another full day lost because of the storm.  Another full day further from finding Erin.

      But then she remembered the aching cold that had clung to her very bones the night before.  She remembered how her thighs couldn’t seem to get warm, even pressed against Cruxan’s body.  It only served to remind her that this wasn’t some kind of recreational camping trip.  Being out in the wild lands, without proper supplies and clothing, was dangerous…especially for a human like her.  Cruxan could easily survive, but not her.

      If he hadn’t found her, if she’d been left alone in that place….would she have even survived until now?

      That thought frightened and humbled her.  She looked at Cruxan out of the corner of her eye as they made their way to the cave he spied.

      When they reached it, Crystal saw it was a respectable size.

      “Wait here,” Cruxan said, plucking his dagger from where she still held it in her palm.

      She bit her lip, wondering if something lived in the cave.  That thought definitely put her on edge.  She watched helplessly as Cruxan disappeared into the darkness of the small opening, her heartbeat thrumming in her throat.

      Relief washed over her when he emerged a few moments later, his dagger unused.  He held out his hand to help her up onto the slightly raised ledge of the cave lip and together, they ducked inside.

      It felt cool and damp within.  It was too dark to see how far back the cave extended so Crystal stuck as close as she dared to Cruxan.  Judging from the look he tossed over at her, that seemed to please him.  She blushed, looking away, stepping away.

      Clearing her throat, she asked, “Should we gather supplies?”

      “Tev, but I will do it.”

      “No,” Crystal said, shaking her head.  She already felt like she was taking advantage of him.  She wanted to help out, needed to help out.  “Show me what to look for and I’ll help you.”

      He must’ve heard the stubbornness about the issue in her voice because he let out a low, “Tev.”

      She followed him out of the cave, back down onto the forest floor.

      “The water gourds are deep in the earth,” he informed her.  He pulled a thick strip of bark from the nearest pillerva tree, handing it to her.  “You can use this to dig.  They will usually be close the roots of the tree.”

      She nodded, eager to help.  Though the ground was mushy from the storm, she dropped to her bare knees at the base of one of the trees and used the thick bark to scrape away at the earth.

      Meanwhile, Cruxan did the same, though she’d only made about a few inches of progress when he pulled his first gourd from the ground.  She wiped at her forehead, shooting him a surprised look, but it only made her more determined.

      “You’re one of those people who are just naturally good at a lot of things, aren’t you?” she huffed out, scraping at the earth with more vigor, her arm beginning ache.

      His expression was all arrogance when he looked over at her.  “Tev.”

      She made a sound in the back of her throat, one of disbelief.  “How modest you are,” she murmured.

      He shrugged one of his massive shoulders.  From this angle, the way he was bent over, his bared back was on full display.  She’d done her best not to ogle it, which was perhaps why she’d taken to walking next to him during their trek.  She didn’t want another ‘I can smell your arousal’ mishap.

      But right then, she couldn’t help but watch the way his muscles pulled and shifted, how his arm flexed.  In the misty fog of the forest, his skin appeared almost silver, reflecting the light around it.

      That thought came again, louder than the first time:

      I want to draw him.

      She swallowed, though it sounded more like a gulp to her ears, drawing his attention.  He paused in his work, his eyes flashing, flaring, as he took in her expression that she desperately tried to hide.

      “There are many things I excel at, luxiva,” he rasped, his voice almost silky as it deepened.  He actually purred as he said, “Some of which, I would be more than pleased to demonstrate for you.”

      Crystal’s breath hitched, her eyes widening when she picked up on his true meaning.  Her core gave a helpless throb and she muffled a small, surprised sound.

      She caught Cruxan’s grin.

      A little irritated, a little frightened by his potency, she averted her gaze back to the small hole in the ground she’d made, and said, “I thought we talked about this.”

      “Talked about what?” he returned, his tone innocent.

      She let out a short exhale through her nostrils.  “Never mind.”

      They lapsed back into silence, before Cruxan broke it with, “I cannot help myself.  I am naturally this way with females.  I apologize if it offended you.”

      Crystal’s lips pressed together.  She didn’t know what stung more…that she’d grown upset simply because an attractive male was flirting with her…or that Cruxan openly admitted that he flirted a lot with other females.

      Leo had been a flirt too.  He’d been charming and open around all women.  When Crystal had met him, she’d been the awkward, chubby girl in her junior class.  He’d been a freshman at the local community college, an older, handsome boy who she couldn’t believe approached her, who she couldn’t believe wanted her.

      Maybe that was why she was so guarded around Cruxan…because he reminded her of Leo.

      He was handsome, strong, arrogant.  Leo had been all those things too…until he hadn’t been.

      You said you would try to be more open with him, she reminded herself.  Not as cold.

      Cruxan knew nothing of what she struggled with.  It wasn’t his fault that she’d made a terrible decision in her past, one she continued to pay for.

      Still, she didn’t know what possessed her when she commented, “You must have a lot of females who are crazy about you then.”

      For once, Crystal heard his small intake of breath.  It seemed, for the first time, that he actually realized what he’d said, about flirting with numerous females, to her, his supposed ‘fated mate.’

      She knew from the others that Luxirian males, once mated, were monogamous.  Did Cruxan believe in that same idea?  She’d also learned that there were many types of partnerships on Luxiria, even open relationships.

      “Crystal…” he trailed off, though out of the corner of her eye, she saw him stop what he was doing completely, turning towards her.  So it shocked her when he said, though it seemed to pain him, “There were many females.”

      Crystal wasn’t entirely sure why her chest squeezed at his honest admission.  But it felt an awful lot like jealousy and she had absolutely no right to feel it.  He wasn’t hers.  She’d told him she didn’t want a relationship, despite what they may or may not be to one another.

      He was free to flirt with whomever he wanted.

      At that thought, she dug at the ground a little more forcefully, her piece of bark hitting something with a gentle thud.

      Not at all feeling victorious, she pulled her first water gourd from the wet earth, tossing it to the side before she moved over slightly to begin on another hole.

      “They are in the past now,” he continued, still talking about his revolving door of females when she just wanted to drop it.  “You must know that.”

      She paused, taking the time to wipe away some of the accumulating moisture from the foggy mist from her face.  When she looked over at him, she tried to keep her tone light and breezy as she said, “It’s none of my business who you choose to flirt with, or sleep with, or have a relationship with.  I’m sorry I made that comment.  It won’t happen again.”

      Cruxan’s face darkened and her gaze flickered away.  “It is your business, luxiva.”

      “No, it’s—”

      “Tev,” he bit out.  “Just as it is my business if there are other males in your life.”

      An outraged breath left her lips and she turned to stare at him in shock.

      Leo had been possessive too, she couldn’t help but think.

      But with Leo, she would’ve cowered, apologizing in her meek way, anything to redirect his anger, to make him soften.  He’d liked when she’d begged for his forgiveness, for something that had never been her fault to begin with.

      With Cruxan, she threw caution to the wind and bit out, “That’s where you’re wrong.  You have no say.  If I wanted to flirt and sleep with other men, it’s not your business.”

      His growl was loud and his shoulders bunched with their strength.  His eyes darkened at her mention of other men and it was hot anger that she saw on his face, open and unguarded.

      Maybe she was testing him.  She didn’t know why she’d tugged on the tiger’s tail, but maybe it was to see how he’d react.

      Still, it didn’t stop her body from tensing, her shoulders from hunching, her heart speeding.

      Cruxan looked away from her with a soft curse.

      “We can argue about this all span and all night, luxiva,” he finally said after a lengthy moment.  He seemed to put extra emphasis on luxiva.  “But I will not agree with you there.  Ever.”

      Just that morning, they’d called a truce.  And already, they’d fucked it up.

      Crystal let out a shuddering breath and went back to work in silence, as Cruxan did the same.

      She’d just managed to pluck another water gourd from the ground—Cruxan had a pile of five by that time—when he asked quietly, “Will you tell me something, luxiva?”

      That word drifted over her skin, making her shiver.  She couldn’t help but glance over at him as she asked, hesitantly, “What?”

      “What is it that you want?  You say you do not want a relationship with anyone, but you also say you do not want to be alone.  So what do you want from your life?”

      The question was so unexpected, so surprising, that the piece of bark slipped from her fingers before she fumbled to recover it.

      “I...” she trailed off, not knowing, at first, how to respond.  But the only thing she could think to say was, “I want to be happy.  Doesn’t everyone?”

      “Happiness is an emotion,” he said.  “Just like anger, lust, sadness, loneliness.  It comes and it goes.  It is not a constant state.”

      Something about the way he said those words tugged at her.  Because something told her that he felt all those things…a lot.  Perhaps all at the same time.

      “What do you want then?” she asked instead.  “If not to be happy?”

      The corner of his mouth lifted.  “Two spans ago, I would have told you that I only wanted to serve my planet.  That I only wanted a good drink of Luxirian Brew at the end of a long, satisfying span.”  He shot her a sheepish look.  “And perhaps a female in my furs, I cannot lie about that.  I am a simple male.”

      His admission both amused her and made her chest squeeze with jealousy again.  Still, she couldn’t fault him for being honest.

      But…a couple days ago, he had met her.  That was what he was trying to say.

      “And now?” she asked quietly, not sure if she wanted to hear, but needing to at the same time.  Her emotions had been so contradictory lately, always fighting against her, ever since she’d met Cruxan.

      He went quiet for a little while and Crystal waited with bated breath.  He could probably hear her heartbeat gently thudding in her chest, an idea that she found surprisingly intimate.

      “I have always known that if I found my fated mate,” he began quietly, “that I would cherish her.  Completely.”

      Her belly quivered at those words and she swallowed the thick lump in her throat.

      “But truthfully, I never believed that the Fates would gift me such a female.”

      “Why?” she couldn’t help but ask.  She may not understand the Luxirian’s religion well, but she knew that the Fates were their deities.

      “Past mistakes,” he murmured.  “My line’s mistakes.  I do not come from a noble line like Vaxa’an does.”

      Her brow furrowed, not sure she understood what his lineage had to do with the Fates.  But she found that she lapped up the information, absorbing it like a sponge.  She realized she knew next to nothing about him, though they’d been traveling together for two full days now.  He hardly spoke of himself, wanting to hear her speak instead.

      “It does not matter,” he continued quickly, shaking his head.  “They have gifted me you and I feel that my life has shifted because of it.  I want things I never imagined before.”

      “Cruxan,” she said softly, an uncomfortable sensation lodging itself in her chest.  “You know I’ll be leaving.  When they find the missing crystal.  I can’t…”

      She blew out a long breath, wondering why she felt so terrible saying it loud.

      “I can’t give you what you want,” she finally said.

      Cruxan met her gaze and she saw it all in his eyes.  All the emotions he had spoken of early, all bundled into one expression that tore at her chest.

      “I know, female,” he said simply.

      An apology was on the tip of her tongue, but she stopped herself.  She had nothing to apologize for and he’d told her to stop apologizing for things that couldn’t be helped.  She hadn’t asked for this.  She hadn’t asked for any of this.

      But it was him who had to suffer because of it.  What she knew of the Luxirian Instinct was that it was a physically force, a need inside them.  What would happen if that need was never satisfied?

      Instead of apologizing, she said quietly, “I’ve always wanted a nice little house on a patch of land, somewhere in the country, but close enough to my sister.  I want a small, bright studio where I can do my illustrations in the early mornings.  I want a dog or a cat, or maybe both, because I’ve always loved animals.  I don’t need many friends, but I’d like a few good ones.  And at night, I want to cook a good meal and have a fire going in the fireplace so I can hear it crackling.  When I go to sleep, I want to know that I’m satisfied with my day.”  She didn’t know why saying these things out loud made her want to cry.  “That’s the life I want.”

      The way Cruxan was looking at her only made her want to cry more.  He was looking at her like she’d just broken his heart and she didn’t know why.

      “You make no mention of family.  Of companionship.  Of sex and touch,” he said, his tone morose.  “Do you not believe these things are necessary for a fulfilling life?”

      Tears welled and she looked back down to the third hole she’d made in the ground.  She could see the top of another water gourd peeking up at her.

      “What about romantic love?” she challenged, meeting his eyes again.  “You don’t make mention of that, but many people would think that’s necessary for a fulfilling life.”

      “I would not know,” he admitted.

      So, he enjoyed the company of females, yet he’d never been in love before.  She didn’t know how that realization made her feel.

      “And you? Have you been in love, luxiva?” he asked next.

      Her gaze slid past him, as she tried to keep the memories at bay.

      “Yes,” she told him truthfully.

      She plucked the water gourd from the ground with a little more force than necessary.

      “And it was terrible,” she said softly.  “So perhaps love isn’t necessary at all.”
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      By some small miracle, they got a fire started in the cave.  Or rather, Cruxan did.  She was relieved to see it, especially considering that the materials they’d gathered after the water gourds had been damp from the drizzle and endless rains from the night before.  But Cruxan had managed to scrape enough bark from the inside of a pillerva tree and he’d expertly extracted some sap from one of the swaying blue stalks, which he told her was a good starter.

      Just like last night, he’d hunted effortlessly.  The rains had brought out more of the black spindly-legged creatures, which collected the rotting pods from the pillerva trees off the ground.  Cruxan had dispatched not one, but three, and shortly after he got the fire roaring, he was working on skinning and cutting the meat.

      Crystal watched him work as they waited for the water gourds to heat.

      She was surprised when Cruxan murmured softly, “A crackling fire, a good meal,” he laid one of the fillets down on the hot rock and looked up at her, gesturing to their cave for the night, “a little home in the wild lands.”

      Her lips parted and she couldn’t hide the little smile she gave him when she realized what he was saying.  They’d hardly spoken since their strange conversation when they’d collected water gourds.  Cruxan had seemed to be lost in thought and Crystal had felt a little emotionally drained from her admissions to him.

      Cruxan was charming.  That was a truth, not an opinion.  She could see why he had many females at his beck and call.

      “It is everything you wanted,” he murmured, though she could tell from his light tone that he was both teasing and serious.

      “You’re forgetting my art studio,” she commented, playing along, “with my morning light so I can draw.”

      “I cannot make it morning, but is this not enough light for your drawings?” he asked, tilting his head towards the fire.

      She didn’t know who was more surprise when a small chuckle escaped her, her or Cruxan.  It filled the small cave, which she saw didn’t extend that far back now that they had the fire’s light.

      His eyes were soft as he rumbled, “I like your laugh, female.”

      Her cheeks heated, not knowing how to take his compliment.

      “And my animals?” she asked next, hurriedly, brushing his compliment aside.

      He looked down at the creatures that would become their dinner.  “Tomorrow, I will catch one for you to keep.”

      She couldn’t help her smile.  She hoped he was joking.

      “You are persistent, Cruxan,” she commented.  “I’ll give you that.”

      That earned her a smile from him.  She was, truthfully, a little relieved to see it.  He’d been in a strange mood since they’d been gathering.

      Once he laid out all the fillets onto the large stone slab, he looked down at his tunic she still wore.  “We should dry that out while we have large flames.”

      She nodded, reaching for the hem, before hesitating.  It didn’t matter, considering she was wearing her own tunic underneath it, but she still hesitated.

      Cruxan noticed and he jerked his head away, which made her both relieved and a little embarrassed.  She felt like he had to tiptoe around her because of how she was around males.

      She took off his tunic, peeling it from her body with some struggle since it was still heavy from the dampness.  She was glad that he’d looked away because at one point her own tunic had slid up with it, exposing her completely.

      With her cheeks slightly flushed from the effort, she finally had it off and she smoothed her own tunic down.  It was even wetter than Cruxan’s shirt, considering its thin material, and to her dismay, it clung closely to her curves, her breasts.  When she looked down, her nipples poked almost obscenely through.

      Swallowing, she knew it couldn’t be helped and she shuffled closer, laying Cruxan’s tunic across the cave floor, which the fire had already heated.

      “I’m done,” she said softly, watching as the steam from the clothing rose.  Cruxan’s gaze came to her immediately.  As if his eyes had their own will, they dropped down to her breasts, at her peaked hard nipples through the fabric.

      His nostrils flared.  He made a gruff sound in the back of his throat and her lips parted when she saw his claws curl inwards…as if he wanted, needed to touch her.

      Crystal froze but then he blinked, his gaze sliding away, and he made a grab for a water gourd, hacking a small notch open with the dagger before handing the hard bulb to her.  Not meeting her eyes.  Not looking at her at all.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly, their light mood from before gone completely, snuffed out by heady, thick tension.  Crystal found she was desperate to break it, so she scrambled for something to say and settled for something she’d been wondering since that morning.  “Is Otala a place?”

      His surprised gaze cut to her before it flashed away.  It struck her as wrong.  Now she understood why Cruxan didn’t like it when she looked away from him.

      “You said you were the Ambassador of Otala.  I’m assuming its a place,” she continued.

      “Tev,” he murmured.  “My home.”

      Just like the other Ambassadors, Cruxan didn’t reside permanently in the Golden City and she wondered about his home.

      “What’s it like there?”

      “Harsh,” he murmured immediately.  “Stark.  Beautiful.”

      “Where is it?”

      The corner of his mouth lifted.  “A long journey from here.  It is one of the farthest outposts from the Golden City.  It resides in the black mountains of the Otylia.”

      “You live in a mountain?” she asked.  Like the Golden City?  Or actually in a mountain, much like the two little goblins from her imagination?

      She couldn’t help but be amused at the picture that made.  Of Cruxan living in a mountain like a goblin.  Somehow she couldn’t imagine it.

      “Some parts of the outpost are underneath the facev, tev.  Like the training pits for the warriors and the barracks.”

      “So Otala is the base for the military training?” she questioned, bringing her knees up to her chest, watching him from across the fire.

      “Every outpost has a section dedicated for military training,” he informed her, “but Otala is where the best warriors train.  The ones with the most potential, who wish to dedicate their lives to protecting Luxiria.”

      “Is that where you trained?” she asked softly, her eyes briefly flickering to the piercings through his nipples, knowing what they meant.

      “Tev.  It is where all of the Ambassadors trained—Lihvan, Rixavox, Vikan, Kirov—where Vaxa’an trained.  It is how we all met, pulled from different outposts all across Luxiria but united under our shared goal.”

      “And what was that?” she asked, rapt.  Even though he didn’t look at her, she found she couldn’t take her eyes off him.  His voice was deep and husky and she knew that she could listen to it forever, if only he kept talking.

      Her heartbeat was racing in her chest and she wondered if he was putting her under some kind of spell as she watched him.  That was how she felt at least.

      “To be better,” he said simply, finally lifting his gaze from the flames to look at her.  She almost gasped, his blue eyes alight, his skin gleaming gold.  “To be more.”

      He looked like a warrior right then, all gleaming muscles and hardened eyes.

      Crystal licked her dry lips and then realized the water gourd was still dangling from her grip.  She hurriedly took a steady drink before swallowing the sweet liquid down.

      He was watching her still, though eyes still on fire.  Why was it suddenly so hot?  Why did she suddenly feel like she couldn’t get enough air?

      “Is—is that where you grew up?” she asked, trying to distract herself from the strange otherness that was consuming her body.  “Or somewhere else?

      He inclined his head and she saw his eyes rest on her now-moistened lips.  “Tev,” he said, his voice gruff, his shoulders rising at the word that seemed to boom from deep in his chest.  “I was born in Otala.  I was raised there.”

      She wondered about his parents.  “Does that mean your family is there?”

      The question made him jolt, but his eyes never left hers as he said, “Nix.  Not for a long time.”

      She didn’t know what to say to that.  She wanted to ask, but thought it might be too pressing.

      His lips quirked as he watched her nibble on her lip.  “You may ask me anything you wish, luxiva.”

      How was it that he could read her so well?  They’d only just met, had only known each for two days.

      “Where are they?  Your family?” she finally plucked up the courage to ask at his urging.

      “My mother and two sisters died during the Plague,” he answered.  Her breath left her, her chest pinching at the knowledge.

      “I’m sorry, Cruxan,” she whispered, swallowing.  That must’ve been awful.  She knew the bitterness of death, but to lose that many family members at once…she simply couldn’t imagine it.

      “As for my sire,” he continued, his jaw clenching, “I do not know what became of him.  He went off planet shortly after the attack.  He never returned.”

      Something about his hardened tone made Crystal think that it was a sore subject, that Cruxan did know what became of him but preferred not to think about it…or talk about.

      “Is he…do you know if he’s still alive?”

      “Probably,” Cruxan replied.  “But he has long been absent from my life and I do not spend my energy giving him much thought.  He is a deserter.  He left Luxiria when we—when I—needed him most.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      Crystal’s gaze dropped down to the flames.  So, there was bad blood there.  Did that have something to do with what he mentioned earlier…about past mistakes and not coming from a noble line?

      The fire crackled and she found herself saying quietly, “My mother died too.  It was sudden and unexpected.”

      Cruxan’s gaze locked onto her, his lips pulling down into an even deeper frown.

      “Luxiva…”

      “My father left us too, like yours.  I still have my sister though.  Her name is Lauren,” she continued.  “You lost a lot of family at once, Cruxan.  I can only imagine a little of how that must’ve been, how you must’ve felt.”

      Cruxan asked, “How did your mother die?”

      “A brain aneurysm,” she said.  At his confused expression, she said, “A blood vessel ruptured in her brain.  She died on the way to the hospital.”

      It had, undoubtedly, been the darkest, worst moment of her life.  Growing up, her mother had been Crystal’s everything.  But then she’d met Leo.  She’d ignored the warning comments from her mother and eventually, the strong relationship they once shared had slowly fractured, little by little.  Every time Crystal went to Leo, after everything he’d done, it broke another piece of her mother.

      She’d talked to her mother on the phone the day before she’d died.  Her mother had been crying hysterically, pleading with Crystal to leave Leo once and for all.

      Crystal had been too frightened, too weak to.  And she would always live with that knowledge, that her mother died, heartbroken over something that Crystal had had the ability to change.

      The day after her mother died, she’d left Leo.

      She blinked away the tears that had formed in the corners of the eyes.  That was perhaps the worst thing that had come from her toxic relationship with him: the lost time with her mother.  It wasn’t the abuse, the physical or sexual or mental abuse…it was the loss.

      “Luxiva.”

      Her gaze snapped to Cruxan and she straightened, locking those thoughts away.  She had to do that, or else they would overwhelm her sometimes.

      “Sorry, did you say something?” she asked.

      He was studying her, but then shook his head.  “Nothing,” he murmured.  “I am just sorry for the loss of your mother.”

      She gave him a strained smile, lifting a shoulder slightly.  “It was a long time ago,” she murmured.

      “Even still, sometimes loss can feel like a fresh wound.”

      He would understand that better than most, she realized.  She nodded at him across the fire, holding his gaze, a shared understanding passing between them.

      The fire crackled loudly, suddenly, making her jump, the water gourd falling from her fingertips.  Her cheeks heated, a little embarrassed, as she reached for it.

      Cruxan broke the charged silence with, “Now, come.  Eat.  The meat is ready, female.”
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      For perhaps the first time in his life span, Cruxan was in agony over a female.

      He was brooding.  He knew it.  But he felt dozens of emotions at once as he watched his female sleep, curled on the cold stone of the facev cave, curled in on herself, close to the fire he kept roaring.

      He felt shame because he could not provide the things he wanted for her: warm clothes, plush furs, a feast of Luxirian braised meats, a hot soak in the washing pool with luxurious oils and soaps.

      He felt need.  The need to be close to her, to touch her soft, delicate skin when he wished, to hold her in the safety of his arms, to breathe in the scent of her hair, to be seated deep inside her, nothing between them.

      He felt disappointment because it was clear that she wanted none of those things from him.  She did not have the need for those things, not like he did.  They were not matched in that aspect, concerning sex and touch.

      He felt unease because she was so certain that there was no future for them.  She wouldn’t even spare it a thought, wouldn’t even consider the possibility.  And if she didn’t, how would he ever convince her to stay?  What could he offer her when she’d made it clear she wanted nothing from him?

      So, he brooded.  Seated on the floor of the facev, he continued to craft small coverings for his female’s feet.  He whittled down the sheets of bark from the pillerva trees until they were pliable, soft, and yet strong.  He twined threads of white moss together, making cordage to secure the flat soles of the bark to her feet.

      They would be leaving the pillerva forest behind soon.  The mountain range was giving way to the western lands of Kroratax and while the western lands were still lush with forests, their floors would not be covered with moss.  His female would need protection, just in case.

      He crafted them late into the night as his luxiva slept soundly.  Outside, he heard the rain pouring down, but there was no thunder that night.  And while there was a chill in the cave, the fire held it at bay.

      His eyes couldn’t stay away from her for long, though, truthfully, it pained him to look at her.  Control wasn’t something he knew well, not like Lihvan’s control or Vaxa’an’s control.  Cruxan, on the other hand, liked to express his desires, his wants.  He relished a good fight in the training pits, when he was unleashed and free.  He savored a good mating with a female, where he was unleashed and free in a different way.

      But Cruxan found himself exercising control, not only over his body, but over his words as well.  Especially after his mistake from earlier that evening, when Crystal had shut down on him after a careless comment.

      He didn’t know what he was doing.  He’d only ever had pleasure partners, never truly wanting something deeper.  He’d never had trouble winning over females, but Cruxan feared that the female that mattered most…he would never be able to win, no matter what he did.

      It was rare when a fated mate partnership broke.  Usually only in death did that bond break.  Cruxan could think of only two instances where fated mates chose to leave the other.

      Of those two instances…it hadn’t ended well.  They’d become shells of their former selves, forever tethered to another being, always wanting, always needing them, forever mourning.

      For fated mate partnerships that were broken in death…well, the remaining one usually chose to willingly follow their mate to the blackworld.

      So, he wondered, as he stared into the flames, his gaze flickering to his female every so often, what would become of him if Crystal chose to leave, if she never accepted their partnership?

      The thought was a grim one.

      Now more than ever, he wished he could speak with his warrior brothers.  All of them had won over their human females, all of them had convinced them to stay, to create a life with them on Luxiria.  Fates, Kat, Vaxa’an’s luxiva, was due to give birth to their first offspring any moment now, if she hadn’t already.

      I can win her, he thought suddenly, his gaze hardening with determination.  I must.

      It might be the hardest battle of his life span—of which, there had been many—but it was the most important one, one he couldn’t lose.

      Or else it might just cost him everything.

      Cruxan’s resolve hardened.  His shoulders straightened.  He didn’t know how, but he would.  What he lacked in control, he made up for it in sheer determination and persistence.

      A small sound came from his female and his chest actually ached at how that sound threaded through him.  His chest ached at how lovely she was, her face soft and golden from the light of the fire, her hair illuminated by it.

      His claws curled, pricking his palms.

      Then he froze, his nostrils flaring.

      A sweet, heady, familiar scent was beginning to permeate the small space of the cave.  A scent that made his belly tighten, that made his cock thicken and harden even more in the confines of his leg coverings, if possible.

      She wants to mate, his Instinct purred in his mind.

      His eyes dilated as that scent thickened and he groaned out loud, helpless to its pull.

      In his mind’s eye, he went to her.  He imagined pushing up the now-dry tunic she wore until it was bunched around her waist.  He imagined widening her shapely thighs and waking her up with his tongue deep inside her cunt.  She would arch into him, her eyes would flash open, and she’d smile with wicked realization before she’d moan.

      And she would cum on his tongue, but he wouldn’t stop there.  He would do so much more to her, until she pleaded with him to stop or her exhaustion won out.

      Vrax!

      His breath was coming in rough pants, but he kept his muscles tightly bunched, controlled.

      He hated that word now.  Absolutely despised it.

      But without that control, he knew that he would frighten her away.  She’d been more open with him since that morning.  He didn’t want to ruin the progress they’d made, so he forced himself to sit still.

      It was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do, especially when that soft little sound she’d made slowly turned into a moan.
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      Thick and hard.  He was so thick and so hard.

      Blue eyes and golden skin, all around her.  And inside her, she felt that glorious pressure, felt the glorious slide of him as he pistoned his hips between her splayed thighs.

      “More,” she urged, clawing at his back, trying to press him closer.  “Please!”

      His grin was slow and languid.  Maddening male.  He took his sweet time and she felt every long, deliberate thrust like a brand, like he wanted her to remember it forever.

      She would.  She would remember everything about him forever.

      He dipped his head and she knew what he wanted.  He wanted his kiss.  She craned her neck but before their lips touched, she turned her head and whispered in his ear, “More.  And then you can have whatever you want.”

      His dark growl made victory sing in her chest.  Those blue eyes darkened into black and she felt the power she desperately craved in his next thrust.

      Yes!

      He gave her more.  He gave her what she wanted and she felt her pleasure rise to unfathomable heights.

      “Now, give me what is mine, luxiva,” he growled above her, emphasizing his dark words with a teeth-clattering thrust.

      With a cry, she kissed him, paying him his due.  Her mind spun at how good it was.  His lips were surprisingly soft, pliant and when his tongue met hers, she moaned.  When his tongue dragged across the roof of her mouth, goosebumps broke out over her flesh.

      “I love that,” she breathed into him.

      “I know.”

      His voice morphed and something made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.  His thrusts became harder, more savage, and she sucked in a breath, pushing at his shoulder.  A sharp pain made her frown, made her teeth clench.

      “Cruxan, stop,” she said.  “You’re hurting me.”

      Except it wasn’t Cruxan.  She saw golden, short hair, large brown eyes, and a smile she’d once thought beautiful.

      “You like it like this,” Leo rasped.  “You always have.  Don’t pretend.”
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      Crystal tore herself out of her dream with sudden nausea churning in her belly.

      With a trembling hand, she pushed up from the stone floor of the mountain cave, her eyes immediately darting around, looking for Cruxan.

      Only he wasn’t there.

      Before panic could set in, she heard him, near the mouth of the cave, sitting out on the ledge.  In the pouring rain.  “I am here, female.”

      “What...” She swallowed, trying to calm her racing heart.  “What are you doing out there?  You’re getting all wet.”

      She could barely make him out in the darkness.  Though she was warm from the fire, though her clothes, skin, and hair were now completely dry, she shivered, chilled, from the memory of the dream.

      Her belly still churned but now that she knew it’d only been a bad dream, her nausea abated slightly.

      “Go back to sleep, luxiva,” he said.  He was turned so that his bare back was against the wall on the ledge, but even still, rain poured down onto him.

      “Come inside, Cruxan,” she urged, brows furrowing.

      He hesitated and then said, in a dark growl, one so reminiscent of her dream that her breath hitched, “I cannot.”

      She frowned but then realization made her freeze.  Despite how the ending of her dream had changed, she felt arousal coat the insides of her thighs.  Because she’d been aroused by the first part of her dream.  By him.  She’d been aroused by warm, heavy flesh, the flash of blue eyes, that languid, wicked grin.

      Her cheeks flamed, brighter than the fire, and she squeezed her thighs together.

      He’d scented it.  It had become too overwhelming so he’d moved outside for fresh air, though the rain was icy and unrelenting.

      “Who did you dream of, luxiva?” he rasped, his voice sounding almost as tormented as the picture he made.

      Something in her chest tugged.  Something that was restless inside her, wanting and needing to…soothe him.  But why?

      “No one,” she whispered, needing, instead, to keep that boundary, that wall between them.  Even still, she pushed up from her warm spot on the floor of the cave and approached the entrance.

      She shivered underneath his thick and heavy shirt.  Her own tunic was still laid out by the fire.  She’d switched them out before going to sleep and by the looks of it, it too was dry.

      Even from inside the cave, she could feel the bitterness of outside.  The biting chill.

      “Cruxan,” she murmured, her eyes taking him in.  He was soaked through unnecessarily.  “Will you please come back inside?”

      Even though she didn’t want to, even though she tried to fight it, she felt something for him.  A knowing, perhaps.  She wanted to know that he was warm and safe.  It made her uneasy to see him this way.

      “Only if you tell me,” he rasped.

      She sucked in a breath.  He sought a bargain?

      Crystal frowned, but then said, “Then I have no choice but to join you out here.”

      It was too dark to make out his expression, but she didn’t wait for it.  She took a step out of the shelter of their warm cave, felt the icy sting of rain on her bare leg.

      Then she heard a growl and, suddenly, Cruxan was up and steering her back inside, his hands on her shoulders.  He moved so quickly, so fast for someone so large.

      Surprised by their sudden proximity, Crystal could do nothing but look up at him.  He was drenched, his dark hair inky, plastered to the sides of his neck, his shoulders.  His broad chest was slick with the rain.  The fire’s light glinted in his blue eyes, giving him an otherworldly appearance, like a warrior god from fantasy.

      “You just answered me,” he murmured down to her, the torment gone from his voice, replaced with something that sounded an awful lot like relief.

      “What do you mean?”

      “If it had been anyone else, you would have told me gladly,” he said.  “Your stubbornness proved it.”

      Highhanded male!

      Her eyes narrowed and she couldn’t help but challenge, “Proved what?”

      Cruxan grinned, though he was soaked to the bone.  His hands drifted down her shoulders, down her arms, to her wrists, where he encircled them easily in his giant palms.

      “That you were dreaming of me.”

      She snatched her wrists back, ignoring the tingling, pleasant sensation he’d left in his wake.  Turning her back to him, she returned to the fire, needing space desperately.

      “You’re full of it,” she returned, though the words were tinged in hesitation and not nearly as biting as she would’ve hoped.

      By the flaring of his nostrils, she knew that her arousal still lingered in the air.  His horns were straightened, she noticed.  The sight made her nervous, but not in that panicked way she’d felt before.

      “Why is it that you will not admit it?” he asked quietly, tilting his head, crouching next to the fire as steam began to rise off his magnificent form.

      “There’s nothing to admit.”

      “Because you are afraid of what I will do if I know the truth?” he continued, as if she hadn’t spoken.

      He’d hit the nail on the head and she dropped her gaze to the steady flames, watched as Cruxan added more dried bark onto them.

      Her silence was answer enough and she found she simply didn’t have the energy to deny it.

      “You have nothing to fear from me, luxiva.  In time, you will come to know this as complete truth.”

      The way he said the words, with absolute conviction, made her meet his gaze.

      “Men say that,” she whispered, “all the time, don’t they?  Until they decide they are done waiting and then they aren’t so honest after all.”

      His expression went serious.  Quiet.  His jaw clenched and unclenched.

      “I wish,” he said after a moment, “that every male that has ever harmed you could be lined up in front of me.  Right here.”

      Her lips parted and she blinked.

      “Because I want nothing more than to end them all.”

      The intensity of his gaze, the brutality of his words should have appalled her.  It should’ve disturbed her.

      But it didn’t.

      Neither did his possessiveness, which was directed straight at her.  It should’ve.  It didn’t.

      “I am an honest male, luxiva,” he said quietly.  “You have no reason to believe me, but I have not told you a lie yet.”

      “Everyone lies.”

      “I do,” he murmured, “but not to you.  Never to you.  Mostly, I lie to myself.  Not even to others.”

      “Then tell me a truth you wouldn’t ordinarily want me to know,” she said, wanting to prove her point, to test him.

      His brow cocked, but instead of the trepidation she’d expected, she got determination instead.

      “Ask me whatever you wish,” he said, rocking back into a seated position against the wall of the cave, his knee coming up, his arm draping across it.  The picture of ease.  “Leave nothing unturned, luxiva.”
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      Cruxan studied his female from across the fire.

      Vrax, looking at her pleased him.  Her golden hair was dry and softly curling down her shoulders.  Her cheeks were pink from the heat, not pale from the cold.  His tunic dwarfed her body, but seeing her in his clothing unleashed something primal in him, made his cock press hard against his leg coverings.

      The Fates couldn’t have gifted him a more beautiful female.

      Even when she was frowning, she was beautiful.

      He’d issued her a challenge, one that obviously peaked her interest, one she obviously wanted to win.

      He watched as Crystal opened her pink lips, only for no sound to come out.

      “No questions for your mate?” Cruxan asked, his voice low and deep.  Earlier, he’d been riddled with doubt, wondering if she dreamed of another.  But when he realized that she’d dreamed of him, he’d been filled with hope, with new determination.

      Of course, she hadn’t admitted it.  But she hadn’t denied it either.

      She leveled him a look of annoyance, but he hid his grin when she didn’t refute ‘mate.’  He considered it progress.

      She seemed to settle an internal debate and pointed out, “I won’t even know if you’re lying, you know.”

      Cruxan lifted a shoulder.  “I will not.”

      She shook her head, a low sigh escaping her lips.  Then she asked, “Have you…have you ever killed anyone?”

      “Of course,” he replied, frowning, surprised that was her first question.

      “Who?”

      She really didn’t know much about Luxirians, he thought.

      “Many,” he said, wondering if that would disgust her.  “Many species, but mostly Jetutians.”

      “The ones that set the Plague onto Luxiria?” she asked softly.

      “Tev,” he replied, inclining his head.  “Luxirians are known across the Quadrants because…we are simply the most efficient killers.”

      “Because of your training,” she finished.

      “Does this concern you?” he couldn’t help but ask.  “I do not even know how many I have killed.  I cannot even give you a number.”

      Her gaze met his and she said, “I don’t know.”  Her own truth.  “I realize that it’s different here.  Very different from Earth.”

      She went quiet, thinking something over.

      Then her next question came, “Do you like it?  Do you like killing?”

      Cruxan stiffened.

      “When we went to war with the Jetutians ten rotations ago, I would have told you tev,” he said, holding her gaze.  “But that was because I was young.  I naively thought every kill brought me closer to justice, not only for my family, but for all of Luxiria.”

      “And now?”

      He blew out a breath, running a hand over his sensitive horn.  “Now, I think every Jetutian I killed made me lose something of myself.”

      Her breath hitched in surprise.

      “When you like killing, luxiva, that is when you are in danger of losing your soul,” he said.  “Luxirians, we kill for a purpose, not because we like it, but because sometimes violence is necessary for peace, as fragile as that peace may be.  In an ideal universe, violence would not be needed.  But we never live in ideals.  There is always an ugliness.”

      His female bit her lip.  Relief went through him when her expression wasn’t one of disgust, but…hesitant understanding.

      A part of him wondered why that had been her first line of questioning…concerning violence.

      “Your next question, luxiva,” he prompted when she fell silent.

      “Did you even want a mate?” she asked after a long while.

      “Every Luxirian wants a mate,” he answered.

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      Cruxan huffed out a small breath, admiration for his little female lighting up his chest.  Despite her quiet, almost timid nature, she was no nonsense.

      “Tev,” he answered.  “However…”

      He wasn’t sure how to explain himself.

      “You said you would be honest,” she reminded him.

      “I did not know how a mate would fit into my life,” he said.

      “Fit into your life?  What about the other way around?” she demanded, crossing her arms across her chest.

      He gave her a smile.  “Consider me chastised, luxiva.”  She frowned but some of the tension left her shoulders.  “But you must understand that as an Ambassador, my duties are extensive.  It is rare to have more than a span to myself.  And what time I do have…”

      “Go on,” she challenged, her brow quirking.

      “I spent it training in the fighting pits or in the company of a female.”

      Her lips pressed together and she looked away.  Her little fists curled and the sight made him equally frustrated and elated.

      “I told you, there is no reason to be jealous, luxiva,” he said quietly.

      She cut him an unreadable look.  “I’m not.”

      “We are being honest here,” he reminded her.

      “Not me.  You.”

      “Ah, so you admit that was a lie?”

      She sucked in air and the expression she gave him made him want to grin in triumph.

      Wisely, he didn’t.  Something told him that if he did, she would take his dagger to him in the middle of the night as he slept.

      The thought made him pause.  Where had this little hellion come from?  She’d been so frightened of him, so mistrustful of his intentions when he’d first come upon her, so much so that she’d barely looked at him.  While some of that female still remained, she was considerably more outspoken.

      That knowledge gladdened him.  Perhaps she was becoming more comfortable with him.  Like she said earlier, perhaps she was trying not to be so guarded and cold to him.

      “Now that we’re on the topic of females,” she began and Cruxan swore his heart stopped in his chest due to dread, “let’s take a moment here.”

      Vrax.

      His unease must’ve showed because she tilted her head to the side.  She was so certain she’d catch him in a lie that Cruxan was all the more inclined to be brutally honest.

      “How many females have you been with?”

      “How many males have you been with?” he countered, just to see how she’d react.

      Her lips pressed and she reminded him, just as he knew she would, “I’m asking the questions here.”

      “At least until it is my turn,” he said.

      She blinked.  “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “It is only fair, luxiva,” he said, a small smirk appearing on his features.  “You wanted to know if I was being honest with you.  I wish to know the same of my mate.”

      “Don’t hold your breath,” she said, tapping her fingers idly on her bare knees.  “Now answer the question.”

      Cruxan decided he liked her a little bossy.  In fact, it made his cock throb because he imagined her doing the same between the furs.

      “I do not know how many females I have been with,” he answered truthfully.

      She sucked in a breath, staring at him.  “That many?”

      Cruxan gaze dropped to the flames before flickering up to meet her gaze.  He asked her the same question he had before, “Does that concern you?”

      She opened her mouth immediately but then seemed to catch herself.  “It doesn’t matter.”  A lie, he knew.  That tapping on her knees increased.  “Do you…do you still see females often?”

      “Before I knew you?” he asked.  “Tev.”

      “When was the last time?” she asked quietly, not quite meeting his gaze.

      “The morning Jaxor’an took you from the Golden City,” he answered, just as quietly.  He’d been with Menira just that morning.

      There was silence from across the fire before, “And how often…how often would you…”

      She couldn’t even ask it, but he answered it regardless, despite the warning he felt going off in his mind.

      “Almost every span,” he admitted.

      “Oh my God,” she breathed, looking down at the cave floor by her feet.  He didn’t know what that expression meant, but he figured it couldn’t be good.

      Had he been a fool to suggest this little game?

      It was possible his honesty would further alienate her, not bring her closer.

      “Luxiva…” he murmured, trailing off.  “I did not know you then.  Everything is different now.”

      “Is it though?” she questioned and her tone ate at him.  “Just because your Instinct supposedly awakened?”

      “It did,” he insisted.  “And tev, it is different.  Because I want you.”

      She made a small sound in the back of her throat, her irises connecting with his.

      “Now…the thought of being with another female, it repels me,” he admitted.

      “I don’t know if I can believe that.”

      “I have been honest with you thus far,” he reminded her.  “Do you believe that?”

      Her lips pressed together but eventually, she gave him a slight nod.  “I do.”

      “Then believe this too, luxiva.  I will want you and only you for the rest of my life span.”

      “You know I’m leaving, Cruxan,” she said.  “What happens to you when I do?”

      His chest squeezed.

      She didn’t understand.  She might not ever, not until she accepted him, accepted them.

      Because he didn’t know what else to say, he said, “It will only be you.”

      Crystal looked uneasy with that knowledge.

      Though his chest hurt as he said it, he assured her, “Do not fear, female.  If you decide to leave after all, then you can.  I am not a monster who will force you to stay.  I only want you to be happy.  If you decide your happiness lies back on Earth and not with me, not on Luxiria, then I will not stand in your way.  This, I promise you.”

      He felt those words deep in his gut, felt how the truth of them tore at him.

      “I thought you said happiness was only an emotion,” she reminded him softly.  “One that comes and goes.”

      He smiled, but it felt grim on his features.  “I did.  I wish for the majority of your emotions to be happy ones then.”  He cleared his throat when it felt tight.  “Any other questions for the night, female?”

      She looked at him, her expression thoughtful.  But then she shook her head, though it was obvious to him she had more.

      Cruxan was a little relieved truthfully.

      “Very well,” he murmured.  “When do I get to ask my questions?”

      “I never said you could,” she said lightly, but her tone didn’t hold any venom.

      “But you will let me?”

      “I will…think about it,” she replied, biting her lip.

      “Frightened?” he murmured.

      She leveled him a look.  “No,” she bristled.

      “Then you have nothing to worry about, luxiva.  Nothing at all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning felt…different.  And not only because the landscape had begun to change.

      Crystal was quiet.  She had been since she’d woken that morning to the smell of cooking meat.  Cruxan had apparently snagged another creature, just outside the mouth of the cave.  Last night—or had it been early morning when she’d woken from her dream?—was still fresh in her mind and she didn’t know how she felt about…anything.

      Because a lot had happened since they’d stepped foot in that cave yesterday.  They’d actually talked, had conversations about serious topics.  She’d learned about Cruxan’s losses, she’d told him about her own, they’d talked about what they wanted from their future.  And then Cruxan’s whole ‘honesty’ game happened…the one where she begrudgingly admitted he hadn’t lied.  Not once.

      She was so used to untruths that she didn’t know how to handle someone who was so honest.  And that was sad, wasn’t it?  She didn’t trust him because she expected him to lie.

      That’s no way to live my life, she couldn’t help but think.  She didn’t want to constantly believe the worst in someone, not without that person giving her reason to.

      So, Crystal was beginning to worry.  She was feeling a fissure in the wall she’d built up around her.  She was fighting it.  Her old self was fighting against letting him in.  She hadn’t let anyone in since Leo.  She’d locked her fractured heart away and thrown away the key.  Only, something told her that Cruxan would use a crowbar, not a key, to get inside, that he was determined enough to, especially after what he’d told her last night.

      It will only be you, he’d said.

      She couldn’t deny the fact that she’d felt something at those deep, husky words.  Something frightening and intriguing and thrilling.  She wanted to dive head first into those words, let them wash over her until she was pulled down, down, down to the very bottom by them.

      What would it be like, being loved by him?

      Truthfully, it felt exhausting, constantly fighting against it, against him.  The lonely part of her that wanted to be brave just wanted to give in and explore him, but the other part of her, the logical, wounded part, would never allow that to happen.

      That day, they were about a half day’s travel from the cave where they’d camped the night before.  Crystal must’ve been lost in thought because she noticed that Cruxan had stopped and was looking at her expectantly.

      “Sorry, what?” she asked, her cheeks flaming a little bit.

      “I asked if you were hungry or need to take a break,” he said, watching her closely.

      A little flutter went through her but she shook her head.  Why did he have to be so damn thoughtful all the time?  “No, I’m fine.”

      “We are entering the west lands,” he told her.  “Stay close, tev?”

      She cut him a startled look.  “Is it dangerous?”

      “It is dense jungle,” he murmured.  “It will get dark quickly inside.”

      “Okay,” she murmured, looking past him.  They’d left the white tree forest a long time ago and had slowly started to veer away from the mountain range.  In the distance, she could see a solid wall of huge trees, though they looked more like gigantic plants with flat, curved leaves.  It stretched for miles and miles and she didn’t know how far back the jungle went.

      “Are you well, luxiva?” came his next question, standing close.  So close that she had to crane her neck up to look at him.  His nearness sent her heart racing but not in fear or panic.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “You have been quiet,” he commented.  His lips quirked.  He amended, “Quieter, at least.”

      “I’m fine,” she assured him.  She licked her lips, all too aware of his gaze.  “Just thinking about some things.”

      “About last night?”

      Crystal swallowed but her lack of reply answered his question all the same.

      He didn’t comment on it.  He didn’t push at all.  In fact, he fell back into step beside her, his hand brushing her arm.

      Crystal looked down at her feet as they walked, at the pair of sandals he’d surprised her with that morning in the cave.  They were surprising comfortable and kept her feet dry.

      She’d be lying if she said that a part of her wasn’t incredibly touched by his thoughtfulness, by his concern for her wellbeing.  She wasn’t used to it, someone else watching out for her.

      “Thank you again for the shoes, Cruxan,” she said, breaking the silence between them.  She’d thanked him already, but she did really appreciate them and the effort he’d put into them.  He must’ve worked all night on them, going without sleep.  Again.

      “You do not need to thank me, luxiva,” he murmured, which was what he’d replied with earlier that morning.  If she didn’t know any better, she would think it made him shy.  But a shy Cruxan?  She couldn’t imagine that.

      They fell back into silence and every time his arm brushed her side, it made her heart do strange things.  She wondered if he could hear the way it flipped in her chest.

      He broke the silence with something that she’d never expected him to ask.

      “Will you tell me about Krane and Jir—Jron?” he tried, sounding out the strange name.  It was even strange in English.

      Crystal’s lips parted.  “You remember that?”

      “Tev, of course,” he said.

      The way he said it, his voice all dark and deep, made her spine tingle.  “Oh, um, they’re just these characters my sister and I made up when we were little.  Like…imaginary friends, I guess.”

      “Imaginary friends,” he repeated, rolling those words around on his tongue, his brow furrowed almost quizzically.

      “Every kid I knew had some kind of imaginary friend,” she rushed out, a little embarrassed.  “Didn’t you?”

      “I…do not think I understand the concept, luxiva,” he murmured, though it was him who now seemed a little embarrassed, as if his lack of knowledge shamed him.

      “Did you ever, I don’t know, play around as a child?  With your friends?  With your sisters?”

      “You mean like training?” he asked, frowning.  “I would never fight my sisters.”

      He’d grown up in a warrior culture.  For all she knew, fighting had been his brand of fun.

      “You would never pretend that you were a warrior, even when you were young?” she asked softly.  Something about that made her sad.

      “My destiny was always to be a warrior,” he replied, glancing over at her.  “I did not need to pretend.”

      “Right,” she said, her lips quirking.  So…Cruxan and perhaps many other Luxirian children didn’t grow up imagining they were knights or police officer or fighting against zombies or making mud pies from anything they could find.

      “Human offspring do this?” he asked next, slowly.

      “Yes,” she said.  “We were always making up something, imagining we were different, or in a different place, with different friends.”

      “Like Krane and Jron,” he finished hesitantly for her.

      Crystal smiled a little.  “Yes, they were our goblin friends.”

      She didn’t even want to try to explain goblins to him when he couldn’t understand using his imagination.

      “It’s silly,” she murmured.  “My sister and I made them up, slowly over time.  We lived in a place called Washington and we lived surrounded by trees and nature.  It was easy to imagine goblins or faeries or elves living in a place like that.  It’s good to have an imagination, at least I think so.”

      She glanced over at him, to find him watching her carefully.  She couldn’t read his expression, but she got the impression that he simply liked hearing her talk.  That she could be reading from a dictionary and he would never want her to stop.

      That knowledge flustered her, made her belly flutter, and she quickly continued with, “My mom and my dad didn’t have the best relationship, you see.  They would argue and fight a lot, so after school, my sister and I would never want to be in the house.  We would go into the woods just beyond our backyard and imagine anything we wanted.  It…it made me happy.”

      That word again.  Happy.

      “We came up with Krane and Jron around the time my father left us,” Crystal admitted quietly.  “And somehow they stayed with us.  Or, at least, stayed with me.  They helped us get through that time.  Imagination is a powerful thing.  It can be a powerful tool, too, especially when you’re hurting.”

      “I am sorry about your sire, luxiva,” he murmured lowly.  If anyone could understand, it was him, she realized.  His father had left too.

      She hadn’t meant to reveal so much, but she found that she didn’t regret it.

      Crystal looked over at him, clearing her throat, and said, “I was taken from Earth just after I’d begun writing a book.  Their book.  I want to create a series of stories for children with their adventures and I was going to do the illustrations for them too.  I’ve been drawing them here actually.  On Luxiria.  That’s what I did most of the time back in the Golden City.  At least after Kirov gave me that tablet.”

      “Kirov?” Cruxan asked, frowning.

      “Yes,” she said.  “I think Lainey had mentioned that I liked to draw and he gave me a tablet.  That’s what I would do during the day while we waited.”

      He was still frowning, but he told her, “I will acquire you another one once we reach Kroratax.”

      “Really?” she asked, her breath hitching.

      “Tev,” he said, inclining his head.  “But you must show me Krane and Jron.”

      Her lips twitched.  “Deal,” she said, though she suddenly felt a little nervous showing him her work.  What would he think?

      When she looked forward again, she was surprised to see that the jungle was looming just up ahead.  Close enough that she could see past the obvious line of the threshold, into the darkness between the gaps of the massive trees.  Only they weren’t really trees.  Up close, they looked like gigantic agave plants, though they were a dark blue in color.  Fat, flat leaves unfurled into pointed, sharp tips, the very bottom level resting on the ground of the jungle, curling wildly.  The ‘trunk’ was thick and wide, climbing so high that even from a slight distance, Crystal had to tilt her head back to look up at them.

      She’d never seen anything like it.  Then again, everything on Luxiria surprised her.

      Like the male walking next to you, her mind whispered.

      In seemingly no time at all, they reached the jungle and the moment they stepped past its threshold, Crystal was assaulted with different scents and sounds and sights.

      She smelled the dampness of the plant life, the pungent, musky scent of the ground.  It wasn’t unpleasant—quite the opposite actually—but it was obvious.  What was even more obvious to her was that there was more life in the jungle than there’d been in the white tree forest.  Echoing cries reverberated off the giant trees.  Branches rustled.  She heard skittering little feet run past to her left, but when she looked, there was nothing there.

      Definitely a little eerie.  Cruxan must’ve noticed her unease because he assured her, “They are only virvira.  Harmless little beasts that will probably be our meal for the night.”

      What struck her the most was the jungle’s beauty.  The light seemed to have a blue tinge because of the massive agave plants.  She felt cocooned in by them since they towered on all sides.  It was oddly cozy, yet otherworldly and even ethereal.

      As they ventured deeper inside, Crystal got a closer look at the other plant life that sprouted along the jungle floor.  Vivid and colorful plants dotted the landscape, ranging from electric blue to a vibrant emerald green.  One particular teal-colored plant sprouted orange bulbs and when she asked Cruxan what they were, he replied they were used as a spice once properly dried.

      It took time to take it all in as they walked.  The artist in her wanted to paint it because the jungle held a strange beauty she wanted to capture, in all of its glorious colors.

      What I wouldn’t give for a camera right now, she mused, her lips quirking a little.  But since she didn’t have one, she tried to memorize everything she saw, so that she would be able to paint it later.  She studied the textures of the agave trees, the way the low light bounced off their leaves.  She studied the ground, how it resembled the stickiness and consistency of mud, but didn’t leave residue on the bottom of her new shoes when she checked.  She studied all the colors, all while wondering how she would ever be able to mix paints that would do them justice.

      “It is different, tev?” Cruxan asked her quietly.

      “It’s beautiful,” she replied, looking over at him.  “But it must be overwhelming for you.  All the smells and sounds.”

      His lips quirked, his eyes warm.  “If I try to focus only on you,” he started, making her lips part, “then it is not so overwhelming.”

      Crystal’s fingers shook a little and she could physically feel another little fissure cracking her guard again.  Why did he have to be so damn charming?  Why couldn’t he be a selfish asshole?  This whole ‘ignoring the mate business’ would be a hell of a lot easier if he was an asshole.

      Crystal lagged behind slightly, despite Cruxan’s earlier warnings.  If she didn’t get a little bit of space between them, she would regret it later.  Even though his back was to her—and what a magnificent eyeful that made—Crystal knew that, with his senses, he’d be able to hear if anything was a threat around them.  She didn’t feel like she was in danger, though the jungle was alive with noise.

      They were just rounding another agave tree, journeying deeper into the jungle, when Crystal spied a bright flash of fuchsia pink that immediately drew her awed gaze.

      It was a cluster of black, spiky bushes, bunched and a little hidden underneath a trunk of one agave tree.  Crystal counted at least seven of them and each bush was topped with a single, unfurled, fuchsia flower.

      It was beautiful.  The flower had thick petals, clustered like a peony, her absolute favorite, and from the very center, there was a black stem that jutted from the top.  The color grew even more vibrant as she approached it.

      Up close, she could smell a heady perfume that made her lips part.  It was a delicious fragrance, one she wanted more of.  She wanted to bathe in that fragrance.

      Crystal reached out without thinking, perhaps a little too comfortable with her surroundings, and plucked the flower from the bush.

      Her first realization was that the petals felt slick, like they were oily, and when Crystal pulled back her fingers, she saw clear residue on her flesh.

      Before she had time to think about what it was, she heard Cruxan.

      With an alarmed tone, he said, “Crystal, do not—vrax!”

      Crystal’s gaze flashed up to him just as she felt a strange sensation overcome her body.

      “C-Cruxan?” she asked, her fingers suddenly becoming warm.  She felt that warmth travel up her arms slowly.

      “Vrax,” he cursed quietly, gently squeezing her wrist so she dropped the flower without him touching it.

      Oh God, had she touched a poisonous flower?  A poisonous alien flower?

      Stupid, stupid, stupid!

      “Am…am I going to die?” she whispered, staring wide-eyed up at Cruxan, her heart pounding.

      His brow furrowed but he assured her, “Nix, luxiva, it will not hurt you.”  Lowering his tone, as if speaking to himself, he said, “It will hurt me more than it will hurt you.”

      “W-what?” she asked, realizing that her core was growing warm.  Very, very warm.

      What the hell?

      Her nipples began to tingle and that was when the first sense of dread hit her.

      “This is a tevvax bloom,” he said to her, his face scrunched, as though in pain.

      His hand was still on her wrist and when he moved it slightly, she almost gasped at the delicious sensation on her flesh.

      His voice was dark as he told her, “It is used to make the most powerful pleasure drug on Luxiria.”
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      Vrax, vrax, vrax!

      Cruxan held his breath when he scented the first inklings of his luxiva’s arousal.  Already, his horns were straightening, his cock growing—harder than its perpetual state—in his leg coverings.

      His Instinct knew his female was aroused and it was driving Cruxan to mate with her.  Lust and desire fogged his mind and when he had to take a breath, he almost groaned at the strong perfume of her scent.

      Tevvax was powerful.  So powerful that the oil from the bloom had to be diluted when it was taken among pleasure partners or mates.

      Crystal had touched the flower directly.  The potency of its oil, which covered her fingertips, which had already begun to enter her system, was undiluted.

      Luxirians had a strong reaction to the drug.  He couldn’t imagine what a human female’s reaction would be.

      This was bad.  In another circumstance, one where she readily accepted him as her mate, the situation would be quite the opposite.  He could help her ride through the pleasure, could help her take the edge off until the drug left her body.

      But she didn’t accept him as her fated mate.  Not yet and possibly—though he didn’t want to admit it—not ever.

      She didn’t want his touch, didn’t want the pleasure he knew he could bring her.

      So, this situation was bad.  Very, very bad when his control was already limited.

      “Crystal,” he murmured, careful not to touch the oil on her fingertips, or else it would doom them both.  “We need to make camp.”

      “W-why?” she asked, her gaze going a little unfocused, her cheeks flushing an enticing pink color, her lips reddening.

      Fates, help him.

      “The drug will need time to pass through your system.  We cannot travel until it does,” he said.

      “I’m fine,” she assured him, even though he heard her breath hitch as she said it.

      His lips pressed in a grim line.  “It will only grow.  The peak of the drug will come hours from now.  You will be in no shape to travel further.”

      He saw the delicate flesh of her neck bob as she swallowed.  Then she said quietly, “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know what it was.”

      “You could not have known, luxiva,” he told her quietly.  “Now, come.  We will find a place to settle for the night.”

      It took some time to find a suitable camp and Cruxan knew that her desire was only growing, the tevvax ramping up in her system.

      “W-what’s going to happen?” she asked quietly, her voice tinged with panic as he looked for a camp.

      Cruxan gaze raked through the jungle, desperate to find a safe place for his female.

      Softly, he told her, “You will not be yourself, luxiva.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” she whispered.

      Right when Cruxan spied a grouping of nixia trees close enough together to provide protection, Crystal let out a gasp and wobbled on her feet.

      Reacting on instinct, Cruxan snaked his arm around her waist, steadying her when her knees gave out.  He cursed under his breath when she moaned at his touch and knowing that she couldn’t walk further, he swept her up in his arms, cradling her warming body against his chest.

      “Cruxan,” she said, her voice strained.  “It’s getting stronger.”

      “I know, luxiva.”

      He ignored how right it felt to hold her in his arms.  Except for the night when it had been pouring rain and he’d held her to keep her warm, this was the closest they’d been since.

      “Cruxan, your horns,” she said softly, looking up at them.

      “Ignore them,” he said, gruffer than he intended.  His horns were probably ramrod straight right then, mirroring his cock.

      He brought them both over to the grouping of the nixia trees he’d spied.  Shoving aside a few large leaves, he peered within and found that there was a suitable place for camp.  A protected and private little enclosure, shrouded by the nixia leaves.  He was pleased to see that the ground was dry and, with slight reluctance, he settled his female there, with her back to the strong trunk.

      “I will need to gather supplies for a fire,” he told her, raking his gaze over her face.  Her eyes were unfocused and heavy-lidded.  When his eyes went to her neck, he saw her racing heartbeat there.  “I will not go far.”

      Cruxan ducked and pushed past the nixia leaves, letting them fall back into place once he exited the enclosure.  Outside, her scent wasn’t as strong, though it still lingered in the air.

      He groaned deep in his chest, wondering how he would survive the night with tevvax coursing through his mate’s blood.  Undiluted tevvax.

      He’d taken tevvax with pleasure partners before.  It created a pinching hunger, a need to mate and fuck and lick and touch.  For a few lust filled hours, it would drive Luxirians to mate like they were beasts in heat.

      He gathered his supplies quickly, but didn’t hunt.  He knew his female wouldn’t have a hunger for food that night, though he would hunt something fresh for her once the suns rose.  Even from a distance, he heard her squirming inside their camp, past the heavy and thick leaves of the nixia.  He heard her pants, her soft gasps.

      It would take every bit of his self-control to keep his hands off her.  She didn’t want this.  She wasn’t herself.  He needed to remember that, even when she inevitably begged for him to satisfy her.

      Steeling his spine, praying silently to the Fates, he ducked back inside.

      His pupils dilated when her scent hit him like a wall.  The muscles in his arms actually trembled and his abdomen clenched at the sublime scent.

      She’d taken off his tunic and it lay in a pile next to her.  Only clad in her own thin tunic, her back was still to the trunk of the nearest nixia, but her legs were shifting restlessly, her toes curling inwards, her fists clenched at her sides.

      “It’s hot,” she gasped out.  “Please don’t make the fire.”

      Holding his breath, he grumbled out, “It will be dark soon, luxiva.  There will be no light source otherwise.”

      “M-maybe…maybe it’s better if you don’t see.”

      Her words were so quiet but they tugged at his chest.  Vrax, he could hear the worry and fear in her voice.

      “I will need to heat the water gourds,” he reminded her gently.  “You will need them.”

      He didn’t remind her that he would be able to see her in the darkness regardless of the fire or not.

      She groaned, but didn’t protest when he went about making a fire, though he made it as far away from her as possible and kept the flame low.  Once the gourds were heating, his gaze couldn’t help but flash over to her.  Illuminated by the fire, her face flushed, her eyes bright, she looked every bit like a fantasy made flesh.  A glimmer of sweat dotted her forehead and the hem of her tunic had begun to ride up her thigh.

      Swallowing, he looked away, trying to measure out his breaths evenly and quickly.  Every whiff he caught, every little mewing sound he heard, made his whole body clench with need.  Vrax, he’d never felt need like this before.

      Settling as far away as he could, he put his back to one of the nixia trunks, mirroring her position.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her tunic ride up more.  Between her thighs, he caught a flash of her bare sex.  Pink, wet, swollen with desire and need.

      “Vrax,” he growled out before jerking his head away and squeezing his eyes shut.

      “Cruxan,” she whimpered.  A moan tumbled from her lips next and it was everything he ever wanted to hear from his luxiva…if it were her choice and not the tevvax’s.

      One thing was becoming clear.  This night would absolutely destroy him.
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      Crystal felt like a stranger in her own body.  Everything in her felt different, felt like too much.

      Her senses were overloaded, her whole body tingled, and she felt a dull, throbbing ache deep inside that made her want to moan in pleasure and scream in frustration at the same time.  She needed that ache filled.  She needed that ache filled badly.

      She’d never been one to show her desire openly.  Even in the beginning of her first and last relationship, she’d been shy and inexperienced.  In the beginning with Leo, however, she’d come to appreciate sex, at least before everything went downhill.  She missed it.  She missed that connection, that raw animal need, the weight of a male’s body pressed against her, that musky, delicious smell on her skin afterwards.

      But she’d always been private about sex.  She’d always envied the women who had the confidence to make their intentions clear with a man they saw at a bar or from across a room or at a party.  Crystal had never been one of those women.

      So, in reality, she should’ve been mortified that Cruxan was seeing her this way.  Certainly, she’d felt it when she sensed the rising tension in her body.  She’d felt fear too, dismay.

      But now?

      She’d never felt anything like the desire rising inside her and it was only growing.  She simply didn’t care anymore.  The need inside her felt powerful, a force that she couldn’t stop so she might as well bend to its will.

      She didn’t care that he saw her this way.  That was the most baffling notion, perhaps, out of all of this.  Nothing else mattered but easing the ache inside her.  Nothing else mattered but releasing some of the pinching tension deep in her core.

      She wanted sex.  She wanted it so bad that despite everything, she was prepared to beg for it.

      “Cruxan,” she panted.

      He was sitting rigid and still across the clearing, as if the slightest move would make everything crumble around them.  Perhaps it would.

      Crystal eyed him with a heavy lidded gaze.  He was a magnificent male.  Even when she’d done everything to deter his advances, she’d always known he was magnificent.

      His chest gleamed bronze from the fire, the golden bars through his nipples shining.  Her mouth watered.  She wanted to lick those bars, wanted to lick a line down his chest, wanted to free his cock from his pants, and push him inside her.

      Crystal felt dizzy.  The world was beginning to spin but all her attention was focused on the male in the clearing, like a predator with its prey.

      He’s my mate, isn’t he? her mind whispered, like a devil on her shoulder.  It’s okay if anything happens between us.  It was bound to happen anyways.

      He looked like he was in physical pain as she purred, “Cruxan, come here.  Please.”

      He didn’t move.  Not a single inch.  “Nix, luxiva.”

      “Cruxan,” she moaned as another brutal wave of need crashed over her, dragging her deeper, dragging her under.  She thrashed, her legs squeezing together.  Too far gone, her hand raced between her thighs and she gasped when her fingers brushed her engorged, sensitive clit.  To her amazement, she began to orgasm immediately, that small touch enough to send her over the edge.

      Her back arched against the trunk of the tree, her eyes squeezing shut, as her cry of pleasure echoed through their camp.  It was an orgasm so intense that her world went black for a moment.

      When she resurfaced, to her agony, she realized her orgasm didn’t do anything to assuage the need roaring inside her.

      If anything, it had made it worse.

      Cruxan’s eyes were so dilated and dark that they appeared black.  Black pools that reflected the fire’s light.  His horns were ramrod straight and when her eyes trailed down his body to settle just below his abdomen, she saw his heavy, thick cock outlined in his dark pants.  Impossibly thick and too big, but she wanted him.  She wanted every last inch inside her.  She’d never wanted anything more.

      Crystal licked her lips, which made a harsh sound tear from Cruxan’s throat.

      He’d told her that this night would hurt him, more than it would ever hurt her.  Why?  It didn’t have to hurt.  Nothing had to hurt.

      “Cruxan,” she rasped, her throat raw from her cries of pleasure.  “I need you.”

      He bit out a guttural curse and jerked his head to look away from her.

      Crystal couldn’t understand why he was fighting this.  This was what he wanted, wasn’t it?  Her.  He wanted her.  And right now, all she wanted was him.

      That knowledge made her push up from her seated position.  Her knees trembled, her limbs felt entirely too long and too unsteady, but nonetheless, she crawled over to him across the clearing.

      His eyes flashed to her, alarmed.

      “Crystal,” he growled.  “Stop.”

      That need was pinching her again.  So delicious that it was almost painful.  She felt drunk on it.  Her head was foggy with a haze of lust and she didn’t second guess herself when she crawled into Cruxan’s lap, straddling his strong thighs.

      She almost groaned when his heat penetrated her skin, when his scent—which reminded her of the evergreen trees back in Washington—filled her nostrils.  Was this how he felt whenever he scented her arousal?  Crazed and needful?

      “I want you,” she murmured to him, her hands pressing against his bare chest.  “Please.  It was always going to happen, wasn’t it?”

      He looked pained again, like her words were cutting him with a blade.  “Crystal, this is not what you want.”

      “I know what I want right now,” she argued, biting her bottom lip.

      Looking at him pleased her.  Immensely.

      “I want to draw you, Cruxan.  When we reach Kroratax, will you let me?”

      His brow furrowed, baffled and aroused and frustrated and in pain.  She hadn’t had the courage to ask before, but her tongue was loose right then.  She felt like asking…so she did.  It was freeing.

      “Luxiva,” he groaned when she trailed her fingertips over his pierced nipples, down his muscled, sculpted abdomen.  He was so hard.  Everywhere.

      “Touch me,” she whispered in his ear, her tunic riding up her thighs as she squirmed in his lap.  A sharp prick of need made her moan and she immediately pressed her hips down, grinding her bare sex over his hard cock.  Sublime.  “Yes,” she gasped.

      He hissed, a dark sound falling from his throat that she wanted to hear over and over again.  His strong palms grasped her hips, stilling her immediately.  “Luxiva, stop this,” he growled.

      “Why?” she groaned, looking at him with a half-lidded gaze, frustrated that he’d stilled her hips.

      She reached for his hand, curling her fingers around his palm, before leading it down her thigh, leading his hand underneath the hem of her tunic.

      “Please touch me,” she begged him, pressing his hand against her slick, swollen pussy.

      His touch was enough.  Her stunned gaze flashed to his, her lips parted, when his fingers brushed over the wet slit of her sex.  His fingers curled into her, for a brief moment, as if he physically couldn’t stop himself, as if he knew that he would own her there.

      He groaned as she began to cum on his fingers.  “Vrax,” was all she heard as her world tilted again, as she thrashed in his lap and let her cries of pleasure drift up between the trees that shrouded them.

      She sensed him steadying her, keeping her upright so she didn’t fall over.  His hand remained between her thighs, seeing her through her orgasm, elongating it until the last pulses were wrenched from her body.

      Crystal dragged in breath like she’d been starved for air when she resurfaced for the second time that evening.  And just as before, she groaned in frustration when her need didn’t go away.  It was like her orgasm had never happened because she was just as she was before.

      “More,” she begged Cruxan, her hands scrambling between them for his cock.  She pushed the band of his pants down before he could protest, freeing what she wanted so desperately.

      He bellowed out a rough cry when her hands clasped around his cock, her eyes widening when she realized she couldn’t fit her hand all the way around its girth.  Knobs lined the top and the bottom of it and in stunned disbelief she watched as beads and beads of iridescent pre-cum pushed from his mushroomed tip.

      Magnificent male.

      “Enough,” he growled out, his voice so deep and dark that it was unrecognizable.  When she looked into his eyes, she saw a wildness there.  She had almost pushed him over the edge.  She saw that realization there, in his own eyes.  “Enough, luxiva.”

      His hand fell away from her sex, as if it was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do, and he plucked her hands from his cock gently, gripping her wrists in a tight grasp so she couldn’t squirm away.

      “I am sorry, luxiva,” he murmured to her, that darkness in his gaze never abating.  “I should not have touched you.  I promised you I would not, not without your permission.”

      Crystal groaned in frustration, trying to pull her wrists from his grip.  “I wanted you to,” she cried.  “I want you to!”

      “This has to stop,” he said roughly.  “You are not yourself, luxiva.  Not this night.  We cannot continue.”

      “Yes, we can,” she argued, now trying to push against him.  That desire was building and building again.

      “You would not want this,” he murmured to her, gentling his voice.  “Not truly.  Not in your right mind.  Tevvax is powerful and you are feeling that power.  But once it leaves you, you will regret it.”

      “No, I won’t,” she cried out.

      “Tev, you will,” he insisted.

      She was beginning to realize that he wouldn’t touch her again.  He was being serious.  Dead serious.

      Frustration unlike she’d ever known filled her and tears pricked her eyes because of it.

      “Don’t,” he murmured softly, looking pained as a tear escaped from her eye, dripping down her cheek.  His tone was anguished as he said, “Luxiva, nix.”

      Her hands were shaking in his grip from the need.

      “You know I desire you, luxiva.  Beyond anything,” he murmured, brushing her tears away without releasing her wrist.  “But we cannot.  Not like this.  This is not real.”

      “Is this what it feels like?” she rasped, more tears escaping down her cheeks.  “Your Instinct?  When it awakened for me?  To want something so much and not have it?  Not yet?”

      She wasn’t even denying the truth anymore, not when it was obvious.

      His lips pressed tight, but she saw the answer in his gaze even though he remained quiet.

      Yes, his eyes said.

      This agony was what it was like.

      And suddenly, Crystal felt like crying for a different reason.

      He brought her closer, pressing his forehead against her own, somehow more intimate than his touch had been between her thighs earlier.

      “It will be a long night, luxiva,” he said.  “But you will see it through.  I know you will.”
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      Waking up the next morning was like an out of body experience.

      Crystal came awake slowly, blinking her heavy lids open to see the wall of Cruxan’s bare chest.

      She swallowed, careful not to move, as she raised her gaze to his face.  His eyes were closed, his breaths deep and even.  She’d never seen him sleep before.  The one night that he might’ve slept—the night when she’d laid, naked, in his arms, trying to warm up from the rain—he’d been awake before her.

      Crystal remembered it all.  A part of her had hoped to forget, if only to escape the embarrassment of how she’d acted last night.  But it was there, all the same, and she wondered how in the world she would be able to face him when he woke up.

      Which was why she laid as still as she possibly could, wrapped in his arms.  They were laying side-by-side, facing one another.  Cruxan’s leg was draped over her outer thigh, keeping her in place, while his arms were bracketed around her body.

      It had been a necessity last night, she remembered, heat burning her cheeks.  He’d almost had to keep her restrained, in order to keep her from doing something she might regret later.

      Her core burned.  Still.  But it was to a much lesser degree, nothing like the mindless lust and haze of desire of last night.  Nothing like the purely animalistic need to mate.

      She felt sore from the way her muscles had contracted throughout the multiple orgasms she’d experienced.  She felt sore from fighting against the way Cruxan had needed to restrain her, sore from thrashing against him in an effort to assuage her need.  Her sex tingled still from the seemingly endless orgasms she’d had, sensitive and swollen.

      Oh God, she thought, swallowing hard.  How could she face him?  After how horribly she’d acted last night?  She’d thrown herself at him—repeatedly—only to be rejected and held off at every turn.

      Crystal was staring up at his face, trying to keep her breaths as even as his, when she thought: he is good.

      That knowledge didn’t surprise her as much as she thought it would.

      He’d been respectful, he’d been honorable, he hadn’t tried to take advantage of her, though she’d been begging for him.  He could’ve easily taken what he’d wanted.

      Crystal had seen the torment, the agony, the pain on his face from that want and need.  Never had it been more obvious to her, how much he wanted her.  She felt dizzy from that realization.

      Yet, he’d resisted.  He told her she would regret her actions, that she wasn’t herself.

      He’d been right.  If they had had sex last night…Crystal didn’t know how she would feel right then, considering sex was so complicated for her.

      She knew she was his mate, that his Instinct had awakened for her.  She’d said as much last night, drunk on desire, but truthful nonetheless.  And yet, he’d resisted her advances.  Would any other male have done the same?  Could any other male have done the same, considering the power of a Luxirian’s Instinct?

      Even though she was lying still, it was as if his Instinct sensed she was awake because she watched as his eyelids flickered open, his pupils contracting on her immediately.

      Crystal couldn’t help but stare, cheeks flaming, lips parted, no words coming out.

      He made a dark grumbling sound in the back of his throat, the sleepiness in his gaze slowly giving way to a kind of calm satisfaction.  It fascinated her.  It frightened her too because that look made her feel…warm.

      Crystal’s tongue darted out to lick her bottom lip and she said, “How can I ever apologize enough for last night?”

      Cruxan’s eyes flickered.  His arms shifted around her back, tightening, as if afraid she would scramble away.

      “I thought I told you to stop apologizing for things you do not need to apologize for,” he said, his voice gravelly and rough and absolute delicious from sleep.

      “I put you in a difficult situation,” she whispered.  “That warrants an apology.”

      She remembered the feel of his fingers on her bare sex, remembered the way they’d curled, almost unconsciously, into her.  The memory sent a tingle down her spine and her core gave a throb, which made him groan.  He must still be able to smell her.

      “You were under the influence of tevvax.  Undiluted tevvax, in its most pure form.  Ask any Luxirian and they will tell you you have nothing to be ashamed of,” he told her.  “As your mate, you certainly owe me no apology.”

      Your mate.

      It was such a surreal moment, lying in his arms, feeling both nervous and embarrassed and yet comfortable, after the night they’d had.

      “How about a ‘thank you’ then?” she asked, giving in.  She licked her dry lips again, swallowing the lump in her throat.  “For preventing me from doing anything I might regret later.”

      His gaze shuttered a little, though she didn’t know why.  “That I will accept,” he murmured a moment later.  “How do you feel this morning?”

      Her gaze darted a bit but then returned to his eyes.  “Back to normal.  Almost.”

      His pupils dilated when she said that last word.  She still felt a little…on edge.  But he’d be able to smell that anyways.

      “Can you travel?”

      “Yes,” she said, trying to steer the subject away from last night.  “How far away are we from Kroratax now?”

      “Less than three spans perhaps.”

      She nodded and said, “Good.”

      Something in his gaze shifted.  “Eager to get back to your goblins?”

      Surprised, she said sheepishly, “Maybe a little.”

      Drawing had always been her escape.  It had always made her feel centered when everything felt tilted.  And right then?  She felt decidedly very, very tilted…especially looking into Cruxan’s electric blue eyes.

      “Eager to draw me?” he asked next.

      Crystal sucked in a breath.  “What?” she whispered.

      “Last night,” he murmured and suddenly she remembered what he was talking about.  Her face flamed.  “You asked to draw me, once we reached Kroratax.”

      “That…” she trailed off, not knowing what to say.  So much for a subject change.  “That was…”

      His grin made her stomach feel fluttery.  “Why is it that you want to?”

      Oh God, he was going to make her say it.

      Drawing in a deep lungful of air, she murmured, “You’re just very…eye-catching.”  His grin deepened and she rushed out with, “During school we would draw nude models all the time.  It’s not a big deal.  It’s just…you learn a lot about the lines of a body, about shadows and highlights, and, um, movement.”

      Why did her voice suddenly sound so weak?

      His brow raised, his interest deepening, “You wish to draw me nude?”

      Shit.

      “Um, well…no?”

      Since she was pressed tightly against his body, she felt his deep laugh first.  It shook her front and her eyes widened at the richness of the sound, her stomach doing somersaults again.

      She was in trouble.  Deep, deep trouble.

      “I will have to insist now, luxiva,” he rasped quietly.

      She didn’t know what else to say, but found she couldn’t look away from his face.  He went silent too, watching her with the same intense scrutiny.  Strangely, she didn’t feel all that self-conscious as he studied her at his leisure.  Of course, he’d been witness to dozens of her orgasms last night, so perhaps there wasn’t anything left she should be embarrassed about when it came to him.

      There was a slight chill in the air but Crystal felt decidedly very warm regardless.  The jungle was quiet that morning, though most sounds were probably blocked out by the buffer of the giant agave-like trees that cocooned them.

      His eyes were warm, but there was tension in the lines of his forehead.  His horns were still ramrod straight, as they’d been last night.  Not once last night had he released some tension with her, so he must have felt a little on edge that morning himself.

      When he broke the heavy silence between them, it was to murmur quietly, “I could lie here with you for the rest of my life span and be perfectly happy.”

      Crystal’s breath hitched.  There was a kind of surprised realization in his softened tone that tugged at her, as if he had just come to that conclusion.

      She blinked back sudden tears.  It felt different between them for the last day or so.  It felt different between them now, especially after last night.  The fact that she was still lying in his arms, the fact that she hadn’t pulled away from his embrace yet told her a lot.

      She realized it didn’t matter if her feelings for him were changing.  She would be leaving.  She had no intention of staying on Luxiria once the crystal was found, not like the others.  She had her sister, she wanted to finish school, she had her dreams back on Earth.

      Not to mention the fact that she didn’t think she was ready for another relationship.  It had been five years since she’d left Leo.  Lauren, her sister, had been bringing up dating again, to dip her toes in, for the past year or so.  But Crystal had only felt panic and dread whenever she thought about having another boyfriend.

      An alien boyfriend?  She didn’t think she could handle that any easier.

      There was no place for her there, not with Cruxan, though a part of her wanted to cry at the thought.  A part of her wanted to cry at the raw awe she heard in his voice, because she didn’t want to hurt him when she eventually left.

      Crystal cleared her throat and said quietly, “We should, um, get a good start today.”

      She felt like a villain as she said it, obviously dismissing his words.  She pulled away then, her limbs feeling a little loose and wobbly, and Cruxan shifted, letting her go.

      He went quiet, letting her escape.  Letting her escape behind the high, thick walls she’d built around herself for so long.  Walls that he’d begun to crack and crumble with his charm and his honesty and his smile.

      But she needed to remember that if she let herself get in too deep, it would only hurt both of them.
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      By the time that they made camp that night, Crystal had counted over four dozen tevvax plants they passed on their travels that day.  And every single time, she couldn’t help but remember the night before, a constant reminder.

      Her other constant reminder was Cruxan’s quietness.  Crystal hadn’t realized how much she liked his voice until she’d barely heard it all day.  Tension was at an all time high between them.  She could feel it in every step they took and while she figured it had something to do with that morning, Crystal still felt slightly confused about his demeanor that day.  Was he angry at her?

      The landscape hadn’t changed much throughout their journey, so when they made camp that night, it was next to another agave tree, though it wasn’t an enclosed space like the previous night.  They were out in the open, wedged up against the side of a black, jagged boulder.

      “I’ll help you get the gourds,” Crystal murmured quietly when Cruxan settled on the spot.

      He only nodded.

      A short while later, they returned to camp with three gourds each.  Cruxan had also managed to catch their dinner for the night which he’d called virvira yesterday.  They reminded her of rabbits…if rabbits had giant, sharp teeth and claws like a velociraptor.

      He got a fire started in no time at all and once they placed the water gourds close to the flames to heat, Crystal couldn’t take the quietness anymore.

      “Are you angry with me?” she asked softly, watching as he dragged a limp virvira onto his lap, beginning to skin it.

      His gaze flashed up to hers and Crystal felt her shoulders relax.  His eyes weren’t angry.  She recognized anger.  She knew it well thanks to Leo.

      “Nix, luxiva,” he said softly.  “I am not.”

      “You’ve been so quiet today,” she commented.

      His gaze returned to the virvira, but he didn’t reply.

      She didn’t wait for one as she hesitantly asked, “Is it because of this morning?”

      She didn’t want to bring it up, but all day, she’d felt a little sick about the way she’d dismissed his words so easily.  There had been raw emotion in his voice that morning and she’d pulled away…just like she always did.

      To keep herself safe?  Yes.  So why did she feel so miserable about it?

      His hand paused on his dagger.  She didn’t carry it anymore.  She’d given it back to him yesterday morning.

      His words seemed measured and even as he said, “I do not know for certain.  It might be many things, not just this morning.”

      “What things?” she couldn’t help but ask.

      A small exhale of air left him.  He seemed to think for a long moment before he said quietly, “I am trying to make sense of what is between us…and what is not.  I am trying to understand you, to understand myself.  Because I feel like I am different with you and sometimes it makes me feel like a stranger to myself.”

      Crystal’s lips parted before she swallowed hard.  “You don’t think you’re yourself around me?”

      She didn’t know how to take that knowledge but it made her…sad.  She knew the way she was.  Sometimes it pushed people away because of how reserved and guarded she could be.

      And she didn’t understand herself either because she’d purposefully wanted to put distance between them…but the fact that she had succeeded made her want to cry.

      Why am I like this? she thought.

      Because of Leo?

      No, she thought.  Perhaps he planted the seed, but I was the one who watered it, who watched it sprout, who let it grow out of control until it consumed me.

      It had been five years since Leo.  Five years.  His influence and the memory of their dark relationship might always be with her but she didn’t have to let it consume her.

      “I am different,” he said.  “But I am different just for having found you.  I cannot ever be the same.”

      Her heart stuttered in her chest.

      “Do you wish it was different?” she couldn’t help but ask softly.

      “What would be different?” he asked, his gaze returning to her.

      Crystal swallowed.  Her eyes flickered to the golden flames.

      “Me,” she forced out, though she fidgeted with her fingers as she said it.  “Do you wish I was different?”

      “That is an impossible question, luxiva,” he told her, frowning.

      “Just tell me,” she said.  “I want to know.”

      “I wish…” he trailed off, making a frustrated sound in the back of his throat.

      “Cruxan.”

      “I wish that you were not so determined to push me away.”

      Her heart squeezed, but she already knew that.  But him voicing it seemed to hurt even more.

      His voice quieted as he said, “I wish that you would give this a chance.  I do not know what we can be…but you do not either.”

      Crystal swallowed, feeling the weight of this conversation.

      “You would be asking me to give up my home, my sister, my ambitions,” she said softly.  “If I gave this a chance and gave in to this, that is what I would be giving up.  Everything.  Would you do the same for me?”

      His gaze zeroed in on her from across the clearing.

      “Would you give up everything and leave Luxiria behind for me?”

      “If you asked it of me, tev,” he said, his eyes hard and unyielding.  His certainty, the absolute certainty in his tone, made her breath whoosh out of her lungs.

      “How can you be so certain of that?  Of me?” she asked, bewildered, blinking.

      “Why is it that you believe you are not deserving of that certainty?” he asked, his tone frustrated.

      Crystal saw it then, his anger.  But it was a different kind of anger.  It was anger directed at her, on her behalf.

      She wasn’t frightened of that anger.  It was the opposite actually.  She felt that anger seep into her and warm her, not make her feel icy cold.

      “I don’t know,” she stumbled out.

      “Nix, I think you do,” he replied, going back to skinning the virvira.  “You just wish for me not to know.”

      Crystal’s breath hitched.  When she opened her mouth, no sound came out and she helplessly watched him without knowing how to make whatever this was better.  Without telling him about Leo, she didn’t know how to make him understand…and for some reason she didn’t want him to know about Leo.

      She didn’t want him to know how pathetic and weak she’d felt, how frightened and ashamed she’d been during that time in her life and all the years after it.

      At the same time, Crystal didn’t want that relationship to define her anymore.  She wanted to put her past behind her, to move forward towards better things.

      A part of her wanted to believe that Cruxan was one of those better things.  She just didn’t think she had the courage to risk that.

      A way to move forward was to talk about it, to air it out like a dusty, dark room that hadn’t seen sunlight in a long, long time.

      She waited until Cruxan was finished with the virvira and had washed his hands with one of the gourds.  She waited until they sat quiet, listening to the sizzling meat and the crackling of the fire.  She waited until she knew that if she waited anymore she would lose her nerve.  Already, she had lost her appetite.

      So, though her hands trembled so much she had to press them into the tops of her thighs, though her mouth was dry and her throat felt scratchy, Crystal said, “I have only been in one relationship in my life.  And it was a terrible one.”

      Cruxan’s gaze settled on her, pinning her in place.

      Looking into his eyes, she admitted quietly, “His name was Leo and he abused me in every way he could.  Physically, emotionally…and sexually.”

      Crystal couldn’t point out what changed in Cruxan because his features never shifted.  But something did change in him, so suddenly and startling that she was momentarily taken aback by it.

      “I met him when I was seventeen.  A child, really.  I was naive and young and I just…I just wanted to be loved,” she admitted.  “He was handsome and charming and he made me feel special.  I dove into a relationship with him quickly and for the first five or six months, it was really good.  I thought I was in love and I ignored some warning signs during that time.  I ignored comments from my sister and my mom because I didn’t want to believe them.”

      And she’d paid the price for that, she thought.

      “But shortly after that, his true self began to come out, slowly but surely,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around her body when she shivered.

      “Tell me everything,” he rasped, his voice dark and hard and unyielding.  She straightened at that voice.

      “He had a temper,” she murmured quietly.  “He would get angry really quickly.  The first time he hit me,” Cruxan growled in the back of his throat, looking away for a brief moment, “he was mad that I was running late.  We were going to his friend’s house for a party and he was picking me up.  I kept him waiting for maybe five minutes and when I finally got into the car, he didn’t say anything.  He just gave me this look, one I’ve always remembered, and then he slapped me across the face.

      “I was so stunned, I just sat there while he drove to his friend’s house.  He didn’t say anything but once we got there…it was like nothing had happened.  He told me to smile and I did,” she admitted, disgust rolling in her belly though for Leo or herself, she didn’t know.  “I acted like nothing was wrong because I didn’t know what else to do.  He was in a good mood at the party and afterwards, he was so sorry about it.  He apologized profusely, saying it would never happen again, that he loved me, that he just had a bad day, every excuse he could think of.  And I accepted it.  I thought it would never happen again.”

      But it did.

      Cruxan was unmoving from across the fire, his face so still.  Except for the fierce ticking of his jaw, except for the slight clenching of his fists, she would have thought he was a statue.

      “It started happening more and more.  He started hitting me and grabbing me in places where I could cover the bruises,” she said.  “I was eighteen by then, still in high school, and I would wear long-sleeved shirts, scarves, long pants almost every day to hide it.  At first, he would always feel bad about the abuse.  He would apologize, he would buy me gifts, he would treat me so well afterwards…and like a fool I always forgave him.  In my mind, I thought I had even deserved some of it.”

      Looking back, that hurt most of all.  That she had such low self-esteem, such low confidence, that she always took him back.

      “Those stretches of reprieve got shorter and shorter over time,” she said.  “He started telling me that if I left him, no one would ever want me again.  That I wasn’t pretty enough or thin enough or smart enough or talented enough or whatever shit he wanted to spew that day.  Over time, I believed that too.  It’s strange the way the mind works.  He said it so often that I actually started to believe it as fact.”

      She shook her head, wiping away the angry, mortified, sad tears that dripped down her cheeks.

      “When I graduated high school, when I told him I wanted to go to art school, he said I couldn’t and so I didn’t.  When I told him I wanted to go over to my mom’s house or go see my sister, he told me I couldn’t…and so I didn’t.  I’d grown into someone that I didn’t even recognize.  I lied all the time so no one would know the truth, to my friends, to my family, until I had no one left but him.  And now I realize that was what he wanted all along, so that he could control me completely and isolate me from the people that loved me most.”

      Her gaze flicked to the fire.  She didn’t need to see Cruxan’s face to know that he was barely restraining whatever was bubbling up inside him.  She felt it, stirring in her own chest, like they were connected.

      “I don’t know when I stopped loving him,” she whispered, knowing Cruxan would hear the quiet words.  “But to replace that love, I feared him instead.  I would do anything to keep him happy, to keep him calm.  He had good days, where he seemed like he was in the very beginning, but I knew by then that it never lasted.  He would tell me that I could never leave him, that he would find me wherever I went and make me regret it if I did.  It was like he knew I didn’t love him anymore, but he still wanted me.  He still wanted to control me.  And when…”

      Her stomach clenched but she pushed through it, needing to get it all out.

      “When I stopped wanting his touch, when I wasn’t receptive to sex anymore…he didn’t care,” she said.  “He took what he wanted anyways.”

      Crystal heard his guttural curse, felt the rippling tension in their camp, tension so thick that she felt like she could suffocate on it.

      “I wish I could say that I left him after that,” she admitted.  “I—I wish I could go back and shake myself, scream at myself, anything to make me see reason.  But I didn’t even leave him then.  His hold was so tight on me and he’d told me enough that if I left, he would find me.  I felt trapped.  I felt scared.  I felt alone.”

      “Luxiva,” Cruxan rasped, like all the breath was pulled from his lungs.

      “I told you my mother died.  What I didn’t tell you was that she called me the night before she did,” Crystal said.  “She called me, begging me to leave him, once and for all, that she missed me, that she needed me, that it broke her heart every single day thinking about me with him.”

      Her voice broke at the end and she could hardly bear to look at Cruxan through her watery vision, but somehow found the courage to face him as she told him her ugliest truths.

      “It’s what I regret the most.  It’s what I hate the most,” she whispered.  “That I had chosen Leo over my mom and that she’d died knowing that I was still with him, knowing that I wasn’t strong enough to leave when she’d begged me to.  I had experienced a lot of terrible days and nights with Leo…but undoubtedly the worst day of my life was when my sister called to tell me that our mom had died.”

      She still couldn’t even put into words what that day had been like, all the emotions that had bombarded her.  Crystal had numbed herself for so long that the moment the floodgates opened to those emotions, they had destroyed her.  They had broken her down until she was only left with two options: either sink deeper into nothingness or build herself back up, little by little, which was what her mother had wanted.

      “I left him the next day,” she said.  “I also wish I could say I said every last thing to him that I ever wanted to.  But no.  My sister and I packed up all my things from his place when he was gone…and I simply left.  I snuck out like a coward.  And it was easy.  I turned off my phone, my sister checked me into a motel until the funeral so if he turned up at the house, he wouldn’t find me.  He showed up to her funeral, looking for me, but he couldn’t get to me, not the way he wanted, not with so many people around.  And the day after the funeral, my sister flew me down to where she lived in California.  She helped me get on my feet, I started therapy, I got a job, I started drawing again…I lived for the first time in my adult life.  And I haven’t seen him since.”

      Crystal took a deep, shaky breath before exhaling it slowly.  She felt drained after that.  She didn’t think she’d ever told that story in full like that, only in pieces, here and there.

      Most importantly, she felt raw.  She felt vulnerable.  She’d just laid bare the darkest time in her life and he could process it however he needed to.

      Maybe he thought her weak now.  Maybe he thought differently of her.  But she couldn’t change her past, as much as she wished to.  She would give anything to erase Leo from her life, to spend that time instead with her family, with her friends, to go to college, to explore that time going into her twenties without fear.  But she could never get that time back.  It was gone, just like her mother, just like Leo.

      “I’m telling you this because…” she trailed off, biting her lip.  “Because I want you to understand why I am the way I am.  I can’t magically make the memory of him, of the things he did, the things he said, go away.  The memories are scars that I might always have and they are the reason I’m so guarded.  I have to be…because I can’t ever experience something like that again.  I won’t.”

      Cruxan’s nostrils flared but she couldn’t read him, couldn’t read what he thought now that he knew everything.

      The smell of burning meat reached her nostrils and her eyes flicked to the expertly cut slabs on the hot stone.  Ruined now, but she wasn’t hungry anyways.

      “Will you say something?” she asked softly, her fingers fidgeting as she waited, as his silence permeated their small camp.

      Cruxan looked at her for a long time.  He opened his mouth, closed it, before repeating the sequence.

      Finally, he made a sound in the back of his throat, his eyes going to the burning meat on the fire.

      “I…” his jaw clenched and unclenched.  “I need to go hunt again.”

      “What?” she asked, perplexed.

      “I will return shortly,” he said, climbing to his feet.  She craned her neck up to look at him, disappointment and something that felt like bitter rejection filling her chest.

      “Oh,” she whispered.  “Alright.”

      Tears filled her eyes again, but she looked into the fire.  Cruxan seemed to hesitate for a moment before he made a sound in his throat and walked away from the camp, disappearing behind the closest line of agave trees.  She listened for him, but heard nothing.

      Was this how he’d felt this morning?  When she’d rejected his words?

      What goes around comes around, she thought, hurt.

      Maybe he did think differently of her now.  Maybe hearing her story had changed his opinion of her.  Maybe he thought she was still the same damaged girl that had stayed with an abuser for almost three years.

      It’s probably for the best, she thought, staring into the flames.  It would make things easier, especially when she left.

      So why did it feel like a dagger to the chest?
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      Cruxan felt like he was suffocating under the weight of his rage.

      When he was out of sight of the camp, when he was out of sight of his luxiva, he crouched down, closed his eyes, and tried to control the swirling maelstrom of his emotions…of his fury, of his grief, of his disbelief, of his horror.

      On Luxiria, females were cherished…now more than ever.  Every so often, there was a male who abused his partner.  But rape was almost unheard of.  Prolonged abuse was not tolerated.  Those males were immediately sentenced to death.  Those males were not even given the choice of exile because why subject other planets, other races, to their vileness?

      Nix, Luxiria was unyielding in matters such as these.

      So to hear his luxiva, his fated female, talk of her abuse, of all of the abuse she’d suffered at the hands of that male…it made Cruxan want to roar his anguish to the Fates.  It made him want to steal back the crystal for himself, just so he could journey to Earth, find this dishonorable, disgusting piece of trash, and make him pay with his blood and strips of flesh.

      The violence that rose inside Cruxan was unsettling.  It was not what his luxiva needed to witness, not after her account, and he needed time to process her words, far, far away.

      But Cruxan didn’t know if he’d ever be able to process them in full.  He simply could not believe that any male would ever harm their female in that way.  He had witnessed many horrors in his lifetime, during battle, during war, but this…this was something he could not fathom.

      It all made sense now.  He’d had his suspicions, of course, seeing her flinch when he spoke sometimes, seeing her gaze dart away, seeing her physically and mentally retreat.  He remembered snippets of conversations they’d had, things she’d said that had unnerved him.

      Cruxan raked his hands over his horns, threaded his fingers through his hair, gripping it tightly.

      Now he knew.  Everything.  Now he understood why she was so…reserved.  Why she was uncomfortable about sex, about touching, about violence and anger.

      His chest ached.  That night in the rain, when she’d had to strip off her drenched clothes…he’d heard the panic in her voice at the prospect.  Now he knew for certain it was because she thought he might take advantage of her vulnerable position.

      Vrax!

      Luxirians were much larger than humans, especially the females.  She would’ve been powerless against him.  That realization would’ve definitely crossed her mind.

      The thought made him sick and it took him a long while to calm his churning gut, to calm his racing heartbeat, and to calm the murderous rage within him.

      Calmed, but not completely gone.  He didn’t think it would ever be gone, the need to seek justice for his female.  Luxirian justice, not human justice.  That rage would always simmer just beneath the surface.

      When Cruxan believed he could control his emotions, he managed to hunt another virvira and then walked back to camp.  He didn’t know how long he was gone, but when he returned, his female was still in the same position, still staring into the flames of the dying fire.

      She looked at him when he returned and Cruxan was reminded of that morning.  Lying next to her, with her in his arms…he had never known such peace and contentment.  The realization had been startling and he knew it was just an inkling of what could be between them.

      “I’m not very hungry,” she said softly.  “I think I’m going to go to sleep.”

      Cruxan hesitated, but then jerked his head in a nod.  He frowned when her gaze darted away and she began to make a place for herself next to the fire.

      “Crystal,” he called out quietly.

      When her eyes slid to his again, he wanted to tell her a million things, yet he didn’t know how to voice a single one.  Not right then.  Not when he was barely keeping his emotions under control.

      So, instead of telling her those million things, he told her, “Thank you for telling me.”

      She didn’t say anything.  She gave him a brief nod and then laid down on the hard ground, her back to him, curling in on herself.  He felt uneasy watching her.  He wanted to go to her, to pull her in the safety of his arms, bury his face in her hair, and assure her that no one would ever hurt her again.  Ever.  He would never allow it.  He would protect her always.

      But after what she’d just told him, he figured his touch was the last thing she wanted.  She probably wanted her space.

      They would talk in the morning.  Perhaps then Cruxan would be able to process what she’d told him in full.  Perhaps then he would be able to formulate a single sentence.

      He had all night to think and that was what he intended to do.
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      Crystal’s sleep was restless that night and she didn’t dream good dreams.

      But she was awakened abruptly, a strong hand on her shoulder.  For a brief, confused, groggy moment, she felt a jolt of panic when she saw a large body looming over her…but then she blew out a slow breath when she realized it was Cruxan.

      “What…what is it?” she asked when she saw urgency on his handsome features.

      “I hear a hovercraft approaching,” he said, his eyes darting towards the sky, though the canopy of the jungle obscured most of it.  “We need to get to a clearing so I can try to get the pilot’s attention.”

      It was early morning, the sky just beginning to lighten, a frosty chill in the air.

      It took a moment for his words to penetrate and then she was gasping, scrambling to her feet, half-asleep but realizing that they could potentially catch a ride the rest of the way to Kroratax.

      “You go ahead,” she said, knowing he could run much, much faster than she could.  “I’ll catch up.”

      He didn’t like that idea but she knew that he would be able to hear anything if she was in danger.  He knew that too, so he jerked his head in a nod and they both sprinted into the darkness of the jungle, leaving behind their camp, searching for a space where it opened to the sky.

      Cruxan was fast.  Really, really fast for someone so large and muscular.  Crystal was running as fast as she could, but even she lost sight of him sometimes.  She was panting and heaving by the time she spotted him in a clearing, craning his head up towards the open sky.  He cocked his head, listening for the hovercraft.

      When she came to a stop at his side, he murmured quietly, “It’s almost here.  It should pass there.”  He pointed towards the end of the clearing.  “It sounds like it’s flying low.”

      Adrenaline was pulsing through her veins given the abrupt start to the morning.  But the possibility of reaching Kroratax, of tracking Erin days ahead of schedule, was almost too good to be true.  She had hope though.

      Crystal heard the hovercraft then when she’d only been able to hear silence before.  It was mind-blowing how good his senses were, but sure enough, a moment later, it sounded like it was right on top of them.

      When it came into sight, Cruxan cupped his hands over his mouth and bellowed out something in Luxirian.  And just like Cruxan said, it was flying low.  Low enough to see the pilot, a Luxirian male, whip his head in their direction and spot them in the clearing.

      Yes!

      Relief went through Crystal when she heard the male yell back something to Cruxan, who waved his arm down.

      The hovercraft circled overhead, looping back around.

      Crystal looked over at Cruxan, a relieved smile on her face.  “That was lucky.”

      “Very,” he grumbled.  The way he was looking at her made her remember the night before and her mood dampened a little.  She still couldn’t help but feel a little hurt by his reaction last night, but she told herself it didn’t matter.

      “Now we can find Erin,” she said, swallowing, looking back up to the hovercraft, which was slowly lowering into the clearing, avoiding the overhang of the agave trees.

      “Tev,” he said quietly before turning to watch the Luxirian male land.  Cruxan strode forward and the male seemed surprised to see him.  Crystal watched as the male inclined his head in a respectful greeting and said something in Luxirian.

      Crystal understood nothing of their brief conversation, but she watched the exchange with interest.  It was obvious to her that the Luxirian male knew who Cruxan was and, frankly, he seemed a little intimidated by the larger male.  She only heard Kroratax and the male jerked his head, looking at her with curiosity.

      Cruxan looked back at her and motioned her forward.  “He will take us to Kroratax, female.  Let us go.”
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      “Knock, knock,” came a voice from outside the bedroom Crystal was sitting in.

      She smiled when Beks appeared, carrying a heaping tray of food.

      “Thanks, you didn’t have to do that,” Crystal said, rising from the plush bed.

      “Nonsense,” Beks said, waving away her words.  She set it down in the fire pit area—which seemed to be in every room of every Luxirian dwelling—and motioned for her to come.  “Plus, some of this is for me.  I’m starving.  This baby consumes everything I eat and leaves nothing for me.”

      Crystal’s gaze dropped down to Beks’ stomach.  The news that she was pregnant hadn’t surprised her.  She was over six weeks along now and considering how crazy in love Beks was with the baby’s father, Ambassador Lihvan, the brunette was absolutely glowing with her happiness.

      Her chest jolted a little, Crystal’s mind flitting to Cruxan, which it seemed to do every moment now that he wasn’t in her immediate line of sight.

      “Thanks for letting me stay here,” Crystal said.

      “Of course,” Beks said, reaching out to squeeze her hands, leading her down in the fire pit.  “You must’ve had a terrible time out there.  It’s been freezing.  Lihvan said the cold season starts early here in Kroratax.”

      “Honestly, I’m just happy to finally have had a bath,” Crystal joked, settling down among the cushions.  “It was undoubtedly the best bath I’ve ever had.”

      Beks laughed and started plucking some food off the tray, popping pieces of braised meat into her mouth.  Crystal wasn’t all that hungry.  She hadn’t been since last night, but she mirrored the brunette’s actions, knowing that she needed to eat.

      “It’s beautiful here,” Crystal commented, looking out the wide, floor-to-ceiling window in the bedroom.  “It reminds me of Washington.”

      “Doesn’t it?” Beks said, sighing a little.  “That’s what I told Lihvan.  That it’s the alien version of the Pacific Northwest.”

      Crystal grinned.  It was true.  Flying into Kroratax on the hovercraft had given her a great view of the land and of the outpost.  It was situated in a forest, among tall, towering teal blue trees with feathery leaves.  It was drizzling slightly, a silvery mist winding its way through the forest.  Crystal just wanted to curl up with a sketchbook right there, with the fire going.  That sounded like heaven to her.

      I want to do that with Cruxan, came the sudden thought.  Her cheeks flushed a little and she quickly plucked a pickled root from the tray, munching on it to mask the emotion rising in her chest.

      “Do you think they’ve managed to track Erin yet?” Crystal wondered out loud.

      After Lihvan had been alerted to their impending arrival, Cruxan had immediately brought her to Beks’ and Lihvan’s dwelling, while he went ahead to the command center of Kroratax.  She’d wanted to go with him, but he told her to rest and eat, that he would alert her with any news regarding Erin.

      When he’d dropped her off on the terrace of Beks’ dwelling, before the human female had come outside to greet them, they hadn’t even spoken much.  They hadn’t spoken much since last night.  Hell, even last night, they hadn’t spoken much.

      But Cruxan had looked at her and Crystal had looked back at him…and something passed between them.  Crystal had felt longing and disappointment.  A part of her—a crazy part of her—had honestly been a little sad that their time in the wild lands had been cut short.  They were back in civilization, now, and Cruxan would undoubtedly be busy.  Would she even see him that much?

      He still hadn’t said anything of last night.  He hadn’t tried to touch her, he hadn’t called her luxiva once—which, surprisingly, made her sad.

      More and more, she was beginning to suspect he had changed his mind about her.  How could she not?

      He’d left her on the terrace and she hadn’t seen him since.  That had been hours ago.

      “I’m sure they’re doing everything they can,” Beks assured her.  “But Erin’s a tough cookie.  I wouldn’t worry about her, especially since Cruxan says that Jaxor’an’s Instinct awakened for her.  Do you honestly believe she’s in danger when she’s his mate?”

      Crystal’s heartbeat thudded and she bit her lip.  She hadn’t told Beks about her and Cruxan yet.  She didn’t know what she would even say.

      “Did you know?” Crystal asked quietly, looking down at her lap.  “When you saw Lihvan?”

      “That he was my mate?” Beks asked, frowning a bit.  “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I first saw him when he was one of our rescuers, you know?” Beks said.  Crystal barely remembered that day.  It had been a dull blur.  “I do remember feeling like…you know that moment when you anticipate something exciting?  You get a little tingly?”

      “Yeah,” Crystal whispered, knowing exactly what she was talking about.

      “I remember feeling that exact emotion when I first saw him.  I felt…aware of him.  Although I don’t think our reactions are nearly as powerful as theirs.  Lihvan told me that when he first saw me, it was like getting hit by a hovercraft right in the chest,” she joked.

      Crystal blew out a small breath and took another piece of meat from the platter because she didn’t know what else to do.

      “Why do you ask?  Because of Erin?” Beks questioned.

      Crystal could lie.  Beks had given her a perfect excuse to lie.  She could just say that yes, it was because of Erin.

      But Crystal remembered what she’d told Cruxan last night.  She remembered telling him that she didn’t like the person she’d become with Leo because she’d lied all the time to keep the truth hidden.

      She didn’t want to do that anymore.

      So, instead of lying, she told the truth for once.

      “No, because Cruxan’s Instinct awakened for me,” she said softly, looking over at Beks, whose eyes widened in shock.  “I’m his mate and I don’t know what to do.”

      “Oh, honey,” Beks said, pushing the tray away, turning her body to face Crystal more fully.  “Why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.  “I just wanted to find Erin, I guess.  Plus, I’m just really, really confused about it all.”

      “Did…did anything happen between you two?”

      Her mind flashed to the night when she’d been drugged with the tevvax.

      “No,” she said.  “I mean…it’s complicated.”

      That was the understatement of the year.

      “Does he know?” Beks asked next softly, reaching out to touch her shoulder.  “About your ex?”

      Crystal’s lips pressed together.  Even though Beks had never been living with them back in the Golden City, she had come to visit often, considering Kate, the Prime Leader’s mate, was her best friend.  They had all grown close over time.  How could they not?

      So, naturally, all of the women knew about Crystal’s ex, though she hadn’t told them as much as she’d told Cruxan last night.  She’d told them snippets, whereas Cruxan knew the whole ugly truth.

      “I told him last night,” she said, rubbing her hands down her arms, locking eyes with Beks.

      “How did he react?”

      “He didn’t say anything,” Crystal said.

      “What?  Nothing?”

      She shook her head, feeling that hurt all over again.  “After I told him, he just…he got up and made up an excuse and left the camp for a little while.”

      Beks frowned, her eyebrows pinching together.  “That surprises me.  Then again, maybe it doesn’t.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Beks lifted one of her shoulders.  “Luxirian males are…” she blew out a breath, searching for the right word.  “They are simple.”

      “Simple?” Crystal asked, the word not what she’d expected.

      “All they want is peace and safety for the ones they care for, whether that is their mate or their family or their home.  That’s it,” Beks said.  “Lihvan’s told me many times that my happiness and wellbeing is what is most important to him, that he would give up anything for me.”

      Crystal thought back to last night, when Cruxan had easily told her he would leave Luxiria if she asked him to.

      She bit her lip, swallowing hard.

      “When what they love is threatened,” Beks continued, “all they want to do is eliminate the threat.  That’s how they grow up, it’s what they are trained to do, from an early age and especially during warrior training.”

      Crystal’s brows furrowed.

      Beks turned to her.  “But Cruxan can’t do that.  Not in your case.”

      Realization at what Beks was trying to say jolted through her.

      “You think he shut down because he realized he can’t protect me from my ex?  But that’s ridiculous.  We’re on Luxiria, not Earth.  Leo is not a threat to me here.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Beks said.  “You were hurt, terribly hurt by someone, and your mate just realized that he can’t change that, that he can’t fix that.”

      Crystal’s breath hitched.

      “It probably threw him for a loop,” Beks said, squeezing her shoulder in comfort.  “Luxirians aren’t used to not solving problems.  Especially Cruxan.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Lihvan told me that Vaxa’an relies on Cruxan for a lot of things.  Mostly, the messy situations because Cruxan gets it done.”

      Crystal could see that.  Cruxan was intelligent, driven, determined.

      “Cruxan saved Lihvan and I from Jalun when we were stranded on that planet,” Beks said.

      “He did?” Crystal asked, bewildered.  She hadn’t known that.

      “Yes.  And you know the Luxirian female who poisoned Cecelia?  Cruxan personally saw to her exile.  He was the one who discovered the Mevirax have the crystal meant to send you all back home because he was the one who tracked down the warrior who had stolen it.  And, it seems, Vaxa’an also sent him after you and Erin,” Beks finished.  “So you see, Cruxan gets shit done.  But when it comes to you, he can’t fix something in your life that’s brought you a lot of pain.  And maybe he shut down last night because he knew that and he simply doesn’t know how to deal with it.”

      Crystal inhaled a deep breath.  What Beks was saying made sense.

      “It probably doesn’t matter,” Crystal finished said softly.  “I told him I was leaving, that I can’t give up my home and my sister.  Why get involved when I’ll be leaving?  It would only hurt the both of us.”

      Beks’ smile was hesitant, but knowing.  Softly, the brunette said gently, “I’m sure we’ve all said that at some point, Crystal.  Believe me, I never thought I would choose to stay.  But I did.”

      Crystal looked down in her lap.  “I think about my sister a lot.  And I just know that she’s really worried, wondering what happened to me.  It drives me crazy sometimes, thinking about it.”

      Though she didn’t see her sister as much as she used to—Lauren was married now, with a husband, and a baby on the way—it didn’t mean that their love for one another, especially after everything, wasn’t as strong.

      “I just wish I could send her a message,” Crystal said, “just to let her know I’m alright, that she doesn’t have to worry, that she doesn’t have to think the worst.”

      “Luxiva,” came a dark, deep voice from the doorway of the room, making both women jump in surprise.

      “Oh my God,” Beks said, startled, turning around.  “Lihvan, you scared us!”

      Crystal felt sudden disappointment when she didn’t see Cruxan with him, but she swallowed it back.  Standing, she asked, “Any news of Erin?”

      His careful expression made her shoulders sag.  “We managed to track Cruxan’s hovercraft.  The signal was not far so we went there just now.  But when we got there, we discovered that Jaxor’an had found the tracker and had removed it.  That’s what the signal was.”

      “What?” Crystal breathed, dismay spreading through her chest.

      “I am sorry,” he murmured.  “We know they passed close to Kroratax, perhaps heading east.  But there is no way of knowing where they are now.”

      Beks turned to her and said, “We know that Erin is strong.”

      “I know,” Crystal whispered.  “I just want to know she’s safe, that he hasn’t…”

      She trailed off.

      Taking in a deep breath, she looked back to Lihvan and asked, “Where’s Cruxan?”

      “He’s trying to track them,” Lihvan said.  “He’s the best at it.  If anyone can find their trail, it’s him.”

      Then again, Crystal already knew that.

      “Do you know when he’ll be back?” she asked softly.

      Lihvan studied her closely.  She wondered if he knew she was his mate, if Cruxan had confided in him like she’d confided in Beks.  Something told her that the Ambassador did know.

      “Nix,” Lihvan said.  “For now, we must wait.”
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      “It’s been two days,” Crystal said, gazing out the window, up at the dark sky above the canopy of trees, not that she could see anything.  “Why isn’t he back yet?  Do you think something happened?”

      “If I didn’t know any better,” Beks teased, “I would say you’re a little in love with the guy.”

      Crystal bit her lip, turning, but remained silent on that subject.

      “He didn’t even rest when he was here,” Crystal said softly, nibbling on her lip with worry.  “He barely slept when we were together and he gave me most of the food he hunted.  He must be tired.”

      Her chest squeezed just thinking about it.

      “Cruxan is fine,” Beks assured her.  “He’s a warrior, they are trained for situations like these, in much harsher conditions, I might add.”

      It didn’t make her feel any better.

      Beks looked a little pale that evening, considering she’d been bed-ridden with morning sickness into the afternoon.

      “Are you feeling better?” Crystal asked, going to sit next to her.

      “Yes,” Beks said, giving her a small smile.  “Some days are worse than others.  I can’t wait until this part is over with.  According to Privanax, it hopefully shouldn’t last much longer.”

      “Are you excited?” Crystal asked next.

      Beks got a little shy, which was a strange thing to see.  The brunette was outspoken and lively and wore her heart on her sleeve, pretty much the exact opposite of Crystal.

      “Yes,” Beks said.  “I want to be a mother, but I also can’t wait to see Lihvan as a father.  He will make a good one.”

      “It’s impossible not to be jealous of what you have with him,” Crystal told her, teasing.  “Especially considering that I’ve barely gotten any sleep with you guys next door to my room.”

      Beks burst out laughing and said, “Sorry, not sorry.  My male is about as insatiable for me as I am for him.”

      Crystal flushed but grinned nonetheless.

      Beks’ boisterous laugh slowly died and she said gently, “And you shouldn’t be jealous.  I know you’ll have it some day too.  That’s what I wish for you.”

      Crystal sobered.  She was talking about Cruxan.

      For two days, she’d thought a lot about him.  He seemed to always be on her mind.  She hadn’t realized how much she would miss him, his presence, his grin, until he was gone.  She actually ached from it.

      She hadn’t realized how much he’d situated himself into her mind until he was gone.

      Beks had dropped little comments like that multiple times over the past couple days.

      “Are you guys going to talk when he comes back?” Beks asked, taking a sip of her hot tea.  It was delicious, actually, brewed from one of the plants native to Kroratax.

      Crystal nodded, “Yeah, I’m sure we will.”  Beks hesitated, seemingly on the verge of saying something, but then second guessing herself.  “Just spit it out.  You’re not one to watch your words,” Crystal teased.

      “You don’t just want to give it a chance with him?” Beks asked.  “Just for a few days even, to see what it’s like?”

      Crystal’s smile died and she looked back out the window.  They were sitting in what Crystal liked to call the living room of Luxirian houses, the center of which was a giant, sunken in fire pit surrounded by a plethora of colorful cushions and furs.

      “It’s just I think about what I have with my mate.  I think about what Kate has with Vaxa’an, what Cecelia has with Rixavox, what Taylor has with Vikan, and now Lainey and Kirov…” Beks said quietly.  “I know I have no right to butt into your life or question your decisions.  And I know you have your reasons…but I can’t help but think that these Fates, as crazy as it is, know what they’re doing.  How else do you explain it?”

      “I don’t know,” Crystal said softly, looking into Beks’ eyes.  “I don’t know how you explain it.”

      “I just…I would hate for you to regret anything, that’s all,” Beks said.  “And I know it’s intrusive and not my business, but you’re my friend, Crystal.  And if you knew that a friend could find happiness, wouldn’t you say something too?”

      Beks blew out a long breath when Crystal didn’t reply.

      “Just promise me you’ll think about it,” Beks said.  “You never know how long it’ll take to get that crystal back from the Mevirax.  You might be here a little while longer.  And if you give it a chance and it doesn’t work out, then at least you’ll know for sure.”

      I have been thinking about it, she wanted to say.  More than she wanted to admit.

      “You sound like my sister,” Crystal accused softly, trying to lighten the mood.  “Lauren’s been trying to get me to date for a while.”

      “Ugh,” Beks said, thankfully steering the conversation away from Cruxan.  “One thing I will not miss is dating.  Thank God I never have to do it again.”

      Crystal smiled, her eyes straying to the tablet next to her, her belly going a little warm at the sight of it.

      Cruxan must’ve told Lihvan about Crystal wanting one again, because Beks’ mate gave her one shortly after he told them the news about the tracker.  After everything, Cruxan had remembered it.

      The last two nights, she’d sat up in her bed and drew.  Her nights always started with Krane and Jron, little doodles of them, or little scribblings about whatever adventure they were on that she wanted to expand into a book.

      But her nights always ended with her drawing strong lines and honed muscles and jutting horns and dark eyes.  He was always on her mind, so it shouldn’t have come as a surprise that she drew Cruxan when her thoughts wandered.  They were just sketches, nowhere near the real thing, but she stared at her drawings before going to bed…and then she dreamed of him.

      “Kate worked in publishing, you know,” Beks told her, catching her gaze on her tablet, “back on Earth.”

      Crystal had told Beks about the book she wanted to create when the brunette had caught sight of her sketches.

      “I think she mentioned it once,” Crystal told her softly.

      “There’s a very decided lack of children’s books on Luxiria, don’t you agree?” Beks asked, her tone sly.  Crystal’s brow furrowed in confusion.  “There will be children again soon.  And I, for one, would like to read to my child.  Maybe you and Kate could create one…if you decide to stay, that is.  My child will never know Earth, but maybe books can bring some of our home planet here.”

      Crystal looked at her in surprise.

      “We don’t have to give up everything, you know,” Beks said softly.  “We just have to adapt.”

      Lihvan entered the dwelling then, his eyes going immediately to his mate before dropping down to her belly, where their child grew.

      His gaze warmed and Crystal’s lips parted, seeing that love and awe in his eyes for Beks.

      “You’re home early,” Beks noted, rising, going to her mate.

      Lihvan’s gaze shifted to Crystal and he told her, “Cruxan returned just now.”

      Her heart stopped before tripling in beat and she stood.  “Is he okay?”

      “Tev, of course,” Lihvan said, frowning.  “But unfortunately, the trail went cold, heading east like we thought.  We’ve alerted the other outposts in that direction and they will send scouts out every span, but until there is a sighting of them, there is not much else we can do.”

      Crystal nodded though her shoulders sagged.  She knew it was a long shot.  Cruxan had said it was difficult, almost impossible, to track hovercrafts.  The only way he’d found them originally had been because of her scent and the little scraps of her tunic she’d left along the way.

      “Thanks for letting us know,” Crystal said, biting her lip.  Her gaze went to Beks before returning to Lihvan.  “What happens now?”

      “You can stay in Kroratax as long as you wish,” Lihvan said.  “But if you prefer to journey back to the Golden City, I can have an escort prepared for you.”

      Her stomach clenched.  “What about Cruxan?”

      “The Prime Leader wishes for him to return to Otala as soon as he is rested.  He will probably leave for his home in the next couple spans or so.”

      She felt a jolt of panic race through her at the prospect that he would be leaving soon.  Crystal’s gaze went to Beks, who frowned up at Lihvan.

      “Right,” she whispered.  “Where is he now?”

      “At his dwelling, just down the terrace.”

      “He has a home here?” Crystal asked.

      “It is the Ambassador dwelling,” Lihvan explained.  “Though Cruxan passes through the most on his way to Otala.”

      Crystal wanted to see him.  The need to see him actually surprised her.

      “Can you point it out to me?  I’d like to speak with him.”

      Lihvan nodded and Beks gave her a small smile as she passed her on her way out the front door.

      “You want me to wait up, darling?” the brunette asked, a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

      Crystal gave her a pointed look.  “No, mom, but don’t worry, I’ll be home by curfew.”

      Beks chuckled.  “I won’t ground you if you’re not.”

      Lihvan only looked baffled by the exchange between them, but once outside, he shook his head, as if used to his mate’s strange human ways, and gestured down the terrace.  A small dwelling, hidden by the trees, peeked through, golden light pouring from its windows.

      “He is there,” Lihvan said.

      Her breath hitched with anticipation of seeing him.  “Thanks.”

      She gave him a small smile, wrapping her arms around her body when she felt how chilly it was outside.  Beks had lended her a dress and a sweater she’d knitted herself out of threaded fur.  It was warm and cozy and soft, but did little to keep the bite of Kroratax air from her skin.

      Crystal walked towards the dwelling.  It didn’t take her long and when she looked over her shoulder, she saw Lihvan watching.  She gave him a little wave when she reached the front door, before hesitating, wondering if she should knock or not.

      She decided to at first and waited with bated breath.  But after a while, she frowned when he didn’t answer, knowing that surely he’d be able to hear a knock on the door, no matter where he was in the house.

      Crystal pushed the door open, closing it behind her.

      “Cruxan?” she called out, looking around.

      Like all Luxirian dwellings, there was a familiar layout, with the fire pit/living room being at the front of the house and the rooms and bathing pool room connected through hallways towards the back.

      There was a fire going in the pit, warming up the space, but the rest of the house was quiet and dark.

      She furrowed her brow, wondering if Lihvan got it wrong.  But she took down the hallway, peeking in the two rooms she saw until she realized that the door to the bathing pool was ajar, a soft light filtering underneath.

      “Cruxan?” she called softly just outside it.

      She frowned before sliding the door back, peeking inside.  The light was dim, but his scent was undeniable.  His clothes were piled on the floor and then she spotted his figure underneath the water of the heated spring.

      Her breath hitched, wondering what in the world he was doing.

      “Cruxan,” she called out louder, her voice echoing around the cavernous room, bouncing off the stone walls.

      In an instant, he surfaced, his horns, his dark, inky hair, his strong, masculine features coming into view.  He stood in the bathing pool, the water barely covering his pelvis.  Those gleaming, thick muscles on display were almost too much for her to handle, especially since she’d been dreaming about him, especially since her fingers twitched to draw him.

      “Luxiva,” he rasped, his chest heaving, drawing in air.  He was surprised to see her there, she saw that clearly on his face.

      Luxiva.

      She felt so relieved to see him that it made her dizzy.  Physically dizzy.

      “What are you doing?” she asked softly, hesitantly stepping forward into the room, her bare toes making contact with his pile of clothes on the floor.  His dagger lay on the top, she noticed, when she looked down at them.

      When her eyes returned to him, she couldn’t help but dip her gaze down his body, flesh she knew well considering he’d been bare-chested around her the entire time of their journey.

      She felt liked she’d been starved for just a glimpse of him.  Two days had seemed like a lifetime.

      He wiped a clawed hand down his face, wiping water from his eyes.  His ridged tongue darted out to lap a drop from his lips and she felt her core clench at the sight.

      She saw his nostrils flare but she wasn’t nearly as embarrassed about her arousal as she’d been before, especially after the night of the tevvax.  He knew she was attracted to him.  At the same time, she knew that he probably wouldn’t do anything about it, especially now that he knew about her past.

      She didn’t know if that realization relieved or disappointed her.  If she wanted to give whatever this was a chance, to test the waters so to speak, it was Crystal who would have to initiate that.

      Which terrified the living hell out of her.

      “My senses are dulled underneath the water,” he told her softly, his voice warming her like a shot of whiskey.

      “Oh, I see,” she said, shifting on her feet.  “I thought you liked your heightened senses.”

      His lips twitched.  “I do.  But sometimes, I want things to...quiet down.”

      Crystal’s eyes connected with his.  She’d certainly felt that way living with Beks and Lihvan.  They had sex multiple times a day and it wasn’t the quiet kind.

      “Good, because for a second there I thought you were trying to drown yourself.”

      “You will not be rid of me that easily,” he said and her heart sped at those words, that treacherous, treacherous organ of hers.  Then he approached her, walking towards the wall of the bathing pool, the sound of trickling water meeting her ears.  He craned his neck up to hold her gaze and asked, “You are well, female?”

      “Yes,” she said lightly.  He’d been worried about her, just as she’d been worried about him.  She could see it in his gaze.  “Are you?”

      “Tev,” he said.  “Though I am tired.  I feel like I could sleep for spans.”

      It didn’t look like he was getting out of the bathing pool, so she decided to sit down by the edge, close to him.  At the last moment, she decided to dip her bare feet in, the water going up to her mid-calf, feeling the heat of the pool warm her.  She bunched her dress up around her knees so it wouldn’t get wet.

      “Thank you,” she said, looking at him.  He was close.  He was resting his arms on the edge of the bathing pool and his forearm touched her outer thigh.  “For trying to track Erin, especially right after we had just arrived here.”

      “I just wish I had succeeded,” he said.

      “If you couldn’t do it,” she started, “then no one else could.  Now, we just have to hope that Jaxor’an will do the right thing and let her return if she wants to.”

      “If she wants to?” Cruxan repeated.  “You believe there is a chance she might not want to?”

      Crystal swallowed.  It was something else she’d been thinking about the past couple days too.

      “If she’s his mate,” she said carefully, holding Cruxan’s blue eyes, “then he’s hers too.”

      Cruxan stilled.  He even seemed to stop breathing for a moment.

      “Maybe…” she trailed off, her heart thundering in her throat with nerves.  “Maybe she wouldn’t want to come back.”

      “What are you saying?” Cruxan asked slowly, watching her.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered, looking down in the water of the hot spring, at the steam that curled off the surface.

      “Are we still talking about Erin?” he asked next, just as slowly.

      “No,” Crystal said.

      He made a sound in the back of his throat, though it was a familiar sound.

      “You drive me to madness, you know that, luxiva?” he rasped.

      Her toes curled in the water.

      “But I think I like it,” he admitted.

      Crystal’s lips parted, feeling about a million butterflies in her stomach at his pronouncement.

      “I missed you,” he murmured.  “Two spans away from you felt like an eternity.”

      She heard the truth of those words in his voice and they echoed in her own chest.  He was always so open with her, so honest about what he felt.  Yet, she hadn’t been able to be open and honest with him.  She admired that about him.  She envied him for that.

      She wanted to cry.  She wanted to smile.

      God, how had he done it?  How had he dragged feelings out of her, feelings that she’d tried to keep locked away for so long?

      I think…I do want to give this a chance, a little voice in her mind sounded.

      What could a few days hurt?

      It scared the shit out of her, thinking about it.  But, at the same time, she couldn’t stop thinking about him.  Something Beks said earlier came back to her.  And she knew that if she didn’t try…she would regret it.

      His expression sobered as he looked up at her.  “We should talk about that night.”

      That night.  The one when she’d told him about Leo.

      “Later.  You’re tired,” she said, her hand trembling so she closed her palm around the soft fabric of her dress, a gentle hum in her ears.  “Cruxan?”

      “Tev?”

      “I…” she trailed off.  She licked her dry lips, telling herself to be brave.  “Can I stay here with you tonight?”
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      His bedroom was dark and quiet.  So quiet that he could probably hear her heart pounding away in her chest.

      The bed was piled high with furs and cushions, though it was neat.  Crystal stared at it, hyper aware of Cruxan’s presence behind her.

      She sensed his gaze on her.  Felt it like a touch.  He was waiting, letting her take the lead, no doubt wondering what she would do.

      Her stomach was in knots as she climbed into bed.  She was still in her dress and sweater but she didn’t move to take anything off.  Instead, she slid her legs underneath the furs and tilted her head to look over at Cruxan.  He was only dressed in a clean pair of pants, which he’d pulled on after climbing out of the bathing pool.  He didn’t move to take them off, but rather climbed in after her.

      She was sitting up, her eyes gliding over his bare shoulders, how they shifted as he adjusted the furs over the both of them.

      Crystal imagined reaching out.  She imagined reaching out and touching his skin, feeling his warmth, the hardened strength of his muscles.

      You can, her mind whispered.  Cruxan would welcome her touch, she knew.  But she hesitated nonetheless.

      “I can feel you thinking a thousand thoughts, luxiva,” he murmured, his deep, rich voice soft between them.  “What is it that you want?”

      I want you, was on the tip of her tongue.

      “Can I try something?” she asked instead.

      Cruxan leaned his shoulders on the stone wall at the head of the bed, the furs pooling into his lap.

      “You can do whatever you wish,” he said.  “You know that.”

      “I, um,” Crystal started, shifting a little closer to him until she was kneeling close to his side, her knees touching his right upper thigh, “need things slow.  For now.”  When she didn’t think she was being clear enough, she said, “I’m not ready for sex yet.”

      She watched the strong column of his throat bob with his swallow.  “I know, luxiva.”

      “You don’t mind?” she whispered.  She knew that he was no stranger to sex.  He’d admitted to her himself that he had it often with many, many females.

      She ignored the sudden burning jealousy in her gut, watching him carefully after she asked her question.

      “I want you to feel comfortable, luxiva,” he told her.  “I know now that this is difficult for you.”  His jaw clenched after those words, as if he remembered the night she’d told him about her abuse.  “But know that with me, you have all the time you wish to take.”

      Her throat tightened at his words, but she held her tears at bay.  It was what she needed to hear from him.

      “You don’t strike me as the patient type,” she whispered, trying to lighten the thickened mood.

      His slow grin made her belly flip.  “I am not,” he admitted, “but with you, everything is different.”

      His electric blue eyes pierced her and she bit her lip, hesitating.

      “What do you want?” he repeated.  “Right at this moment?”

      “I want to touch you,” she whispered.

      He made a sound, a growling sound, in the back of his throat.

      “So touch me,” he rasped, as if it was the most simple thing in the universe.

      Again, she hesitated.

      “I will keep my hands here,” he said, placing them on both sides of his hips.  “How is that?”

      She nodded.  Taking a deep breath, she rose onto her knees, her fingers twitching with her need.  His eyes looked luminous in the darkness and she whispered, “Maybe you should close your eyes too.”

      She’d meant it half-jokingly, but Cruxan slid his eyes shut regardless.

      “Better?” he growled.

      Surprisingly, it made her feel a little bit more confident when she was just a bundle of nerves.  She felt like a virgin again, shy and inexperienced, yet Cruxan was letting her explore and take her time with him.

      “Yes,” she whispered, shifting closer.

      Then she reached for him.  When her fingers made contact with his shoulder, his abdomen contracted, the muscles tightening, even though he seemed to unconsciously push into her touch.

      He was as warm as she remembered.  Her fingers ran down a cord of muscle, which started at the front of his shoulder and ran down his bicep, his forearm.  She traced it and his breaths came quicker.

      He was so big.  Everywhere.  At first, it had made her nervous…his obvious strength.  All Luxirian warriors were absolutely stacked, but Cruxan seemed even bigger than most.

      Now…she felt breathless from that strength, as she ran her fingertips gently over his body.  When one hand wasn’t enough, she touched the top of his pectoral with her other hand, mesmerized by the lines and curves of his flesh.

      If Cruxan’s other senses were heightened, she wondered if he felt touch in the same way.

      “Is this okay?” she whispered.

      His nostrils flared, his lips parting to rasp out, “Tev, luxiva.”

      Crystal bit back a smile.  Her gaze flicked over his features…his eyes shifting behind his lids, his strong, sharp nose, his hard jawline, his lips.  Her eyes lingered there.  She’d always thought his lips were too soft and full for such a masculine, intense face, but she’d dreamed about those lips on more than one occasion in the past couple days.

      I want to kiss him, she thought.

      So kiss me, Cruxan would say, if she voiced her thoughts out loud.

      Warmth spread in her belly but she was still hesitant.

      Frustration rose with her desire.  She didn’t want to second guess these things anymore.  She didn’t want to worry that simply touching a male she found unbelievably attractive would have consequences.  She wanted to take what she wanted for a change simply because she wanted it and she didn’t want to worry that she might end up regretting it in the future.

      Cruxan was giving her that opportunity, no strings attached.  He’d told her that when it came to him, she could do whatever she wished.  And she believed him.

      Without giving herself time to second guess it, she shifted her leg over him, straddling his hips, much like the night she’d been dosed with tevvax.  He let out a deep, deep purr, his hands clenching at his sides as if it took everything in him not to reach out and touch her.

      This was a much better angle, she decided.  They were close.  She felt his heat simmer up her thighs, felt the hard press of his arousal, though she didn’t shamelessly grind on top of it like before.

      Her cheeks flushed, but her hands grew more bold.  Her touch became almost possessive, running over every exposed piece of his flesh like it was her own.  She explored his body at her leisure, memorizing hard slabs of muscles and soft tendons, of raised scars she wanted to know the stories of, of the feel of his hardened nipples, and the coldness of the bar that pierced through them.  It made him groan and shift underneath her.  His body grew more tense with every passing moment, tension rising between them.

      When her breaths came out in little gasps, when her body felt like it was on fire, and Cruxan made a constant rumbling purr in the back of his throat, her gaze went to his lips again.

      She licked her own and before she had time to back out, Crystal leaned forward, her blonde hair tickling the tops of Cruxan’s shoulders.

      Their lips met.  She kissed him softly, almost innocently, at first.  It had been so long since she’d kissed someone that it felt strange, like she had to rediscover it all over again.

      Cruxan’s eyes flashed open, that blue startling and intense.  But she held his gaze and didn’t tell him to close them again as she leaned forward.

      He made a deep, aching sound in the back of his throat as she kissed him again, whereas she gasped as he began to return her kiss.

      Crystal’s head swam and her eyelids fluttered shut.  She steadied herself on his wide shoulders, digging her fingers deep into the muscles there, to keep herself balanced.  But she pressed closer, her breasts grazing his chest, never wanting him to stop kissing her.

      Tingles raced up her spine into her head, so intense that they almost tickled.  Her teeth ached with the sweetness and when Crystal slowly lapped at his ridged tongue—pulling a sudden growl from Cruxan—she felt that sweetness melt into honey, rich and thick.

      If this was what kissing him was like…she couldn’t imagine how sex with him would make her feel.

      Crystal’s breath hitched when he started to take the lead.  Though he didn’t touch her—and Crystal was beginning to ache with the absence of it—he commanded her mouth and guided their kiss, delving deep, consuming her until there was nothing left.

      Oh my God.

      Crystal’s arousal coated her inner thighs and, not being able to stand it anymore, she pulled Cruxan’s hands from his sides and placed them on her, giving him permission.

      His fingers tightened on her waist, but then he brought his hands up to her hair, one hand cupping around the back of her neck, the other threading through her blonde strands.

      He used his touch to bring her closer, to angle her head so he could kiss her more deeply, and Crystal was so dizzy by the end result that she had to open her eyes for a moment or else she feared she might fall over.

      “Cruxan,” she gasped.

      When he opened his eyes to look at her, she saw her desperate need reflected in his own gaze.  His pupils were dilated, no trace of his blue eyes in the darkness.

      His chest was heaving, as was hers.  And when he brought her back to him, dipping his head to claim her lips, Crystal tried to squeeze her thighs together to relieve the intense tension there…only to remember that she was straddling his lap.

      Cruxan made a strangled sound, pulled from deep in his chest, when Crystal rocked her hips over his erection.  She didn’t mean to, but she was crossing the point of no return.  It almost felt like the tevvax was racing through her blood again because she felt that blinding need.  It made her wonder, for the first time, if she’d reacted so intensely to the drug because Cruxan had been near.  Was it because he was her mate that she’d gone absolutely wild?

      “Luxiva,” he growled and her lips vibrated with that word.  Desperately, his hands went from her hair to her hips, stilling her rocking motions, which made her moan in frustration.  An anguished, harsh groan tore from his throat.  “Luxiva, enough.  I cannot—vrax!”

      “I’m sorry,” she breathed into his mouth, her cheeks reddening.

      Cruxan’s breath came out in harsh pants as his hands tightened on her hips more, keeping her still.

      “You will make me cum in my leg coverings if you keep that up,” he growled and another sharp zing of arousal flooded her at his words.  “Fates,” he breathed.

      Crystal tried to calm her racing heartbeat and still her trembling thighs.  His scent floated up to her and she dragged it into her lungs greedily, as if she could never get enough.

      “Why is it like this?” she asked.

      Cruxan pressed his forehead into hers, one of his hands returning to the back of her neck.  It was a possessive touch, but one that made her ache.

      He brushed his lips across hers, once, twice.

      “You know why,” he murmured.

      She looked into his eyes, licking her lips, tasting him there.  Then Cruxan blew out a shuddering breath and pulled away, easily maneuvering her off his lap and tucking her next to him.

      He was at his limit that night, she knew.  So was she, judging by the way her whole body tingled.  She’d told him she wasn’t ready for sex, not yet.  So why did her body make a liar out of her?

      “Sleep, luxiva,” he murmured, shifting so that he laid beside her.  Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her close and she let him.  He was so warm and she pressed her forehead into his chest, felt his legs tangle with hers, felt the steady beating of his heart.

      This intimacy felt new, yet it felt familiar, like they’d done this a million times, when in reality, she’d only slept next to him twice.

      He would be returning to Otala soon.  Crystal told herself that she would give this a chance until he did, explore whatever connection they had.

      A few days, she thought.

      But she was worried.  Would she ever be able to give him up?

      She didn’t think sleep was possible right then.  Her body was too wired, her mind racing from his kiss.

      But Cruxan needed the rest, so she did her best.  She closed her eyes and placed her hand against his warm side.

      Before she drifted off, however, she murmured, “Cruxan?”

      “Mm?”

      “I missed you too.”
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      When Cruxan woke next, it was to grey light pouring into his sleeping quarters.  He felt drugged as he pulled himself from sleep, from pleasant dreams, but his exhaustion was at least partially alleviated.

      “Good morning,” came his female’s voice.

      His breath hitched and his sleepy gaze fixated on her, his pupils contracting at the sight of her.

      Vrax, she was so beautiful.  He could look at her all span and all night.

      She was sitting up in bed, her back to the stone wall, the furs tangled around her legs.  In her lap sat her tablet.  At the end of the sleeping platform, there was tray laden with Kroratax’s best cured meats and a goblet of fermented Brew, though, by the smell, it had long gone cold.

      “Or I should probably say good afternoon,” she teased.

      Cruxan reached out his hand to touch hers, which lay next to her thigh.  He reminded himself to trim and dull his claws, so that they would not cut her flesh accidentally.  Humans were delicate and he needed to be careful.

      Cruxan was pleased when she intertwined her fingers with his.  Last night had been…a turning point.  Or at least he hoped.  He’d never wanted something more in his entire life span.

      Last night had also been erotic and tantalizing and a true test of his self-control when it came to his luxiva.  Just remembering it made his varx draw tight against his body.

      The memory of his female’s touch, as it blazed trails of fire over his flesh, the memory of her soft lips on his, of her taste on his tongue, of her scent of desire and need as she—

      Vrax, he needed to stop.

      Swallowing, he rasped, “Was I asleep very long?”

      “You needed the rest obviously,” she said, frowning a bit, as if his lack of sleep worried her.  “You were completely dead to the world.”

      His eyes flicked to her tablet, to the tray at the end of the sleeping platform.  “Was someone here?”

      “Beks brought some things over earlier,” she told him.  “She brought food, though it might be cold by now.”

      That news surprised him.  Cruxan was usually a light sleeper.  The slightest sound and he could wake…which accounted for how familiar he was with the lack of sleep, especially considering he heard everything.

      But last night…he’d slept more soundly than he’d ever remembered.  Was it because his mate had been tucked into his side?  Because he knew she was safe and warm?

      “I didn’t want to wake you,” she said, “but I didn’t want to leave either so…”

      The knowledge warmed him.

      Cruxan pushed up into a sitting position, the furs falling into his lap.  His female was looking at him, her eyes running over his bare flesh, and he bit back a smile.  Sometimes, she didn’t even seem to realize she was doing it.

      “Luxiva,” he murmured.

      She swallowed, blinking a little, before her gaze flickered up to him.

      “Yes?”

      Cruxan wondered if that morning was different, if she felt any differently than she had last night.  But she was still there, wasn’t she?  She told him she didn’t want to leave, had told him that she’d missed him too as he drifted off to sleep last night.

      So, with that knowledge in mind, he leaned forward until their lips were close.  But he waited, waiting for her to come to him, to tell him this intimacy was alright, that she wanted it too.

      And she did.

      Her eyes widened a little, a soft flush coloring her cheeks, but she leaned into him and, just like the night before, brushed her lips over his in a way that made his body feel both light and heavy, all at once.

      They stayed there for a moment and Cruxan savored the feel of her.

      But before things spiraled out of control like last night, he pulled away.

      He brushed a strand of hair away from her cheek, feeling the softness of her skin, and murmured, “Now I understand why humans do this.  It is rather…appealing.”

      “What?  Kissing?” she breathed, surprised.  “Luxirians don’t?”

      “Nix,” he told her, pulling away, though he was loathe to do so.  He didn’t want to press her too much, not when she was getting used to them together.  He didn’t want to overwhelm her…when all he really wanted was to hold her in his arms and kiss her until the moon rose.  “We do not.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” she murmured.

      “Why?”

      “Because…because,” her voice lowered slightly, as if sharing something she didn’t want overheard, “you’re so good at it.”

      He barked out a laugh, grinning.

      She flushed, but her brows furrowed.  “Surely you’ve kissed another female before.”

      “Nix,” he told her, his laugh tapering off.  “I have not.  Only you, luxiva.”

      “Oh,” she whispered.  “But…how do you know what it is then?”

      “The others.  Vaxa’an, Lihvan, Rixavox, Vikan, Kirov…with their mates,” he told her.  “I have seen it.”

      “Oh,” she whispered again.

      “Does that please you?” he couldn’t help but ask, though he couldn’t stop his teasing tone from emerging.  “That I have only kissed you?”

      “Yes,” she told him, her tone shy even as she met his eyes boldly.

      He growled, her possessiveness hitting him in the gut.  He wanted her to be as possessive of him as he was of her.  He wanted her to covet him as much as he coveted her.

      Was that insane?

      He didn’t care.

      “Good,” he rasped.

      That tension returned.  He could feel it sizzling in his belly, thickening the air between them.  By the look in his luxiva’s gaze, by the scent of her arousal floating up to the nostrils, he knew she felt it too.

      He groaned, looking away, before he did something about it.  His gaze flicked down to the tablet perched lovingly in her lap and his brows rose when he saw the drawing there.

      It was him.

      “I thought you wanted me nude, female,” he murmured.

      “What?” she asked, her lips parting.  Then she followed his gaze, to her tablet, and her face flamed.  She jerked the tablet against her chest, breaking his gaze.  “Oh my God.”

      “Let me see.”

      “No,” she said, obviously embarrassed that he had already seen.

      “Why?” he asked, biting back his smile at her expression.

      “Because you weren’t supposed to see it in the first place,” she told him.

      “You have nothing to be embarrassed about, luxiva.  I am your mate,” he pointed out.

      “Why are you smiling?” she grumbled, as if to distract him from wanting to see the drawing.

      His grin widened, seeing her irritation, seeing her claws begin to come out, claws he’d desperately missed.

      “Because you have been drawing me in secret,” he told her.  “Is this the first?”

      She bit her lip in response and his brows rose.

      “There are more?” he rasped.  When he realized there were, he said, “Now you must show me.”

      Crystal’s shoulders sagged and, hesitantly, she handed over the tablet.

      Cruxan took it from her, seeing her drawing clearly for the first time.

      And it surprised him.  It amazed him, actually, how she’d captured his exact likeness.

      She’d drawn him sleeping, on his back, his head nestled against the cushions, his hair tangling in his horns.  His chest was bare, the lines of his muscles deepened with darker strokes on the tablet, his hand outstretched towards her, as if reaching for her in sleep.

      “You are…” he trailed off.  He looked up at her.  “You amaze me, luxiva.  I have not seen something like this before.”

      She flushed, obviously pleased by his praise, and it told him that she hadn’t been praised in her life nearly enough, not nearly as much as she deserved.

      “Why are you shy about this?” he asked, his brow furrowing.  “This is something to be celebrated, not hidden.”

      “It’s just you,” she said quietly.  “I show people my work all the time.  But you...I don’t know.  It makes me nervous showing you.  I want you to like them.”

      His chest warmed and softened at the vulnerability in her voice.

      Cruxan couldn’t help but flip back through the tablet.  And he saw several different kinds of drawings, his eyes raking over them, memorizing them, awed by them.

      There were landscapes—both of Luxiria and what he assumed was Earth.  He saw scenes of the pillerva forest.  He saw a detailed, colored drawing of the tevvax bloom, which made her bite her lip when he looked up at her knowingly.  He saw scenes of Earth, of beaches, of large cities unlike he’d ever seen before, of forests and mountains that looked nothing like Luxiria’s own.

      Then he saw himself.  Multiple drawings of himself, some mere sketches, others as detailed as the one she drew just that morning as he slept.  Images from their journey, he realized, as if she’d studied him closely and carefully during that time for the purpose of transferring him to her drawings later.

      When he looked at her, she said quietly, “You were on my mind a lot the last few days.  I drew you because I felt like I needed to.  It was like a compulsion.”

      He flipped to the next drawing and what he saw made his lips quirk in realization.

      “Here are your goblins,” he murmured.  “At last.”

      She gave him a shy grin that made his heart speed in his chest.  He realized that she was unlike any female he’d ever been with because she made him feel things he’d never felt before.  Strange things that both frightened him and humbled him.

      She can destroy me if she wishes to, he thought.

      Crystal held that much power over him.

      “Yes,” she said.  “Krane and Jron.”

      She pointed them out and once again she surprised him.  Her passion for her drawings was written on her face as she looked at them, pride in her creations evident.

      Next to her numerous sketches were what he assumed were English words.

      “This is your written language?” he asked, touching the thin screen, tracing the lines.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “What does it say?” he asked, slightly frustrated that he could not read it, though that was a limitation of his language implant.  Perhaps, in time, he would learn to read her language, just as he’d come to speak it.

      Would she still be on Luxiria by then?

      The thought sobered her but he focused as he listened to her voice.

      “They’re just notes for book ideas, things I want to include,” she told him.

      “Will you start on it soon?  Your book?” he questioned, looking through more of her sketches of them, studying the words he didn’t understand closely.

      “Maybe,” she said, still a little shy about it all.  “Beks wants me to.”

      “Why?” he asked, looking up at her.

      “On Earth, um…” she looked down at the tablet then raised her shoulder in a shrug.  “Well, my mother used to read to us.  Stories and fairytales.  They were our bedtime stories.  It’s…just one of our customs, I guess.  And Beks reminded me that there will be children again soon.  On Luxiria.”

      Cruxan felt his stomach jolt at that reminder.  Vaxa’an’s mate, Kat, was due to give birth any span now.

      “And well, Luxiria doesn’t exactly have a library full of fairytales,” she explained.

      Realization hit him.  “She wishes you to write those books.  For her children, for the others that will come soon.”

      “Yes,” she whispered, looking into his eyes.  “To bring at least one of our customs here…reading to our children.”

      Our children.

      Longing like he’d never known squeezed his chest.  He knew it was just a slip in her words, but they conjured images in his mind that he wanted.  Images of his luxiva, heavy with his offspring.  Images of their children, of little males and females, sporting their mother’s likeness, with golden hair and shy eyes, but they would be mischievous like he’d been as a youth and they would have his horns.

      Cruxan’s breathing came fast, the image so real in his mind that it was like a premonition sent to him by the Fates.

      “Cruxan?” Crystal whispered, reaching out to touch his forearm.

      “And you, luxiva?” he rasped, his voice guttural and thick.  “Would you wish to read to your offspring?”

      She blinked, her lips parting.  It took her a moment to reply, but eventually she said, quietly, “If I had them, yes.”

      “And do you want them?” he couldn’t help but ask.

      He heard her heartbeat increase, heard it thud, thud, thud in her chest.

      “Yes,” she whispered, meeting his eyes.

      Relief went through him.

      “Do you?” she asked.

      He grinned, reaching forward to brush back that stubborn strand of hair that kept tickling her cheek.  “Oh, tev.”

      Her cheeks reddened and she glanced back down to the tablet, breaking their gaze.

      “You should,” he murmured.  “Begin writing your book.  There is nothing stopping you, tev?”

      She set her tablet aside with a shuddering exhale, her eyes straying to the tray of food.

      “You should eat,” she said, changing the subject.  “You must be hungry.”

      “Have you eaten?”

      She nodded, meeting his eyes again.  “When you were asleep.  That’s all for you.”

      Cruxan dragged the tray towards him.  It was a lot of food, but Cruxan felt like he could eat three times as much.  Reaching for the goblet of Brew, he made a face after he took a long drink.

      Her small chuckle made him look over at her.  “What is that?” she asked.

      “Luxirian Brew,” he told her.  “I would offer you some, but it is best taken warm.  There is nothing like warm Luxirian Brew, especially here in Kroratax.”

      She suppressed her grin.  “I’ll take your word for it.”

      Crystal watched as he started in on the tray of meat, seemingly fascinated by watching him eat, some of her earlier shyness gone.

      It gladdened him.  He liked her shy, but he also liked when she was curious and unapologetic about it.

      “Do you have to do anything today with Lihvan?” she asked, shortly after he’d polished off the tray.  “I can get out of your hair if you’ll be busy.”

      He frowned at her strange human expression, but he shook his head, “Nix.  My only plan is to stay here with you.”  He crawled back up to her and her breath went a little uneven when he warned her softly, “I do plan on kissing you more.  Much, much more.  So, tev, I suppose I will be very busy.”

      “Oh really?” she whispered, her eyes flickering down to his lips.

      “Tev,” he growled.  Then an idea occurred to him, something she might like.  “Actually, there is somewhere I would like to take you.  Once it’s dark.”

      “Where?” she questioned.

      “A surprise,” he said.  “A place in Kroratax I like to visit often.  Will you let me take you?”

      “Are you asking me out on a date, Cruxan?” she asked, her tone teasing.

      “A date?” he repeated, his language implant giving him an idea what she meant.  “Like how humans court one another?”

      “That makes it sound so old,” she noted, smiling.  Then she said, “But yes, I suppose.”

      “Then tev,” he said, “I am asking you out on this date.  Will you come?”

      Her small laugh made everything in him light up.

      “Yes,” she said, “I will.”
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      “When did you do this?” Crystal asked, surprised, picking up his hand and inspecting his claws.

      Cold wind rushed past, making her hair dance and spin, as Cruxan maneuvered the hovercraft to wherever he was taking her.  He still wouldn’t tell her.

      Though it was dark, she could clearly make out his dulled claws, which had been sharp and pointed that afternoon.

      “When you were dressing,” he murmured into her ear.  She was positioned in front of him, pressed to the control panel of the hovercraft, with Cruxan directly behind her, keeping her safely enclosed in the circle of his arms as he piloted it.

      “But why?”

      “I do not want to harm you accidentally when I touch you,” he told her.  “Luxirians…we have stronger skin.  But I feared I could cut yours very easily if I was not careful.”

      “Oh.”

      That made her suppress a smile, her stomach fluttering with that knowledge.

      It was…sweet.  It was something she hadn’t expected him to do for her and it wasn’t even something she’d worried about when it came to them.  But Cruxan had thought about it, had worried about it.

      God, I’m in trouble, she thought for the millionth time that day.

      How had a beautiful Luxirian female not snapped him up by then?  How was he not being chased by hordes of females, desperate for his attention?

      She thought back to a conversation they’d once had and thought that maybe he was being chased.  He’d told her that there had been many females in his past, yet she remembered him saying he’d never been in love before.  It had raised red flags for her at the time, making her a little jealous, making her think that he was nothing but a playboy…and perhaps he was, or at least, had been.  The only thing that had made her pause was that he’d been so damn honest about it.

      “We are almost there,” he murmured to her.

      She couldn’t help but wonder where in the world he was taking her and why they’d had to wait until night.

      But shortly, she sensed Cruxan slowing the hovercraft and when a little oasis came into view, hidden by the tall trees of Kroratax, she knew that this was what he wanted to show her.

      It was beautiful.  Absolutely beautiful.

      Circling above it, Cruxan let her look her fill.

      “It is a hot spring,” he told her.  “There are many in this region and I just happened upon this place many rotations ago.”

      Crystal’s eyes were wide as she took it in.  From above, she could see the hot spring wasn’t that large.  It wasn’t the size of a lake by any means, but it stretched wide, the black water still as steam rose from its surface.  Tall, teal blue trees protected and shielded the hot spring, making it seem private and hidden.

      “We are going down, right?” she asked, eager to see it up close.

      His chuckle met her ears.  “Tev, of course.  We are going in.”

      His words didn’t really settle into her mind until he’d landed them a short distance from the hot spring.  When Cruxan helped her off the hovercraft, her bare feet sank into black sand, similar in color to the sand that billowed out from the Golden City, but this sand was so fine and soft that it felt like silk beneath her feet.

      Her lips were parted as she took it in.  It was one of the most beautiful things she’d seen on Luxiria…with the exception of the tevvax bloom, but she wouldn’t think about that right then.

      Moonlight was the only source of light, but it was more than enough.  The silver light pierced the steam, giving it a glimmering sheen, and reflected off the black, inky water.  The towering trees around them were as large as sequoias, ancient guardians that shifted and rustled in the slight, chilling breeze.

      It felt magical.  It felt lovely.

      “What do you think?” Cruxan murmured, coming to stand beside her, his arm brushing her side.

      “I think it’s beautiful,” she told him, giving him a smile.  “I should have brought my tablet so I could paint it.”

      “Tomorrow night,” he promised her.  “We will come back, tev?”

      “Okay,” she whispered, suppressing her grin.  She looked at the water and it was then that his words from earlier entered her mind.  “Wait, what do you mean we’re going in?”

      “You think we came all this way just to look at it?” he teased.

      “Oh my God,” she breathed, but amusement rose up in her, tangling with her nerves and anticipation.  “You brought me here so I would get naked with you,” she accused.

      His grin was shameless, but only for a moment as he took in her expression.  “Nix, luxiva.  I brought you a fresh tunic and furs,” he jerked his chin to the hovercraft, “if you wished to go in in your dress.”

      Oh.

      He’d really thought of everything.

      “You did?” she asked softly.

      “Tev.”

      Then he promptly stripped off his own shirt, the heavy, thick material dropping to the sand.

      She’d seen him bare-chested more often than not, but still…Crystal didn’t think she’d ever get used to the sight.  Because Cruxan drenched in moonlight was absolutely devastating.  Her heart actually hurt looking at him.

      He also didn’t have a shy bone in his body because once he stripped off his shirt, his pants followed.  And since Luxirians didn’t exactly wear underwear…he was standing completely nude in front of her.

      Crystal’s breathing went a little shallow.

      She’d seen his cock once before, the night of the tevvax, when she’d reached for it shamelessly, half out of her mind with desire.

      But she didn’t think she’d actually comprehended the sheer size of him, his length and thickness.  Because Cruxan was a large male.  And his cock was definitely proportional to the rest of him.

      And those ridges and knobs, she thought, remembering them.  She knew they would probably feel amazing inside her, rubbing against all her sensitive bits.

      Crystal swallowed, her breathing coming out in little gasps.

      His growl alerted her to the fact that he could scent her arousal, but quickly, he turned away, his perfectly sculpted backside coming into view…and it only turned her on more.

      Now she understood why all the great artists had had muses.  Not that she was a great artist by any means, but she’d never felt this need to draw anyone before.  She couldn’t stop thinking about him.  He made her want to create.  He made her want to try and capture his beauty, his masculinity, his sensuality with ink and color…but Crystal feared she’d never be able to.

      He was best experienced in the flesh, she knew.  Alive and animate and grinning.

      That was when she feared Beks might’ve been right.  That she was a little in love with the guy.  That knowledge glued her to the spot, made her freeze, even as her chest warmed.

      The gentle splashing of water met her ears and she watched him wade into the hot spring, the black water swallowing his feet, his strong calves, his thick thighs, his backside.

      When the water came up to his abdomen, he turned around and watched her, waiting.

      He expected her to come in clothed in her dress and a large, frightened part of her wanted to.

      The other part told her not to be a coward.  The other part wanted to let the tight reins loose, to be free.

      She was young.  She had a mesmerizing male waiting for her, in a magical hot spring bathed in moonlight.  She was falling in love.

      And she didn’t want to run anymore.  She didn’t want to be afraid.

      She told herself she would give this a chance until he left for Otala.

      Crystal took a step forward and then raised her fingertips to the clasps over her shoulders that held her dress up, her heartbeat thundering in her ears.  Her fingers shook as she undid them and she let the straps fall, let the dress pool down her breasts, her waist, her hips, and puddle at her feet, next to his own clothes.

      She looked at Cruxan, but it was difficult to make out his expression in the darkness.  But she knew he could see her.  All of her.  What she did sense was that he had completely stilled.

      Crystal didn’t wait.  It was cold and she was as naked as the day she was born.  She took another step towards the hot spring, towards Cruxan, and then she felt the wonderful heat rise up to meet her.

      She waded in.  The steam was thick, but it felt wonderful.  Through it she saw him, waiting for her, just a short distance away.  The ends of her hair grew damp, sticking to her breasts, until they too were submerged.  The water came up to her shoulders by the time she reached him.

      It didn’t make sense what she was feeling, but she saw whatever it was reflected on Cruxan’s face.  His jaw was set, his eyes were dark, and he looked…struck.

      “Vellixa,” he rasped, his chest heaving above the water, making ripples in the hot spring that lapped at her collarbone.

      She didn’t know what that word meant, but she didn’t need to.  She felt its meaning wind and twirl inside her.  It made her feel…confident.  The way he was looking at her, as if she was the only female in the entire universe, made her feel confident and beautiful and sexy.  And that was something she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      Crystal took his hand and she pulled him closer, though even in the water he seemed to stumble as he did, as if his legs had locked up.  She bit back a smile and wrapped her arms around his neck, getting used to touching him, getting used to him touching her.  And she found that she loved it.

      Water trickled off her arms as his head ducked down towards her.  She pressed up in the water, their naked bodies sliding together, and he let out a harsh growl that she felt deep in her core.

      He felt sublime against her.  Hard and strong.  She felt protected in his arms, which wrapped around her like a vice, as if he never wanted to let her go.

      “You will be the end of me, luxiva,” he told her, his voice nothing more than a dark gasp.

      She didn’t reply.  She tilted her face up to his, asking for what she wanted, and he gave it to her.  His kiss made her head spin, just like it did last night, just like it did all afternoon and evening.  He’d kissed her every chance he got, touched her every chance he got…and she’d done the same.

      She’d never felt this unleashed with anyone before.

      Her breath hitched when his tongue sought her own.  And for someone who’d never kissed anyone before, he was certainly a quick learner.  That tongue stroked the roof of her mouth, those knobs on his tongue making tingles spark through her entire body, making her wonder how they’d feel on other parts of her.

      She turned her head, breaking their kiss, running her lips down his chin and jaw before kissing his neck, sucking on his skin there.  His desperate groan met her ears and between them she felt his cock, pressing into her soft belly, pulsing against her skin.

      Crystal pulled back to look at him.  The steam made water cling to her eyelashes but she blinked it away, only wanting to see him.

      Maybe they wouldn’t have sex that night, but she thought that she was ready for the next step in that direction.  Her body was certainly ready for it.

      So, just like the night with tevvax running through her veins, she took his hand and led it underneath the water.  She gasped when she pressed his fingers against her sex, giving him permission without saying a single word.

      His nostrils flared, his shoulders bunching, yet seeming to grow at the same time.

      “Tev, luxiva?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she whispered.
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      Cruxan’s blood was roaring in his ears, deafening everything else around them.

      His luxiva was watching him, her fingers on top of his beneath the surface of the hot spring, holding them to her cunt.

      Vrax, she really would be the end of him.

      Ever since his female had surprised him by undressing, his blood had all but drained from his head, straight to his cock.  He barely thought himself capable of words of that point, especially remembering the sight of her nude.

      Vellixa.  She was…everything.

      Her beauty, her quiet sensuality, the way she’d taken his lips in a kiss as if she knew exactly what she wanted…it had stunned him speechless.

      How had he ever thought that the Fates had made an error?  At the time he’d thought that, she could barely look at him.  Every little thing he’d said seemed to make her retreat more and more.  Everything about them had seemed different, polar opposites.

      Now?

      Vrax, she was a goddess and he couldn’t imagine any other female capturing his soul like she’d already done.

      It humbled him.  It shamed him that he’d ever thought them a hopeless match.  Because he never wanted another but her.

      And if she left him…he knew without a doubt in his mind that it would destroy him.

      Nix, he had to ensure that she would never wish to leave him.  No matter what.

      Crystal gasped, arching into his touch when he brushed across her slick folds.  He began soft and gentle, but when she released his hand to clutch onto his shoulders, he pressed harder, circling a hard little bud that seemed to bring her the most pleasure.

      He focused there, observing her through the steam and haze of desire.  His varx drew up tightly against his body, making his cock pulse and throb.  He felt her warmth against him.  Every squirming movement from his touch made her press harder into him.

      And when she reached between them and grabbed his cock in a tight fist?  Stars burst into his vision, making him bellow out his surprise and pleasure, his cry echoing around that quiet place, carrying over the water, drifting between the trees.

      Her small, soft hand only fit around half of him, but it was more than enough.

      “Luxiva,” he purred, a strangled groan falling from his throat.  He actually felt his cum rise up his shaft and he stopped her hand to still it.  “I am already on the edge, female.”

      “And I want to see you go over it,” she whispered, licking her lips, her own gaze unfocused from the way he flicked her hardened nub back and forth.  “Ohhh.”

      “Not tonight,” he murmured.  “I have dreamed of watching you cum again ever since the tevvax.  This is about you.”

      She groaned, but then gasped when his finger curled deep inside her, trying to distract her away from his cock before he lost his damn mind.

      Her fingers loosened and he dragged her hand away, bringing her wrist up to nibble on the delicate flesh.  He wanted to lick and bite and claim every inch of her, that was how much he needed her.

      “I want to watch you cum,” came her strangled whisper.

      “You will.  Eventually,” he rasped.  “Very many times, I promise you this, female.”

      She bit her lip, holding back another moan, when his finger curled again.  Vrax, she was tight.  Tight and hot and wet.

      He wanted to taste her.  He wanted to lick out her cunt until she was trembling on his tongue.

      His groan was harsh with wanting.  He licked his bottom lip, his mouth watering at the thought.

      He needed to.

      “Luxiva,” he rasped, licking at the seam of her lips until she opened for him and then he kissed her deep, making her gasp.  “I need to lick your cunt.  Vrax, I need to.  Will you let me?”

      Her cheeks were flushed, her lips plump and red and shining from the steam.

      It took her a long time to answer, almost long enough that Cruxan believed she would deny him, but her soft reply met his ears, making him shiver in anticipation.

      “Yes,” she said.

      He didn’t wait.  She gasped in surprise when he hefted her out of the water with ease, laying her back on the surface, his hand supporting her from underneath as she floated.

      “Cruxan,” she whispered, her lips parting.

      His gaze caught on her body, laid out before him like a feast.  He leaned over her, kissing her once, twice, before running his lips down her neck, her collarbone, to between her breasts.

      Her breaths were ragged, her golden hair floating around her like a halo in the water.  And when he closed his mouth over one of her dusky pink nipples, she arched into his kiss as he suckled her gently.

      She trusted him enough not to let her sink below the surface, so her hands came to his hair, his horns, which made him thrust his hips unconsciously.  Vrax, that felt good.  He felt her touch all the way to his cock.

      He switched to her other breast, wanting to kiss every part of her, listening to her moans rise, the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard.

      Soon, he grew greedy, though another time he would explore her at his leisure.  He would learn every last inch of her.

      He sunk down in the water until he was eye level with her cunt and brought her legs over his shoulders, keeping his hands underneath her back to keep her floating on the surface of the hot spring, keeping her steady.

      Then his mouth was on her and she let out a cry of pleasure which rung in his ears.

      He growled and groaned at the same time, the noise tearing from his throat.

      “Cruxan!” she cried.

      He looked up at her from between her thighs.  Her beautiful eyes were dark with disbelief and ecstasy as she watched him lick a long line up her swollen slit.

      Vrax, her taste!  Sublime.  Absolutely sublime.

      Her thighs tensed around him.  Was she close already?  Cruxan was determined to find out.  He wanted to discover everything that made her crazed.  He wanted to discover everything she liked, every little thing that made her need him.

      He eyed the hardened little bud he’d felt earlier and he watched her as he leaned forward, lapping at it slowly.  Her stomach tensed and she panted and squirmed.  Desire curled hot in his belly and he brushed his lips over it, her scent all around him.

      When he softly closed his lips around the bud and gave it a gentle suckle, her hip jerked immediately and then she was crying out, her face scrunched up in pleasure as she orgasmed.

      He purred, delighted with her, delighted that she was such a sensitive little creature.  The things he would show her…the things he would do to her…

      Once she lets me, he thought.

      She was gasping as she came down from the high of it, but Cruxan didn’t stop.  A strangled moan tore from her when she realized he had no intention of stopping.  Not yet.

      “C-Cruxan?”

      Her nipples were pebbled tight and her chest was heaving.

      “I am just beginning, luxiva,” he growled.
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      Crystal shivered, already feeling her next orgasm build.  She’d lost track after four.  She guessed this impending one might be her sixth or seventh.

      Her body ached, sore from tensing and writhing through the pleasure.  Her pussy tingled constantly and Cruxan had begun to soften his strokes around her, as if he sensed she was nearing her limit.

      It was strange.  She was in some kind of euphoric state where everything seemed calm and yet nothing was.  She was still floating on her back in the middle of the hot spring.  Steam rose around her and her skin was so sensitive that she swore she felt the tendrils of it curl over her.

      Above her was the night sky of Luxiria.  Bright stars, so incredibly bright, of constellations she didn’t recognize.  A bright moon that made the the sky look like it was from a dream.

      Was this a dream?  She couldn’t tell.  It felt like one…one of her good ones, at least.

      But no, this was reality.  And reality was Cruxan, hot and strong and commanding her body in ways she never thought possible.  She felt his arms underneath her back, holding her steady, though her arms drifted, weightless, across it.  She felt his tongue deep inside her, lapping at her sensitive, clenching walls, wringing more and more pleasure from her than she’d thought possible.

      His tongue was hot, hotter than the water of the hot spring and she squeezed her eyes shut when she felt another orgasm cresting.

      Her back arched, her head tipping back into the water until it rushed in her ears.  Sound muffled underneath the surface, mirroring the calm chaos that was building inside her.

      Her eyes flashed open as her next orgasm came.  In disbelief, she looked up at the night sky again and she was so overwhelmed that she felt tears well up in her eyes and drip down her temples, into the water.

      On and on, pleasure pounded her, tearing away everything.

      She heard a noise from Cruxan and then, suddenly, she wasn’t floating anymore.  She found herself in his arms, trembling from it all, as he wiped her cheeks.  Her tears, she realized.

      “Luxiva,” he rasped.  “What is wrong?  Did I do something?”

      He’d stopped immediately because he’d seen her tears and she wanted to cry even more because of that.

      God, she was a mess.  But she supposed that six or seven or eight orgasms in a row could do that to a woman.

      “N-nothing,” she breathed, wanting to reassure him.  “No, you are…”

      Amazing.  Kind.  Sexy as hell.  Unlike anyone she’d ever imagined.

      “You did nothing wrong,” she whispered, but his brows were drawn tight over his dark, wild eyes.  She cupped his face and kissed him as reassurance, tasting herself on his tongue, which made her breath hitch.  “I-It was amazing.”

      “Tell me,” he murmured against her lips, obviously not convinced.

      How could she when she didn’t even know?

      She caught her breath in his arms, leaning her forehead against the side of his neck, feeling safe yet vulnerable at the same time.  She still felt the remnants of her orgasms, little tendrils of pleasure that zinged through her body.

      “Luxiva,” he murmured, his own breathing ragged.  Between them, he was still so hard.  Impossibly so, but he’d already denied her touch once.

      “You’re,” she started because she thought she should at least try to explain the bubbling of emotions inside her.  “You’re the first male I’ve been with since…”

      She didn’t want to say his name.  She didn’t really want to think about him ever again so she told herself that she wouldn’t even say his name.

      He blew out an unsteady breath, his muscles going tight against her.  “Really?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.  “I feel like I’ve locked myself away because of it, that I’ve built up these high walls around me to keep me safe…and yet right now, with you, I feel like I’m…”

      “Tev?”

      “I feel like I’m free,” she whispered, looking up at him, her voice almost awed.  “I wasn’t crying because of what you were doing. It was amazing.  You are amazing.  I just…that feeling overwhelmed me because it’s such a frightening but wonderful thing.”

      His expression changed, though it was still unreadable.  But there was something raw in his voice when he said, “I do not…I do not know if I can ever let you go, luxiva.”

      Her belly tightened.

      He meant back to Earth, if she decided to return home.

      What would happen to him if she did?

      She blinked back fresh tears and pressed her cheek to his chest so he wouldn’t see them.  She didn’t reply because she didn’t know what to say.  There were too many things to think about in regards to that and she didn’t think she had the energy to.  Not after what they’d just done.

      She felt raw and aching, yet charged and blissful.  So why did she suddenly feel so sad?  Was it because when he said those words he made it seem like she’d already made up her mind to leave?

      Crystal thought of Lauren, back on Earth, though it was such a strange time to think of her.  She would be seven months pregnant soon, unless she’d lost track of time, and Crystal would become an aunt to a beautiful little girl.

      Would she ever see her though?  Would she ever hug her sister again or laugh and play with her niece?

      She let out a shuddering sigh into his skin and she listened to the sound of soft water trickling around them.

      “Tell me about your sisters,” she asked.

      If the request seemed strange, he didn’t comment on it.  Instead, his hand ran through her wet hair, his dulled claws scraping pleasantly against her scalp.

      “Their names were Kihxa and Ruttana,” he said, his voice quiet, deep.  “They were younger than I.  They should have survived it, most of the young did, but they did not.”

      She heard the grief in his voice and she pressed her palm to his chest, feeling the thumping of his heart against it.

      “Kihxa was kind.  She was quiet and soft spoken.  She liked to walk along the cliffs of the Otylia and I would walk with her sometimes when I was free of my training.  She liked to talk about the others in our outpost, about those she knew or wished to know.  She liked to think about their lives, about what they might become.  There was a male in warrior training who she loved, but males in training are not allowed to take mates, unless they are fated.  Not until they complete their required rotations.  He loved her too, long after she died even.”

      “What happened to him?” she asked, heartbroken for the both of them.

      “He died during the war with the Jetutians,” Cruxan said, his voice gruff.  “During the first rotation of it.”

      Crystal pressed her lips together, thinking about all the tragedy that Luxirians must’ve experienced during that time.  The tragedy that Cruxan had suffered…

      “Rutanna…” he trailed off, a strange sound emerging from his throat.  “She was like me, though that is not something to be celebrated.  We were the complete opposites of our lovely Kihxa.”  He gave her a sad smile that she felt pull at her chest.  “She was mischievous.  I do not know how many times I, or my mother, or my sire, or my sister had pulled her from some scheme or another.  She stole a hovercraft once from the command center, left us a Com message that she was leaving Otala, to go live in the Golden City, though she knew no one there, though she had no where to live.  I managed to track her down near here, near Kroratax, and I dragged her home, though she screamed at me the whole way back that I was ruining her life span.”

      Crystal couldn’t help but chuckle, especially when she saw the rueful smile on Cruxan’s features.

      “And she liked the males, believe me,” Cruxan murmured, shaking his head.  “I have fought more males than I care to admit because of Rutanna.  My father would have locked her away had he known how many,” he added, his lips pressing together at the mention of him.  “I loved them both.  I miss them often.  Especially in Otala, where the memory of them is everywhere.”

      “And your mother?”

      “She was the best of us all,” he said simply, looking down at her.  And that was all he needed to say to convey his love for her.  She saw it there, his respect, his loss, his grief…

      She reached up a hand to touch his cheek.  “You sounded like you were a good brother.  A good son,” she said softly.

      “Is it strange that I still try to be, though they are all gone?” he asked.

      “No,” she whispered.  “Not at all.  I try to do the same too.”

      She tried to make her mother proud every day…because she’d let her down before.  Too many times.  She had failed her, but Crystal was doing what she could to make up for it.

      Cruxan went quiet, though his hand still stroked through her hair.

      “We never talked about that night,” he reminded her.

      She sighed, heavy and short.

      “We need to,” he told her.

      “What is there to say?  It happened.  I just thought you should know about it, considering…”

      He made a sound in the back of his throat.  “There is much to say.”

      She remembered the way he’d left their camp shortly after she’d told him.  She remembered feeling hurt, though Beks had told her that it was Cruxan’s own perceived helplessness in the situation that had caused him to pull away.

      “This…” he started before his mouth tightened.  “He is a part of you.”

      “I don’t want him to be anymore,” she whispered, panic fluttering in her belly.

      “I wish I could take him away from you,” he told her gently.  “I wish that more than anything, luxiva.  I wish…” he broke off with a growl, his body tightening.  “I wish I could do a lot more than that.”

      The veiled fury in his voice told her exactly what he wished to do.

      She thought that maybe Beks had been right.

      “Why did you leave?” she asked, wanting to know for certain.  “After I’d told you?”

      His brow furrowed.

      “I was a little hurt by it,” she admitted quietly.

      An anguished expression came over his features.  He expressed his emotions so readily, so freely…something she envied and admired about him.

      “Luxiva, I did not realize that,” he said.  “I thought you would want time.  I needed time too.  I felt rage and grief and frustration.  I did not think you needed to witness it, after what you had revealed to me.”

      “I realize that now,” she said softly.

      “I had never felt the need to do violence so powerfully before that moment,” he confessed to her.  “It scared me, if I am being honest.  I knew that violence was the last thing you needed.”

      She appreciated his honesty, like always.  She was beginning to believe him when he’d told her he would never lie to her.  She thought him incapable of it.

      “I feared you thought differently of me,” she admitted.  “I feared you thought I was pathetic or weak.”

      He made a sound of protest in the back of his throat, his hand tightening in her hair.

      “Never,” he growled.  “I think that you were young.  That you gave your soft heart to a male who did not deserve it and by then, it was too late.”

      She blew out a shuddering sigh against his skin.

      “You cared what I thought?” he asked softly next.  “At that moment?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.  “I did.”

      He dropped his forehead down until it touched her own.  He did it so often that she wondered if it was an intimacy among Luxirians, if it was their version of a kiss or a hug.

      Either way, it made her feel warm and safe.  It made her belly flutter and she was done fighting against those feelings.

      “I think you are strong,” he murmured.  “I think you are kind.  I think you struggle to trust others but I think that you want to.  And I think that you are the most beautiful being in this entire universe.  That is what I think of you, luxiva.”

      And just like that, Crystal thought the last of the thick walls she’d built up—the walls that Cruxan had slowly chiseled away since she’d met him—crumbled.
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      “Oh my God, you guys had sex, didn’t you?” came a familiar female’s voice.  “It’s written all over your face.”

      Even from the sleeping quarters, Cruxan could practically sense his luxiva’s flush.

      “No, we haven’t,” she said.  “And you know he can hear you, right?”

      Cruxan grinned, tying up the laces on his leg coverings before strolling out from the sleeping quarters, into the central hub.  There, he found Beks standing in the doorway, conversing with his female.

      He could hardly restrain his purr at the sight of Crystal, though she’d been in his arms moments before, right before he’d heard Beks approaching the dwelling.  All morning and afternoon, they’d stayed tucked away in his sleeping platform, under his furs.  Talking, eating, sleeping, kissing, and Cruxan had insisted on licking her cunt at least five times.

      His female was smiling when she turned to peek over her shoulder at him.  Her skin was soft, pink, and glowing.  She had the look of a good, thorough mating, so he couldn’t blame Beks for thinking they’d had sex.

      Beks turned to look at him with a discerning, pinched look and promptly said, “You know if you hurt her, I’ll rip your balls off, right?”

      Cruxan raised his brow, his hand coming to rest on the swell of his female’s backside when he came to a stop next to her.  He was pleased when she didn’t shy away from his touch.  Rather, she leaned into it.

      “You are a frightening female, you know that?” he murmured.

      Beks smiled but it seemed more like she was baring her dull, little teeth.  “And don’t you forget it, darling.”

      “Consider it noted, female,” Cruxan said before his gaze strayed past her.  “Is your mate at your dwelling?”

      It was late afternoon, but the sky was already darkening.  The towering trees spread throughout Kroratax only made it seem that much darker.

      “Yes,” she said.  “He just returned from the training pits, so he’s bathing.  I think he wanted to speak with you actually.  He said he’s going to come over once he’s finished.”

      “I will go see him now,” Cruxan said, wondering if it was news of Jaxor’an, or perhaps the Mevirax.  He brushed his hand through Crystal’s golden hair and said, “I will return shortly.”

      She nodded and he sensed her gaze on him as he left.

      When he reached Lihvan’s dwelling, he heard Beks say, “Girl, you totally want to jump his bones.  I can see it.”

      Crystal sighed.  “He can still hear you.”

      “Dammit,” Beks murmured.  “It’s just not fair he has crazy ninja senses.”

      Cruxan shook his head in amusement, briefly looking over his shoulder to his luxiva, who looked embarrassed by her friend’s comment.

      He pushed back the door of the dwelling and went in search of Lihvan, the females’ voices growing fainter and fainter until he couldn’t hear them anymore.

      He found Lihvan in the washing quarters.  The fellow Ambassador didn’t look surprised to see him, just tipped back his head in the water to rinse his long hair, before addressing Cruxan with, “I half expected you to be chained to your sleeping platform with your mate.”

      Cruxan leaned against the stone wall, crossing his arms over his bare chest.

      “A tempting idea,” he said.

      Lihvan grunted.  “I never thought I would see the span.”

      “What?”

      His friend smirked.  “Where you gave up jumping from one female to the next.  I believe you have told me on more than one occasion that you could not fathom being with one female for the rest of your life span.”

      “So did Rixavox,” Cruxan pointed, “and look at him.”

      Lihvan made a sound of agreement in the back of his throat.

      “I feel vanquished,” Cruxan told him.  “An unsettling feeling for a Luxirian…but one that I welcome nonetheless.  Especially if it is at her hands.”

      “I am happy for you, my brother,” Lihvan told him, wading to the edge of the bathing pool before pulling himself out.  “You deserve happiness after much has been taken from you.”

      Cruxan didn’t say anything.  He didn’t know how to tell the other male that he feared his luxiva would still leave.  He didn’t know how to tell him that he feared it would destroy him.

      “You wished to speak with me,” Cruxan said.

      Lihvan dried himself off with clean furs and then pulled out a fresh pair of leg coverings from a hidden compartment in the wall.

      “You remember the blood sister of the warrior who stole the Luxirian crystal from the command center?” Lihvan asked.

      Cruxan’s brow furrowed.  “Tev.  She had gone to seek out the Mevirax because she heard rumors that their females were cured.”

      Her blood brother had stolen the Luxirian crystal because the Mevirax had asked it of him.  They had told him that if he stole it, then they would heal his blood sister.

      Cruxan’s lips pressed together, remembering having to extract that information from the young warrior.  He was still housed in the dungeons in the Golden City, awaiting trial for his betrayal.

      But truthfully, Cruxan didn’t know if he could blame him.  If his own blood sisters had wanted something so deeply, wouldn’t he have done anything for them?

      “Well, Vaxa’an informed me just now that she has returned to the Golden City,” Lihvan said.

      “What?” Cruxan hissed.

      “She claims the Mevirax lied.  Their females cannot bear offspring.  That there were not many of their females left even,” Lihvan said, his nostrils flaring.  “She said they are dishonorable, that they no longer follow the path of the Fates, that they only seek to live from one span to the next.  She said…they abused her.”  Cruxan’s belly burned, thinking of his female, his fists clenching at his sides.  “They are no more Luxirian than the Jetutians are.  Not anymore.”

      “I do not want to believe it,” he said.  “Many Luxirians have gone to seek them out over the rotations.  From all outposts.  What did she say of them?”

      Lihvan shook his head.  “She said most never made it.  She said she only found the Mevirax with her blood brother’s aid and that she escaped them by the Fates’ mercy only.  It is a miracle in itself she managed to return to the Golden City.  Vaxa’an said she had almost wasted away from crossing the Black Sands.”

      Cruxan blew out a sharp breath.  “And her brother?”

      “Reunited, for now,” Lihvan said.  “He still must go through trial.  You know that.”

      And it likely wouldn’t be a happy outcome.  His best chance was exile.  Perhaps his blood sister would accompany him.

      “What need do the Mevirax have for a Luxirian crystal of that power?” Cruxan questioned out loud, something he thought of often.  “Did she say?”

      “Nix, she did not,” Lihvan said, but something in his voice made Cruxan look at him.  “She did report, however, that they have a Com communicator.”

      Which meant they had access to off-planet systems.

      “They could be in contact with any number of species,” Cruxan realized.

      And many, many species would pay generously for a Luxirian crystal of that size, the most reliable fuel source to reach as far as the Fourth Quadrant.

      “Vrax,” he cursed, running a hand through his hair.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Lihvan said.  “We have to get the crystal back before they have a chance to sell it.”

      “I know,” Cruxan gritted out.

      “Vaxa’an is preparing an infiltration of their camp in the coming weeks,” Lihvan said.  “He wanted me to tell you to ready your best warriors and send them to the Golden City at the first opportunity.  I will be doing the same here in Kroratax.”

      “You should have told me earlier when you received the message,” Cruxan said.

      Lihvan said, “You deserve a rest, brother.  You most of all, especially with your female.  I am telling you now.”

      Cruxan closed his eyes, already feeling the weight of his responsibilities resettle on his shoulders.  It had been a nice reprieve with his luxiva.  Wonderful.

      He had never felt happier than when he was with her.

      He swallowed at that realization, feeling it punch him in the gut.

      “I did not tell Vaxa’an that you are still here,” Lihvan said quietly next.  “He believes you are journeying to Otala as we speak.”

      He blew out a breath.

      “You must leave soon.  Tomorrow,” Lihvan said.  “Or else he will know.”

      “I know,” Cruxan said, feeling dread weigh heavy in his chest.  Because he knew there was a chance his luxiva would not come with him.

      Lihvan tilted his head to the side, studying him.  “I assume you will take your female with you.”

      Cruxan held his gaze.  “We have not discussed it yet.”

      Lihvan’s brows raised.  “Then you best discuss it soon.”

      “I know,” Cruxan growled, already feeling the weight of that conversation.

      And he couldn’t help but wonder…would this be their last night together?
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      “Cruxan,” she said, laughing, a little breathless as she felt him dip his hands underneath the furs, stroking over her flesh.  “You make the absolute worst model, you know that?”

      “Or the best,” he growled in her ear, nipping at her sensitive flesh.

      She pushed his chest and he fell back onto the furs he’d brought to the hot spring with them.  They had it spread out on the soft sand of the shore to keep the granules from sticking to their skin.  They’d already taken a nice, long soak inside and Crystal felt pleasantly warm and flushed, despite the nip in the air.

      She was naked underneath the heavy fur cloak that Cruxan had draped over her shoulders, but he remained unclothed, lounging back on the blanket, seemingly unaffected by the chill.  And certain parts of him were definitely unaffected by the chill too.

      Crystal swallowed, her eyes running over his hardened cock, before her gaze dropped down to his likeness, sketched out clumsily on her tablet.  She feared she’d never be a good enough artist to capture him the way she wanted to, to capture him the way she saw him.

      But she’d been trying to for the better part of the last hour.  If only he would stop trying to distract her.

      “Now hush and stay still,” she told him, trying to keep her voice strict, or else he would sense her amusement and he’d be even more relentless.

      He exhaled but did as she requested, seemingly content to simply watch her.  She felt those blue eyes on her like a touch and she squirmed a little as she continued to work on her drawing, deepening the lines she’d sketched out over his shoulders, deepening the muscles present there.

      She didn’t know how long she worked on her drawing, but eventually, she took a rest when her hand began to cramp up and set her tablet aside.

      Drawing her knees up to her chest, she hugged them and rested her chin on top, watching Cruxan watch her.

      “I think you like looking at me, female,” he murmured, his lips quirking up into an arrogant smirk.

      She valiantly tried to hide her smile and just narrowly succeeded.  “You’re full of it.”

      But yes, she did like looking at him.

      He grinned and he reached out to trace across her toes, which were peeking out from underneath the fur cloak.

      Her breath hitched.  Just the barest touch from him and it sent her reeling.  How did he have that kind of control over her body?

      Her gaze couldn’t help but trace down him, as if to prove his words right.  Her mouth went a little dry at the obvious masculinity of him, at his constant arousal, at the absolutely wicked look in his gaze.

      When her eyes ran over his hardened cock, her tongue darted out and swiped over her bottom lip, wetting it.  Though he’d been generous in giving her pleasure, he had yet to allow her to touch him.

      And true to his word, he hadn’t pushed her for more.  She couldn’t count how many orgasms he’d given her that day—with his hands, with his tongue—but not once did he press her for sex.

      “You are beautiful, female,” he rasped.  “Maybe it is I that wishes to draw you.  You want to give me the tablet?”

      She flushed at his compliment.  She wasn’t used to them but he gave them to her readily, whenever he could.

      “No,” she whispered, smiling, feeling a little shy at the prospect of him drawing her.

      “You want to give me a kiss then?” he purred.  “If you will not give me your tablet.”

      That she could do.

      She rose to her knees and crawled over to him, sprawled on his back.  She kneeled next to his head and leaned over, brushing his lips at a slight angle, smiling into it.

      She didn’t know if she’d ever smiled so much in her life.  She didn’t think so.  It felt like a lifetime of smiles had all emerged over the past few days.

      When she pulled back, his eyes blinked open and he reached up to stroke a strand of hair that fell between them.  The way he was looking at her made her freeze—it frightened her actually—and she pulled away, scooting back before sitting down.

      He didn’t say anything about her retreat, just leaned up on his elbow, letting silence fall between them.

      Nervously, she tucked that same strand he’d touched behind her ear, wondering why she’d felt a sudden jolt of fear.

      Because she’d seen his feelings for her?  Right there, in his gaze?

      He was so open about everything and she was…not.  It was a difference between them that might never be bridged.

      “I wanted to speak with you about something,” Cruxan said, after a lengthy long pause, his voice hesitant.

      “Okay,” she said softly, swallowing.  The mood had changed so suddenly, so swiftly, that she felt the tension just simmering under the surface.

      “I must return to Otala tomorrow,” he said.

      Immediately, Crystal looked down at the fur blanket, eyeing the grey and black and white hairs.

      She’d feared as much.

      She knew this would happen eventually.

      So why did those words feel like her heart was being squeezed right out of her chest?

      He continued, softly, with, “I want you to come with me.”

      Crystal bit her lip, her fingers reaching out to trace the swirls in the fur, dread pooling in her belly.  Dread so heavy that it made her feel nauseous.

      “Luxiva,” Cruxan murmured after a long pause.  Even her heart hurt at that word.  “Will you look at me?”

      Stop being a coward, she thought.  Cruxan deserved more than her complete withdrawal, so she swallowed her fear and met his eyes.

      Gone was his amusement, the teasing look in his gaze.  In its place was a guarded expression that Crystal didn’t think looked right on his features.  She’d never seen it before.  She never wanted to again.

      She felt her answer rise up, choking her.

      “I can’t,” she whispered, shaking her head.  “I’m sorry.”

      Cruxan shifted ever so slightly, the move so small that she almost missed it.  A slight bunching of his shoulders.  That was all.

      “Why?” he asked, his voice soft.

      How could she even explain it to him?

      “I…” her voice failed her, but she owed him an explanation at the very least, didn’t she?  “I’ve thought about it, I have.  And I knew that you would have to go back to your home at some point.”

      A slight wind rustled through her hair, making her shiver.

      “I feel like if I went with you…I might not be able to leave,” she whispered, looking at him.

      “You can leave whenever you wish,” he said carefully.  “You know this.”

      She shook her head, “That’s not what I meant.  I meant that I would not want to.”

      He made a sound of frustration in the back of his throat, looking away, his gaze flitting across the steam rising above the hot springs.

      “I do not understand you sometimes,” came his quiet rasp.

      Crystal had come to the realization that she felt consumed by him.  She didn’t know when it had happened.  She didn’t know when she’d started to fall in love with him.  Perhaps at first sight even and that was why she’d fought against him so hard in the beginning…because she’d recognized something in him.

      But she’d also come to the realization that she’d felt this way before.  Only, it had been in a much different way.  She’d been young then, thinking she’d found her first love, thinking that all her fairytale dreams were finally coming true at the ripe age of seventeen.  Only those dreams had turned into one nightmare after another and she’d turned her back on her family in the process.  She’d lost years of time with them.

      And she’d swore to herself to never let it happen again.  She wasn’t that same young, naive girl who just wanted to be loved.  She was older and much, much wiser.  She didn’t have the luxury of falling head over heels in love, not when she knew the consequences of that kind of love.

      And Cruxan?

      She could fall head over heels for him.  Easily…if she wasn’t already.

      That scared her.

      “My sister is pregnant.  I don’t know if I told you that,” she said softly.  “I’ll have a niece soon.  A niece that I want to at least meet one day, whose life I want to be involved in.  Because she’s my blood.  My sister is my blood and the only family I have left.  She helped me when I was at my weakest point because she loved me more than her disappointment in me.  And I can’t…”  Tears spilled over her cheeks, her voice going a little wobbly.  “I can’t turn my back on her for a second time.  I don’t get to love you, I don’t get to have you and have my family.  I always had to choose.”

      Cruxan’s jaw clenched and he finally turned those blue eyes back onto her.  And she stared into them like it was the last time she would see them, already feeling like her heart was shattering into a million pieces, now that it was left unguarded by the walls he’d torn down.

      “If I went with you to Otala, I would not want to leave you,” she whispered, her vision going blurry with her tears.  “Cruxan, I’m sorry.”

      He didn’t say anything.  They sat in silence—sad and tense, yet somehow peaceful—for a long time and she sat, shivering, waiting for him to speak, to say anything at all.

      Finally, he broke that silence, but only to say, “We should go back before it gets any colder.”

      “That’s all you have to say?” she whispered.

      “I do not know what you want me to say, Crystal,” he rasped, looking at her, seemingly at a loss for words.  “You have made your decision.  That much is clear to me.  I think I knew it all along, but I had hoped—” He cut himself off with a harsh exhale.  Quietly, he finished, “I had hoped you would change your mind.  That the last few spans would change your mind.”

      Crystal wiped her cheeks, feeling her tears on the back on her hand.

      “I cannot fault you for choosing your family, female,” he said quietly…but the soft anguish in his voice almost broke her.

      “Will you hate me for it?” she whispered.  Because she selfishly didn’t know if she could bear that, even after she’d just broken both of them.

      “Nix,” he murmured quietly.  “I could never hate you.”

      And that knowledge made her want to cry even more.

      “Come,” he said, standing from the fur blanket, before dressing.  He never quite met her eyes.  “Let us return to Kroratax.”

      “Okay,” she whispered.
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      When Cruxan guided the hovercraft down in front of his dwelling, his heart ached in his chest because he knew what would come next.

      He just didn’t want to believe it.

      He helped Crystal off before jumping down and then they stood in front of one another for a little while, without saying a single word.  It hurt to look at her.  It physically hurt.

      But he had done all he could, hadn’t he?  What was left to convince her to stay?  Blood was blood, family was family.  He understood that better than most.

      And he’d promised her, long ago, that he would not stop her if she wished to return home.

      “You should stay with Beks and Lihvan this night,” he said quietly.  Never again would he feel her sleeping against him.  Never again would he wake to her.

      The grief of that knowledge almost broke him.  A part of him was in denial about it.

      “I know,” she whispered, her voice clogged with her tears, which hadn’t stopped falling from her eyes since the hot spring.  “Cruxan…”

      He waited, but she didn’t—or couldn’t—say anything else.

      He didn’t know why he told her—perhaps to reassure her—but he said, “Vaxa’an believes he will retrieve the crystal in the coming weeks.  You will see your sister again soon.  I know it.  And I promise that I will continue searching for Erin and Jaxor’an, so that she can return to Earth with you if she wishes.”

      She bit her lip when it trembled and Cruxan blew out a short breath, knowing that prolonging their goodbye would only make it that much harder.

      “C-Cruxan,” she whispered.  “I was falling in love with you.  You have to believe that.  I don’t want you to think—”

      “Don’t,” he rasped, tensing up, feeling like a fist was squeezing his throat, his heart.  “Don’t, female.”

      And because he knew he wouldn’t be able to not kiss her one last time, he pulled her close and pressed his lips against hers.  He pulled her scent deep into his lungs, tasted her tears, and memorized her taste, her heat.

      Then he stepped back, far enough away so he wouldn’t be tempted to reach for her again.

      “Go,” he murmured, his voice gruff.

      When she didn’t move, frustration and heartbreak and sadness rose up in him.

      He couldn’t watch her leave.  It would tear him up, so it was him who turned his back.  It was him who stepped up to his dwelling, opened the door, and stepped through it into the darkness.

      But before he did, he looked back at her one last time and said, “I hope you find your happiness, female.  I hope you find everything you want.”

      And it wasn’t him.

      And he had to accept that.

      Then he shut the door, standing in the dark, numb.  On the other side of the door, he could hear her.  He could hear her wipe at her cheeks.  He could hear the gentle sobs that shook her body and every single one tore at him.

      He listened to her until she finally turned away.  He heard her approach Lihvan’s and Beks’ dwelling.

      And all he wanted to do was snatch her back in his arms.  All he wanted to do was take her to Otala, the same thing that Vikan and even Kirov had done with their mates.  They’d stolen them away.  He wanted to convince her to stay with him, to never want to leave.

      But he couldn’t do that to her.  It was her choice.  He’d always known that.  He couldn’t force his will on her, not after everything she’d been through, or else he was no better than her previous partner.

      He didn’t know how long he stood there, but eventually, he heard footsteps approach.  For a moment, he wished they were Crystal’s, but he knew they weren’t.

      Lihvan entered his dwelling, his face guarded and careful.  One look at Cruxan made pity enter the male’s gaze and Cruxan could hardly bear to look at it.

      “Don’t,” he growled, repeating the same words he’d said to his female.

      “There is still hope,” Lihvan said, watching him.  “Believe that.”

      He shook his head.  “I do not share your optimism.  She was very clear and her mind was made up.  She will not stay.”

      “You never know what might happen,” Lihvan said, worry obvious on his features.  He feared what Cruxan might do, that much was clear.  Fated mates very rarely carried on alone, after their other halves were gone.

      “Do not worry,” Cruxan said.  “I will not journey to the blackworld so soon.”

      “How can I not worry?” his friend growled.  “You look as you did once you discovered your sisters and your mother after the Plague.  And I was there.  I remember.”

      Cruxan didn’t know what to reply to that.  That span had been a blur but he knew that this night he would remember in perfect clarity.

      “I am leaving for Otala now,” Cruxan said quietly.  “I cannot stay here.  I will not sleep so I may as well start for the Otylia.”

      “Cruxan—”

      “Make sure she gets back to the Golden City safely,” he requested quietly.  “Will you do that for me?”

      Lihvan’s jaw clenched.  “Tev,” he finally said.  “I will.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “Cruxan.”

      He looked at one of his oldest friends.

      “Please have faith,” Lihvan pleaded.  “The Fates must have a reason for this.”

      “Do not speak to me about the Fates this night,” he said softly, heading for the door.  He needed to leave this place, where everything reminded him of her.  “I cannot bear the thought of them.”
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      “Will you eat something?” Beks’ quiet voice came.  “Please.  You need to eat, Crystal.  It’s been four days already and you’ve barely kept anything down.  I’m worried.”

      Crystal sighed and turned her gaze from the window to look at Beks.

      “Yes,” she whispered.  “Yes, I’ll try.”

      Relief spread over her friend’s features and she set down the tray she was carrying, full of spiced meats and a hot goblet of tea.

      Looking at the food made her feel a little nauseous.  It was as if her body was punishing her, as if it was physically rebelling against her decision to leave Cruxan.  As if her heart and her body knew what was right, yet her mind stubbornly clung to its decision.

      She nibbled at some meat, forcing down whatever she could manage slowly.  Crystal was all too aware of Beks’ watchful gaze as she did, as if the brunette was logging the amount of food she ate, trying to determine if it was enough.

      Her eyes went back the living room window, her gaze going to the little house at the end of the terrace, tucked behind the towering trees of Kroratax.  As if she simply watched the house long enough, it would make him reappear.

      It was funny what heartbreak could make someone think.

      But in her heart and her mind, she knew he wouldn’t come back.  He respected her decision enough—he respected her enough—not to.

      But Crystal hadn’t expected that realization to hurt so much.

      On the first day, afterwards, once she’d realized that Cruxan had already left for Otala, that she would likely never see him again…she’d been in denial.  Deep, deep denial.  Beks had had a knowing worry on her face, while Crystal went about her day, though it was interspersed with deep, ugly, sobbing crying sessions that came and went like fickle rain.

      The second day was when she’d lost her appetite.  She hadn’t drawn that day because the night before, she’d flipped back through her drawings of Cruxan and it had…wrecked her.  Absolutely wrecked her.

      By the third day, she could barely get out of bed.  She just wanted to sleep all day, but she couldn’t even sleep.  And when she did manage to get more than an hour at a time, she dreamed of him.

      Her dreams of Cruxan were vivid and happy.  So happy that when she woke, she was struck again by the loss of him and it sent her spiraling.  So, she avoided sleep if she could.

      Her only reprieve was when she happened to dream of her mother.  They were strange dreams, like lost memories of her that Crystal had forgotten over time.  They made her feel sad whenever she woke, but not the debilitating grief she experienced after waking from a dream of Cruxan.

      By the fourth day, that day, Crystal had all but shut down.  She couldn’t stop replaying that night in her mind.  She couldn’t stop herself from remembering the struck look on his face, the quiet, heartbreaking acceptance when he realized that she was choosing to leave him.

      Crystal didn’t think she had any more tears left to cry, but she hadn’t been able to stop.  Because she knew that there was so much that she’d wanted to tell him, so much that she hadn’t told him.

      Beks settled in the fire pit area next to her, sighing.  After a brief pause, her voice came gently, “Lihvan thinks you should return to the Golden City.”

      Crystal knew that already.

      “And what do you think?” she asked, her tone wooden.

      Beks sighed.  “I think that you’re still hoping he will come back here.”

      He wasn’t coming back.  She knew that too, but she couldn’t deny the pang of longing she felt at Beks’ words.

      Crystal buried her face in her hands and took a deep, shuddering breath.  She was moping.  She was heartbroken.

      But she’d done it to herself.  She’d chosen this.

      “I don’t want to go back to the Golden City,” she started, raising her face from her hands to look at her friend, “because Kroratax is closer to Otala…and being farther away from him makes me...it makes me want—”

      She broke off when tears welled up in her eyes, but she straightened her spine and reached for another piece of meat from the tray, determined to eat it.  She needed to stop doing this.

      “Oh honey,” Beks whispered, sighing.

      “This is ridiculous, isn’t it?” she asked softly, looking back out the window.  “I was the one who ended it but I can’t let it go.  I can’t let him go.  I can’t leave either, though I know I should.”

      Her voice was hoarse from all the crying and she reached for the hot tea with a trembling hand, taking a long sip from the bitter liquid.

      “Why do I feel like I made a huge mistake?” she whispered, looking at Beks.  “I thought it was the right decision, but if it is, why does it feel this way?  Why does it feel this wrong?”

      “I can’t pretend to know the weight of that decision, Crystal,” Beks said softly.  “Even when I was on Earth, I never knew my father and I’d been estranged from my mother, for very, very good reasons, for years.  Kate was my best friend and the only true family that I felt I had.  And she was here.  My family was already here.”

      Crystal looked up at her, surprised.

      Beks continued, “You have a sister that you love dearly, whose been there for you when you needed her, with children of her own on the way.  I can’t imagine it’s an easy decision.”

      Crystal sensed a ‘but’ in her tone.  Beks pressed her lips together.

      “Just say it,” Crystal whispered.

      “But,” Beks said slowly, “your sister also has a family of her own.  A husband she loves.  And I’m not saying that you’re not a part of that family, of course you are.  I just…don’t you also want those things?  A husband?  Children?”

      More fucking tears.

      She was so tired of crying, but Crystal’s shoulders shook with it and Beks reached out to try to comfort her as much as she could.

      “You’ve been through so much, honey,” Beks whispered.  “And I don’t think that your sister would want you to be this miserable either.  She wouldn’t want you to give up your entire future because you’re trying to make up for a mistake you made a long time ago.  If I had a sister, I wouldn’t want her to do that.  I would want her to do what makes her happy.”

      It was her next words that absolutely killed her though.

      “And from what I’ve seen…Cruxan makes you very happy,” the brunette said gently.  Her lips quirked a little.  “Maybe not right now, admittedly.  But he did, didn’t he?”

      Another quiet sob tore from her throat and she nodded as she cried more and more.

      “I-I’m sorry I’m such a goddamn mess right now,” she said, once her breath evened out.

      “I don’t think you’re a mess,” Beks soothed.  “I just think you love him and you’re realizing just how much now that he’s gone.”

      Beks pulled something from the cushion next to her.  When Crystal looked down, it was her tablet, which she’d tucked away in a chest because she couldn’t bear to look at it.

      “I found this.  Hiding it won’t make it go away,” Beks said gently.  “It won’t make him go away.”

      Crystal took the tablet from her, looking down at the smooth surface.  The last time she’d used it, it had been to draw Cruxan at the hot spring.  She’d been so ridiculously happy then…until a single moment had changed everything.  It had all happened so fast.

      One moment she’d been kissing him.

      And the next…she had been breaking their hearts.

      “Do you think he’s okay?” Crystal asked softly.

      Beks replied, “I think he’s about as okay as you are.”

      Crystal pressed her lips together to stem her tears.

      “What should I do?” she whispered.

      Beks blew out a breath.  “I think that you should finish that food and that tea.  Then you should go take a bath, put on some fresh clothes, maybe go outside to get some air.”

      Crystal looked down at herself.  When had she last bathed?

      “And while you’re outside, you should ask yourself two things.  One being: do you love him?  And the other: can you live without him?  Don’t think about your sister, don’t think about home.  Think about you.  And him.”

      Crystal’s breath hitched and she looked up at Beks in surprise.

      “And if the answer to the first question is yes and the answer to the second question is no…then I think you know what to do.”

      Beks stood from the cushions surrounding the fire pit and Crystal stared up at her, momentarily stunned.

      “Love is simple,” Beks murmured.  “It’s us that makes it so complicated.  Now suck it up, girlie.  You have an important decision to make.”
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      After eating, after a bath and a fresh change of clothes, Crystal went outside for fresh air.  She felt the cool wind on her cheeks and she closed her eyes as it fluttered through her freshly washed hair.

      And, with her eyes closed, she silently asked herself the two questions that Beks suggested.

      Do I love him?

      The answer was surprisingly easy.

      “Yes,” she whispered, a tear leaking from behind her closed lids, despite her thinking she was done with the tears.  Her love for him surprised her.  It had come on quickly, like a violent storm.

      Can I live without him?

      Her breath hitched.

      If this was what it was like living without him, then she had her answer.  It was destroying her, emotionally and physically.

      “No.”

      Her shoulders slumped and she opened her eyes.  In that moment, she had brief clarity.  An answer so simple and yet so very not simple at the same time.

      Because life was never simple.  It was ugly, but wonderful.

      Then Crystal remembered something.

      The night their father left, Crystal’s mother had come into the room that she’d shared with Lauren.

      Lauren was four years older at the ripe old age of twelve and looking back, Crystal knew that she’d understood what was happening far more than Crystal had.  Lauren had been quiet that night, abnormally so.

      Their mother had come in.  She’d seemed tired, sad.

      Crystal had asked her what was wrong and she’d replied with, “I just missed you two.”

      “You just saw us at dinner,” Crystal had pointed out.

      “And I can’t miss you between dinner and now?”

      “I suppose you can,” Crystal had replied after thinking about it.  “Can you tell us a story before we go to bed?”

      “Hmmm,” her mother had looked over at Lauren, who was still quiet.  “How about you two tell me a story tonight instead?  How does that sound?”

      “A story about what?” Lauren finally asked.

      “I don’t know,” Mom said.  “What did you play today, out in the woods?”

      Crystal grew excited.  “We came up with a new story today.  It’s about goblins.”

      “Then tell me about these goblins,” her mother requested.  “What did they do today?”

      “Their names are Krane and Jron,” Lauren supplied, perking a little from her quiet state.

      “Krane declared his love for the goblin princess today in front of the entire kingdom,” Crystal added.  “We will have the wedding tomorrow.  We’re making flower crowns.”

      “That’s a very short time to plan a wedding,” their mother noted, smiling softly.  “But maybe goblin weddings are easier.  And how did this Krane confess his love, huh?”

      “It was embarrassing,” Crystal said, making a face.  “Wasn’t it, Lauren?”

      Lauren made the face back.  “It was romantic, not embarrassing.  But you’re too young to understand.”

      “He screamed it out in front of everyone,” Crystal told their mother.  “He’s a thief, you know.  He’s not allowed to marry the princess.”

      “But he didn’t care because he loves her,” Lauren argued.  “And she loves him.”

      “Mom,” Crystal said, a whining edge to her voice.  “Tell her it’s embarrassing.  She just thinks it’s romantic because she likes that boy at school now.”

      “I do not!”

      “It’s not embarrassing, love,” their mother told her softly, stroking her hand through her hair.  “You should want someone who will make a fool of themselves for you.”

      “Why?” she asked, making another face.

      Their mother sighed and smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes.

      “Mom?” Lauren prompted when she didn’t say anything.

      “What I wish for both of you girls,” their mother began, “is that you find someone who supports you, who respects you, and who will cherish you for the rest of their lives.  Because you deserve that, do you understand?  You deserve that kind of love.”

      Crystal and Lauren looked at each other.  Lauren went quiet again and Crystal had the strangest sense that their mother wasn’t talking about Krane at all.

      Crystal distinctly remembered their mother crying right then.  Not much, but she remembered tears running down her face.

      Then, their mother had wiped them away, took in a deep breath, and said, “Now, tell me about this goblin wedding.  Will there be cake?”

      Crystal stared out at the trees of Kroratax, surfacing from the old memory, a little hazy with age, but her mother’s words were sharp and crisp, as if she’d just spoken them yesterday.

      Then she couldn’t help but remember the phone call the night before her mother had died.  During that phone call, her mother had pleaded with her to wake up.  She’d told her that Leo wasn’t the man she wanted for her, that it wasn’t the love that she deserved, that it wasn’t love at all.

      But what Crystal hadn’t been able to voice on the phone that night was that she’d thought her mother was wrong.  Her self-worth had been so low, her self-esteem absolutely destroyed that she’d actually believed she didn’t deserve anything more.

      It was me, she thought, her breath escaping her.  It wasn’t because of Leo.

      It wasn’t because of Leo that she’d turned her back on her family.  It was because of who she’d become.  And yes, perhaps, it had been at his hands, because of his abuse, but it was Crystal that had shut her family out purposefully.  Because her mother was ashamed of who’d she’d become.  Because Lauren could hardly stand to look at her.  Because Crystal could hardly stand to look at herself.  Because Crystal didn’t have the strength and the confidence to stand up to her abuser and simply walk away.

      Crystal wrapped her arms around her body.

      She stared into the dark forests of Kroratax before lifting her face to the misty sky.

      Beks said love was simple.  The emotion itself was, in its most pure form.  It was everything else—all the doubts, all the worries, all the circumstances surrounding it—that made it complicated.

      But what about all the good it could bring?  Crystal had focused on the bad for so long that she’d never stopped to think about the opposite.

      And it could bring happiness.  She knew that for certain.  She’d felt it.  It could bring safety and comfort and pleasure and family, all the things that she desired above all else.

      A hovercraft approached, coming from the outpost’s center.  For a moment, her heartbeat shot into her throat, a longing so intense building in her that she was momentarily stunned by it.

      But it was Lihvan, coming from the command center, coming home to his own pregnant, happy mate.

      He studied her when he landed the hovercraft a short distance from his dwelling and then jumped down, approaching her.

      “Are you well, female?” he asked.

      Do I love him?  Can I live without him?

      Yes.  No.

      She looked up at Lihvan once he stopped in front of her.  She did know what she needed to do.

      “Will you have someone take me to Otala?”

      Lihvan stilled.  She thought he had every reason to dislike her, for breaking his friend’s heart, for rejecting him so callously.

      “Why?” he asked, his tone gruff.  And maybe a large part of him did dislike her.  Hell, Crystal hadn’t liked herself the last four days.  But Crystal didn’t let that dissuade her.

      “I love him,” she said simply.  “I made a mistake.  Will you help me?”

      He studied her.  Whatever he thought, he kept hidden behind a guarded expression.

      But finally, he inclined his head and relief burst through her, so sharp and clear that her legs trembled.

      “I will take you there myself.”
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      There was a familiar scent in the air, but Cruxan ignored it as he walked back to his dwelling.  His female’s scent had been haunting him the last five spans and he knew that it was nothing but his own willful imaginings.

      “Ambassador,” a warrior greeted, inclining his head, making his way down the Otylia, the jagged, imposing mountain range that Otala was crafted from.  It was a long, winding way down to the command center, to the warrior training grounds, from his dwelling, but he needed the cool, brisk air to help clear his mind.

      Cruxan inclined his head in greeting at the young warrior, who he passed without another word, skirting around the mountain cliff’s edge.

      He could walk the Otylia with his eyes closed.  He had walked the rocky, dangerous paths more times than he could count, especially the path leading up to his dwelling.  His home was perched on a private cliff, a dwelling he’d created for himself, to be away from the noise of the outpost which lay below.  And most nights, except for the howling wind, he heard nothing.

      He dreaded going there now.  Before, it had been his sanctuary.  Now, it only reminded himself that he was alone.  The quiet had a way of creeping in and settling.  It was beginning to settle in his bones.  He was thinking of moving down to the outpost below, to escape it.

      Another familiar scent caught on the wind and he huffed out an impatient breath.  Tarax was waiting for him on the small curve that led up to his dwelling, clothed in a red dress, the material much too light and fragile for an Otala night.  Except, he knew that Tarax expected that night to be spent in his sleeping platform, underneath his furs.

      The thought churned his gut and he clenched his jaw, prepared for a confrontation.

      “Ambassador,” she murmured, lowering her eyes when he reached her.

      Cruxan had been on edge since he’d left Kroratax.  His temper was short, his mood volatile.

      Even still, he tried to say as gently as he could, “Tarax, we discussed this.”

      She’d come to him the morning he’d reached Otala.  He’d explained to her that he was no longer interested in their pleasure partnership, that he wasn’t interested in any relationship.

      She’d pressed but eventually determined that he was serious and had left in a huff.

      Now this…

      “I thought that maybe you had changed your mind,” she purred.

      Cruxan didn’t stop.  He didn’t have the energy or the will to deal with her.

      “I have not,” was all he said, hoping that she would leave him be.  The male that Tarax had once known was gone.  Completely.  He was just a shell now, his soul attached to another.

      She followed.  His dwelling came into view.

      “We like being with one another,” she persisted.  “I do not need anything beyond what we had.”

      Cruxan blew out a sharp breath.  He was so damn tired.  So very tired.  He had not slept since Kroratax.  Not a single moment.  During the nights, he only had his thoughts and the memory of her and it drove him half-insane.  So, he’d taken to working through the nights at the command center, to training himself bloody in the pits, anything to distract himself.

      But that night, he knew he could not put off sleep any longer, though he knew he would dream of her.

      Is this what my life span will be like? he couldn’t help but question solemnly.  If that was the case, he knew why mates slowly wasted away without the other.  He felt like he was drifting.  He felt old, like the rest of his life span would just be more hard work, followed by more hard work, followed by more hard work without reprieve.

      He didn’t want Tarax to believe she could enter his dwelling.  If he believed that he could take another pleasure partner, after knowing his luxiva, he had been sorely mistaken.  Just the thought of being with another made him nauseous, made his skin crawl, and his Instinct rebel.

      Tarax was a beautiful female.  They had been pleasure partners for a little while and Cruxan knew that she was simply lonely.

      “I cannot give you what you want,” Cruxan said softly.  “Not anymore.”

      “Why?” she demanded, her anger rising.

      He caught another phantom scent of his female, stronger and more potent than it had been before.  It made him ache, made everything in him ache with longing and despair.

      “Because I found my luxiva,” he confessed to her, knowing he at least owed her an explanation.

      Tarax’s lips parted in disbelief before she said softly, “And where is she?”

      “Not here,” was all he said.

      Not with me, was what he meant.

      Tarax heard his unspoken meaning and pity flashed her gaze.  Then she said, “I do not mind.”

      His brows furrowed.  She meant that she did not mind he had a mate, that she still wanted to be his pleasure partner.

      “I do,” he said, his voice hard and unyielding.  “There will never be another for me.”

      “Is it that powerful?” she questioned softly, looking up at him, in disappointment, in sadness, in curiosity.

      He inclined his head.  “Tev.”

      Tarax blew out a breath and wrapped her arms around her body.  She looked up at him and said, “I will miss you.”

      Cruxan felt like a monster because he could only think of his female right then.  He didn’t want to dismiss Tarax’s feelings so readily since they had known one another for so long…but he didn’t feel the same.  He couldn’t.

      “You will find another,” he told her.  “Another who can give you what you want.  It is not me.”

      She looked at him for a long time, perhaps hoping that he would change his mind.  But he only looked back, hoping that she would understand.

      Finally, she inclined her head, a gesture of respect for his position.  Then, without another word, she turned and left, winding her way back down the Otylia.

      Cruxan blew out a long breath, his eyes raising to gaze at the expanse of his land, a view he’d grown up with.  Majestic yet melancholy peaks, dense fog winding around them, and mountains for as far as the eye could see.  And Cruxan could see very, very far.

      He turned and trudged his way up to his dwelling.  When he unbolted the door and stepped through, he froze.

      Her scent was too real.  It wasn’t just his imaginings.  It was all around him.

      And when his female stood from where was perched at the front window ledge—how had he not seen her or sensed her?—his hand fell away from the door in surprise.

      Perhaps this was a dream or a hallucination.  He was sleep deprived, but he hadn’t realized how much.  He shook his head, trying to clear it.

      “Are you real?” he rasped, staring at her, not wanting to get his hopes up.  Because if she broke him a second time…he didn’t know if he could survive it.

      Crystal’s brows drew together, her expression anguished.  “Yes,” she said, approaching him.

      She was dressed in the soft fur sweater, as she’d called it, that Beks had made, a long blue dress underneath it.  Her golden hair flowed around her shoulders and he reached out to touch it, to feel the strands between his fingers, as if that alone could determine if he had truly gone mad.

      Her hand closed around his and his breath hitched.  He knew that touch.  He knew her warmth.

      “What…” he trailed off, trying to make sense of her.  “What are you doing here?”

      “I made a mistake,” she said softly.  Deep, dark circles were underneath her eyes and it looked like she had lost weight in her face, her cheekbones more prominent.  She looked as tired as he felt.  “A terrible mistake.”

      “How…”

      Vrax, he felt like he was in shock.  Over five spans of wanting her and he couldn’t fathom that she was actually standing in front of him, in Otala, in his dwelling.

      “Lihvan brought me.  Beks came too.  They are staying down at the Ambassador dwelling tonight,” she told him softly.

      “You are supposed to be in the Golden City,” he said.

      She looked worried as she watched him.

      “I never left Kroratax,” she whispered.

      “Why?”

      “Because…” she trailed off but then her expression became fierce.  “Because Kroratax was closer to you.  I could not leave.”

      Cruxan froze, his breaths coming quick.

      “I’m sorry, Cruxan,” she said, reaching out to clasp his hands in her own.  “I’m so sorry about everything.  I’ve been a fool.  I don’t even know how to explain everything that’s been going on in my head the last week.  And I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness.  I don’t even know if I deserve you.  But I’m asking—begging, really—for you to give me another chance.”

      Cruxan blinked, still reeling, from scenting her, from seeing her in front of him.

      “I swear,” she continued when he didn’t say anything, “that I will get down on my knees and beg you if that’s what it takes.  There’s so much I want to say.  So much I want to apologize for.”

      “What—what are you saying?” he asked, shaking his head, trying to clear the haze.

      “I’m saying that I love you,” she whispered, staring up into his eyes.

      This was a dream.  It had to be.  And when he woke, he would be devastated.

      “I was afraid.  I thought that by choosing you, by choosing to stay here on Luxiria, I was turning my back on my family.  Again.  Just like I did when I chose Leo over them.  I couldn’t stomach that.  It felt like a betrayal.”  She looked at him.  “But then I realized that I was comparing two situations that were nothing alike.  I chose him out of fear, because I didn’t like who I had become.  But I choose you because I want to.  You are nothing like him.  You are kind, you make me feel safe and protected, you make me want to smile all the time, you make me feel…happy.  And not just in the ‘this is a passing emotion’ kind of happy like you told me before, but really happy, like it’s permanently stuck there in my chest.

      “And I realized that if my mother—and my sister, for that matter—would ever want me to choose someone to share my life with, to be my life partner, it would be you,” she whispered.  “My mother would be so happy if I chose to be with someone like you.  That’s what she wanted for me.  It’s what I want for myself.  You.  And I’m sorry it took me time to realize that.”

      His eyes widened.  Awareness sizzled down his spine when her hands ran up his arms, his shoulders, before pressing into his chest.  He clasped her hands, feeling their softness.

      “This is real,” he murmured, his brow furrowing.

      She smiled, but it was hesitant.  “Yes.  Cruxan, this is real.”

      “Please,” he rasped, taking her face between his hands, gently as if he applied too much pressure, she would vanish, “let this be real.  I do not know if I can survive it again.”

      “Survive what?” she whispered.

      “Losing you.”

      Her expression was pained.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered, tears filling her eyes.  “I’m sorry, Cruxan.  I’ll make it up to you.  I’ll make everything up to you.  Just give me the chance to.”

      His breath hitched, hope filling his chest for the first moment since he’d seen her.

      Immediately, he tilted her face back and kissed her hard.  Her surprised gasp puffed against his lips but he deepened the kiss, holding her close when he felt her respond to him.

      “All I care about,” he began, pressing the words into her lips, “is that you are here, luxiva.  I do not care about the rest.  Only that you are here.”

      Vrax, he could not believe this.  Did he dare to believe this?

      But she was real.  She was in his arms.  He tasted her tears and felt her golden hair brushing across his chest.

      “I missed you,” she whispered.  “So much.”

      He pulled back to look at her.  Her eyes were shining and her lips were red.

      “I tasted life without you,” she said softly.  “And it was miserable.  I can’t live without you, it seems.  How was it only a little while ago that I had lived without you?”

      Her words echoed true within him.

      But the weight of the last five spans crashed down on him in that moment.  He’d barely slept, had barely eaten.  It was a miracle he was even standing at that moment.

      “Cruxan?” she whispered, worried.

      He stroked her cheek.  A little ruefully, he admitted, “I need sleep.  But I do not want to sleep now that you are here.  I still cannot believe you are here.”

      “Let’s go to sleep then,” she said, her tone light and soothing.  She stroked down his skin.  “I promise I won’t leave your side.  Not again.”

      “Tev?”

      She smiled and he’d never seen anything more beautiful.

      “Not ever,” she whispered.
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      Crystal studied Cruxan in his sleep, wanting nothing more than to trace the strong, sloping lines of his features.  But she stopped herself, knowing that he needed sleep.

      Judging by the way he’d promptly passed out, mere moments after pulling her into his arms, she knew that he hadn’t slept at all since Kroratax.

      From the moment she’d first seen him, she’d known that he had handled their separation about as well as she had.  He’d looked tense, on edge, his eyes dulled of their usual vibrant color.

      And it had broken her heart all over again, knowing that she was to blame for it.

      She needed to sleep too, but she just wanted to look at him a little while longer, as if to assure herself he was there.

      Her cheek was pressed into his forearm, which she was using as her pillow.  Her hand was curled over his hip, her legs tucked between his.  She breathed him in deep, letting him fill her lungs to the brim.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.  “I’m so sorry, Cruxan.”

      Only then did she allow herself to close her eyes.
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      She woke to his touch and it quickened her breath.  It made her want, it made her need as opposed to feel fear.

      Early morning light—so early that she knew it was just the beginnings of dawn—filtered through the large window in his bedroom and through a skylight from above the bed.

      Cruxan was lying on his side, his eyes bright and rested, stroking through her hair with the hand she wasn’t laying on.

      She sighed and pressed closer, running her lips over his bare chest, feeling the heat of him on her sensitive flesh.  Underneath her lips, she felt his heart pumping, steady and strong.

      When she looked up into his eyes again, she saw his intensity, his realization.  Finally, at some point, perhaps when he woke to her beside him, he knew that she’d returned to him.  That it wasn’t a dream.

      “This is real,” she whispered against his flesh.

      His eyes flashed.

      His hand ran down from her hair to brush over her lips and Crystal felt the sizzle of desire race through her.

      “Remember when you gave me your shirt?” she whispered, smiling.  “That first morning when we were traveling to Kroratax?”

      “Tev,” he rumbled.

      “And you could scent my arousal when I saw you bare-chested for the first time,” she said, her breath hitching.  She smoothed her hand over his warm skin, her fingertips brushing over his dusky nipples.

      “Tev,” he purred, his voice dropping deeper, which made her shiver.

      “What I didn’t tell you was that I was surprised that morning by my reaction,” she confessed.

      “Why?”

      “Because I hadn’t felt desire in a really long time,” she said, looking up at him.  He stilled.  “Over the years, I thought that maybe I was…broken.  That that was why I hadn’t wanted anyone.  But that morning, all I felt was desire.  For you.”

      She looked into his eyes.

      “I wasn’t broken,” she said softly, stroking down his chest, her hand curving over his hip.  He still had his pants on from the night before.  He’d been too tired to change from them.  “I think I was just waiting for you.  I think I was just waiting for you to teach me about desire and need and love all over again.  The right way.”

      “Luxiva,” he rasped.

      Her hand trailed over his hip and came to the laces of his leg coverings.  She felt him hard beneath the material and her fingers trembled only a little as she undid the knots.

      He stilled her hand, tilting her chin so she met his eyes.

      “I want this,” she whispered, anticipation racing through her blood.  “I want you.  I don’t want to wait anymore.  I need to feel you everywhere.”

      “You are certain?” he rasped, his voice husky.

      “Tev,” she teased, using his language.  “I am.”

      She worked the last of the knots away, pulling the laces through, and Cruxan hissed, his eyes squeezing shut, his body tensing, when she pushed his pants down and gripped his cock.

      Her breath hitched at how hot his flesh was, how hard.  He was just as big as she’d remembered and she knew that they would have to go slowly the first few times, until she got used to his size.

      If I ever do, she thought, looking between them, running her fist up and down his length, squeezing at the head.  She felt his muscles pull and tighten, grow.  The other women had told her that during sex and intense sexual arousal, a Luxirian’s strength could double.  She was certainly seeing the beginnings of that now.  It should frighten her, but not with Cruxan.  She knew that he would never use his strength to hurt her.

      He’d never let her pleasure him before, even though he’d gone down on her more times than she could count.  But she wanted to.  She wanted to give him the pleasure that he’d given her.  Over and over again.

      Because she loved him.  And she wanted to show him, in every possible way, how much.

      So, determination sizzled in her belly alongside need.

      “Luxiva,” he growled when she pushed off the fur covers to the end of the bed and knelt beside him.

      “Take these off,” she said, briefly removing her hand from his cock to tug at his pants.  “Please.”

      Cruxan groaned but helped her, ripping them off with one hard tug until he lay naked before her, looking up at her kneeling over him, his gaze half-lidded, his cock bobbing against his taut abdomen.

      Crystal’s mouth went dry, her eyes feasting on the image he made.  She bit her lip, memorizing him this way, though she knew there was no need for it.  She would see him this way…always.

      When she licked her lips, he groaned, deep in his chest.

      “Do you have any idea how little control I have right now?” he rasped, his voice tense.  “How many times I have imagined this?”

      “I might have an idea,” she murmured, taking him back into her fist.  “And you said once that Luxirians don’t use their imagination.”

      When she looked down at his cock, his eyes widened in realization and he growled, “Luxiva.”

      Before he could protest any more, she leaned over him and took his cock between her lips, running her tongue underneath the mushroomed, curved head.

      His roar of pleasure shook the entire bed and her eyes flashed up to look at him.

      His chest heaved, his hands were clenched into fists at his sides, his eyes dark and wild and rapt on her.

      Her heartbeat thundered in her chest as she locked eyes with him.  His cock was so big that she could only take in the first few inches, but she did her best.  When she hollowed her cheeks, sucking on his thickness, a strangled purr rose from his throat and her breath hitched in surprise when his hips rose unconsciously.

      “Vrax,” he growled.  “Kixavir va nixia, vellixa.”

      She didn’t even think he realized that he’d spoken Luxirian instead of English.  It was oddly sexy, that he was so turned on that he’d momentarily forgotten.  Crystal didn’t know what he said, but she heard the heat in his voice, heard his desire, his need for her.

      When she pulled back to catch her breath, she continued to run her fist down him, squeezing his very base, her palm running over the knobs and ridges that she couldn’t wait to feel inside her.

      Beads of his pre-cum pooled at his head, pushing from the tip.  In turn, Crystal squeezed her thighs together, her hips rocking every so slightly.  Her arousal felt heavy between her thighs and she knew that it probably permeated the entire room, filling her mate’s senses.

      Did it drive him as crazy as it made her feel?

      When she slipped his cock back between her lips, he groaned and then pushed up from his position.  She looked up at him in surprise, but never stopped laving his head with her tongue.  He growled, watching her, but he unclasped her dress, letting it fall around her waist, spilling her breasts from the material.

      She moaned around him when his fingertips plucked her tight, budded nipples, little zings of pleasure radiating from his touch.

      Then one hand came to her thigh and moved underneath the fabric of her dress, to the juncture of her thighs.

      “Vrax,” he purred, stroking through her folds.  “You are so wet for me, luxiva.”

      “Yes,” she hissed, pulling away from his cock.

      “Is this where you need me?” he growled, circling her tight entrance and she sucked in a breath at his wicked touch.

      “Yes!”

      Crystal shivered with how much she wanted it, with how much she wanted him.

      Gently, he extracted her hand away from his cock, his own palms clasping around her arms.  He tugged her up, holding her in place before him, and his tongue swirled over her nipples.  Her head fell back, a gasp escaping her, as he pulled one into his mouth and sucked hard.  She felt that pressure deep inside.

      He lingered there until she was clutching his shoulders, until, with a ragged, breathless tone she called his name.

      Cruxan met her eyes and he released her breast before licking his lips.  God, he was so sexy.  Everything about him.

      She craned her neck up and sought his lips, kissing him deeply, hoping to show him just how much she wanted this, how deep her feelings extended for him.  She hoped to show him everything in that kiss that words simply couldn’t convey.

      Her hand came to his chest, pressing into his skin, feeling his heartbeat pound against her fingertips.

      Then, she pushed him back onto the bed and she slid her leg over him until she straddled his hips.

      Gripping the hem of her dress, she pulled the loose, flowing material up and over her head until she was as naked as he was.

      She should feel self-conscious the way his eyes raked over her body, leaving no inch untouched.  But she didn’t.  Because she saw only his desire, his awe, his love.

      Crystal’s breath hitched and she leaned down to kiss him once more, because she couldn’t stop herself.

      Then, she positioned her hips over him.  Cruxan groaned when she gripped his cock again and pressed him against her entrance.

      She felt a tiny jolt of fear, seeing their size difference.  Would he even fit?

      “Slow,” he rasped, his hands gliding down her body, settling on her waist.  In turn, she pressed one hand to his chest, using his bulk to steady herself as she, ever so slowly, began to sink down on him.

      Cruxan’s abdomen clenched violently, a harsh breath escaping him when he registered her heat.  Crystal’s lips parted as she pressed down on the first few inches.

      He filled her to the brim.

      Crystal rocked her hips, wiggling down on his cock, which made his hands squeeze her hips.

      “Luxiva,” he gasped, before a long, desperate purr escaped his throat.

      With effort, she managed to get the next few inches inside and she panted with the fullness.  She’d never been so full.

      “I need your help, Cruxan,” she rasped, squirming over him.

      Cruxan looked between them, his eyes going even hotter.  He growled at the erotica sight they made, but he wasn’t seated fully inside and she needed him to be.  Desperately.

      He looked up at her and gripped her hips even tighter.

      “Tev?” he growled.

      “Yes, please!”

      He lifted her slightly.  “Ready?”

      “Cruxan,” she moaned.  “Yes!”

      Groaning, his hips thrusted upwards in a fluid motion and all the air in her lungs left her.  Waves of pleasure and a tiny prick of pain made her cry out, squeezing her eyes shut.

      Cruxan’s own bellow met her ears but his hips immediately stilled once he was seated deep inside her.

      “Luxiva,” he rasped.

      “It’s good,” she whispered once she caught her breath.  “You feel so good.”

      Their eyes met.  And only once Cruxan was certain that she wasn’t in pain, did he allow himself to relax.

      Crystal needed more.  She felt that desire building inside, building and building.

      She lifted slightly and then slammed her hips back down over him.

      His choked roar met her desperate moan.

      Then she felt his hands tighten on her, felt his grip grow a little more possessive, a little more powerful.

      “I will not be able to stop, luxiva,” he warned, his voice absolutely sinful.

      “I don’t want you to.”
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      Cruxan growled, flipping his luxiva over until she was underneath him, because he needed to claim her.  He needed to claim what was his.

      His Instinct pushed to the very forefront of his mind.  He’d never felt this need, this possession, this intensity before when it came to mating.  But his Instinct told him that this female was his and he was hers.

      “Cruxan,” she breathed, looking up at him in surprise.  But he didn’t see fear or hesitation in her gaze, so he spread her thighs wide, rising up over her, kneeling between them.

      When he looked down, he saw her pink cunt, saw how wet she was, how she glistened in the dawn light.  He remembered her tightness, her need.

      Not wanting to wait another moment, he positioned himself at her entrance and thrust inside.

      Vrax, vrax, vrax!

      Never had Cruxan imagined it could be this way.  Admittedly, he’d been with more females than he could count.  But something had always been missing.

      And now, he knew it was this.  Now, he knew it was her.

      He didn’t stop.

      With a hiss, he positioned her legs wider so he could sink deeper.  Even then, he knew it would never be enough.

      His thrusts were powerful and quick and Crystal’s breasts bounced with every single one.  She moaned, her arms coming up to loop around his neck.  When she wrapped her legs around his hips, taking him even more, he groaned and never stopped his thrusts.

      Dropping his head, he nibbled a line up her throat.  There was a desperate, animalistic need inside him to mark her as his own.  Until they were blood bonded, until they performed the ravraxia, Cruxan knew that that desperation would not lessen.

      For right now, however, he sucked and nibbled at her flesh.  Beneath his lips, he felt and heard her heartbeat fluttering wildly.

      In her ear, as he drove his hips into her, he growled, “I cannot begin to describe how you feel, luxiva.”

      “I have an idea,” she gasped, her eyes meeting his when he pulled away.  Her brows drew together, her lips parting.  He felt her cunt beginning to tighten, beginning to clench down over him.  “Cruxan, I’m going to—”

      But her orgasm took her by surprise.  He saw the way her eyes widened, disbelief flashing in them, before she cried out.

      Cruxan cursed, clenching his jaw when he felt her cunt clamp down, squeezing his cock in a tight grip.  He fucked her harder, he fucked her faster, until her choked breaths were the only thing he could hear over the racing of his heart.

      He didn’t want to cum yet.  He wanted to make this last, wanted to give her as much pleasure as he possibly could, but he feared that he wouldn’t be able to.  He’d been on edge, aroused, ever since he’d first met her.  Not once had he given himself a release and that tension was building and building, needing an outlet.

      Her fingernails dug into his shoulders and her choked cry met his ears.  “Cruxan.”

      “Tev, luxiva?” he growled.

      “I-It won’t stop,” she breathed.  “It’s growing.”

      He groaned, dropping his head to kiss her, not being able to resist her pull.

      “You want my seed, luxiva?” he growled against her, feeling it rise in his thickened shaft.

      She gasped, her cunt fluttering helplessly around him, as if that was her answer.

      “I will not rest,” he rasped, “until I have filled you to the brim with it.”

      “Oh my God,” she choked out and as if his words triggered her, she was cumming again.

      Only this time, he couldn’t resist cumming with her.

      He wouldn’t be surprised if his bellow shook the foundations of his dwelling.  His entire body tensed, his back arched, but he never stopped his thrusts as his orgasm rushed through him, as his seed jetted into his female’s body, claiming her the way he wanted to.

      He gazed down at her as the most mind-numbing, most powerful, most all-consuming pleasure of his life span overtook him.  And she looked up at him, her gaze unguarded, open to him.

      And it was beautiful.

      He saw everything in her eyes.  Any doubts that might’ve still remained at her return were gone in an instant…because he felt everything she told him with her gaze.

      Vrax, how was it that he deserved her?

      Cruxan trembled with the force of his orgasm and once it was over, he collapsed.  Rolling them until they were laying side-by-side, he never left her tight, warm sex and he draped one of her legs over his hip, so he could still remain inside his female.

      Crystal’s fingers trembled as she reached up to touch his lips.

      She breathed, her tone one of disbelief and awe, “Why did we wait so long to have sex?  That was…I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

      Cruxan huffed out a sound that was partly a laugh and partly a pained groan.  “Female, you will be the death of me.”

      “So you’ve said before,” she teased softly.  Then she smiled, her cheeks flushed, her eyes bright.  She licked her lips and Cruxan felt his body tighten, watching her pink little tongue.  She stilled when she felt him.  “Oh.  Already?”

      He thrust into her body, feeling himself harden quickly, ready for another mating.

      Her voice was breathless when she asked, “It’s going to be a long day, isn’t it?”

      “Tev,” he growled.  “We have a lot of time to make up for.  And female?”

      “Y-yes?”

      “I warn you now.  I am ravenous for you.”

      Her eyes went half-lidded, a small, sensual smile appearing on her lips that made him half-crazed already.

      “Good,” she whispered, pulling him forward for a kiss.  “The feeling’s mutual.”
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      Bliss was not an emotion Crystal was particularly familiar with.

      But right then, half out of her mind with exhaustion and pleasure and happiness, that was what she felt.

      Bliss.

      Pure bliss as she laid in her mate’s arms, as a steady purr rose from his chest, as he allowed her a brief reprieve after the marathon he’d put her through.

      It was dark outside.  She didn’t know what time it was.  She didn’t care.  She was high out of her mind on Cruxan and sex, though that word didn’t seem like it was enough to describe what they’d been doing.

      That day felt like a dream.  They’d spent it between the furs, only breaking to eat and bathe, though their washing session had led to another round of mating in the bathing pool.  And then another…

      Crystal smiled and stroked over Cruxan’s skin.  Her sex tingled between her legs and she felt the remnants of his seed there, which he hadn’t allowed her to wash away.  Not yet.

      They hadn’t really spoken since last night, which was why she found herself whispering, “This means you’ll take me back right?”

      She’d meant it half as a joke, but the other half of it was serious.

      Cruxan looked down at her, his arm tightening around her back.  His grumbling purring stopped.  His voice was deep, steeped from sex, as he rasped, “Luxiva, how can you ask that?”

      She bit her lip, tracing a scar that ran across his side.  She wanted to know how he’d received it.  She wanted to know everything.

      There will be time for that, she knew.

      “I know we still have a lot to talk about,” she whispered, rolling so that she laid on her stomach, leaning up on her elbows so she could look down at his face.  A moment later, she felt his hand glide down her bare back, resting on the swell of her buttocks.  Her breath hitched.  “I just…I really can’t tell you how sorry I am for it all.”

      To go from one of her lowest points to this high…it still boggled her mind.  Her face still felt a little puffy from all the crying she’d done the last week.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for,” he rasped, frowning.

      And he was such a good male, such an honorable, honest one that she knew he meant it.

      “It is an impossible decision,” he said.  Then he hesitated before asking.  “You are certain this is what you want, luxiva?  You know it is unlikely you will ever see your sister again.”

      Her mood dampened slightly at the prospect, but she whispered, “I know.”

      She blew out a small breath, but when she looked into his eyes, somehow she just knew it would be alright.

      “This past week has been hell,” she murmured.  His eyes tightened a little and she knew that he’d felt the same.  Maybe a part of it still haunted him, the way it haunted her.  “But it helped me understand.”

      “Tev?”

      “It brought clarity.  Clarity that I desperately needed,” she told him, taking a shuddering breath.  “I felt what it was like to lose you.  To lose this.  And it damn near tore me apart.  So yes, I am certain, Cruxan.  And I know that I will probably never see my sister again.  That hurts.  A lot.  I can’t lie about that.  It always will hurt.  But Beks told me something this past week that made me think.”

      “And what was that?” he murmured, stroking her skin, comforting her.

      “She told me that Lauren will always be my family, but that she has a family of her own too now.  Beks asked me: didn’t I want a family of my own?  A husband, children, a future,” she whispered, feeling that longing in her chest.  “And when I imagined it, I saw you.  Only you.”

      Cruxan’s breathing changed, his eyes rapt on her.

      “My sister will always be my family and I will always love her,” she said.  “But I realized that I want to have a family with you.  And if that family is just us, or if there will be children with time, then I would be perfectly and absolutely happy.  As long as we’re together.  And I’m sorry it took me a little while to realize that.  I’m sorry for the pain it caused.”

      Cruxan pressed his forehead against hers and she saw the raw emotion in his eyes when she looked deep into them.

      “I love you, luxiva,” he rasped.  “And I would have waited for as long as it took, as long as there was hope.”

      She grinned, tears welling in her eyes.  “And I love you.  You’re, without a doubt, the best male I’ve ever known and I will spend the rest of our lives proving that to you.”

      “As long as you are with me, luxiva, nothing else matters.”
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      Dear Lauren,

      There is too much that I want to say and a lot of it, I don’t think I can even convey through this letter, no matter how long it might be.  But I will certainly, certainly try.

      By now, the woman who is delivering this letter to you, my friend Bianca, will have told you a seemingly crazy story.  But it is a true story nonetheless and one that might require time to digest and come to terms with.  Remember when you forced me to binge-watch the X-Files a couple summers ago?  Well, all jokes aside, Mulder was right.  We are not alone.  We are far from alone, as crazy as that idea might seem.

      Case in point, I am writing to you from a planet called Luxiria.  By now, hopefully, Bianca will have told you all about it, about how we came to be here.  By ‘we,’ I mean the women who I consider family.  With the exception of Bianca, who has a family of her own on Earth, a family she was desperate to return to, we have all decided to stay here on Luxiria, though we were given the choice to return.

      And I want to explain to you why I decided to stay.  I know you might not understand or you might be worried.

      But simply, the reason is this: I fell in love with a male named Cruxan.  And Lauren?  He is everything to me.  He is honest and kind.  He makes me feel safe and protected.  He inspires me to create.  He makes me laugh, he makes me want more from life, he makes me want to be better.

      It was the most difficult decision of my life, choosing to stay on Luxiria with him, knowing that I would never see Earth again, knowing I would never see you again.  I think about you everyday.  I think about my future niece—all my future nieces and nephews actually because I know you and Jared want more than one—everyday.

      But with Cruxan…it was fate.  We were meant to find each other.  That might not make sense to you now, but it is a powerful thing.  You know I’ve never believed in soul mates, but I believe in them now.  Because I’ve found mine.

      Cruxan runs an outpost on Luxiria called Otala.  It is where we will live, it is where we will raise our children when we eventually have them—and yes, we can have them together.  It is a mountainous region with steep cliffs, but it is majestic and breathtaking nonetheless.  On a clear day, I can see for miles and, as you can imagine, I have been drawing up a storm.  I’ll include some drawings in the back of this letter.

      Speaking of drawings, remember Krane and Jron?  Well, I’m finally writing their first book.  I started on the first draft last week, the story about Krane confessing his love to the goblin princess.  Remember that?  And you were right.  It was terribly romantic.  It wasn’t embarrassing at all.  Kate, one of the women here, used to work at a publishing house, and we hope that with the book’s eventual publication, it can bring a little bit of Earth to our new home.

      There is still so much that I want to tell you, Lauren.  So much that I’ve thinking about, about the past, about Mom.  At the time of writing this letter to you, Bianca isn’t set to leave Luxiria for another week or so.  I will write to you everyday though, so that she has a bundle to take home with her, but in this first letter, I just wanted to assure you that I am safe and I am happy.  That you don’t need to worry or fear the worst about my disappearance.

      And I also wanted to thank you.  Thank you for being there for me, not just when we were kids, but during those dark times for us all.  You were my rock.  You are the best sister anyone can ask for and I couldn’t have gotten through that time without you.  I don’t know if I told you enough, but I wanted to tell you now.

      I will write to you tomorrow, I promise.  For now, Cruxan is almost home and he is taking me to something called a Lunar Celebration.  There will be food and music and dancing…and I’ve been looking forward to it since he told me about it.

      I love you, Lauren.  I always have and I always will.

      Thinking about you always,

      Crystal
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      “Luxiva,” Cruxan rasped when he saw her.

      He entered their bedroom just as she was folding the letter closed.  Cruxan had found something that resembled paper for her to write on.  In reality, it was a stiff, but thin cloth used by the vendors for certain styles of shirts, but it served its purpose well.

      She stood, already in her silver dress.  “You like it?” she asked, running her hands over the material.

      “Tev,” he rumbled, closing the distance between them, bending down to give her a kiss.

      She had been in Otala for a little over a week now.  Cruxan had kissed her a million times and she knew she’d never grow tired of them.

      She was a little breathless when he pulled back.  “We can skip the Lunar Celebration, you know,” he rumbled.  “I would like nothing more than to take you to the furs and—”

      “No,” she said, laughing, knowing he was only half-teasing.  “I want to go.”

      His eyes flicked to the closed letter on her makeshift desk.  Cruxan was in the process of building her a studio for the back room in the dwelling, the room that received the most morning light, just as she’d once told him she wanted.  Something he’d remembered.

      “Did you finish it?” he asked.

      “The first one,” she said, biting her lip.  “There’s so much I still have to say.”

      He jerked his head in a nod.  “Vaxa’an will invade the Mevirax’s camp in the coming spans.  Bianca will be able to return to Earth.  Your sister will know the truth soon.”

      That was all she wanted.  Well, that and one other thing…

      “And Erin?” she asked, like she did everyday.  “Any sighting of her?”

      By his expression, she knew his answer before he said it.

      “I am sorry, luxiva,” he murmured.  “Still no sighting.  But I sent out five more scouts this morning, to journey east and south.”

      “Thank you,” she said, giving him a small smile.  He knew she was disappointed by the news, but she had to have faith.  Now that she had Cruxan, some of her fear for Erin had lessened.  Because she couldn’t fathom that Jaxor’an would harm her in any way.  Surely, it would kill him.

      “Come,” he murmured, brushing his hand over her lips.  “It is your first Lunar Celebration and we do not want to be late.”

      She smiled and pressed a kiss to his palm.  Though Erin still weighed heavy in her mind, she was determined to enjoy the night with her new mate.

      And soon, once this whole mess with the Mevirax was sorted, they would perform their ravraxia.  They would journey to the plains of the Ravrax’tor and they would bind their union before the Fates, forever.

      There was much to be thankful for that night, so Crystal took Cruxan’s hand and they left their dwelling.  He guided her to the hovercraft and soon, they were shooting off their terrace, towards the outpost’s center.

      His arms were wrapped around her, shielding her from the chill of the Otala night, as he piloted the craft.

      With the stars above them, with the distant sound of laughter and music in the air, Crystal smiled, threading her fingers through Cruxan’s.

      A bright future lay ahead of them.

      And it would be everything that she knew it could be.
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