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Chapter 1
MYRA
I walk down the slums, studying chipped merchant tables for copper wire. It’s hard to see anything. The streetlights won’t turn on, since the town has met its daily quota of electricity.
“’Ey, Myra. I got paid today. Let me take you on a date.”
I laugh at Sebastian—or as I call him, Sob-bastian. He’s sixty-five to my twenty-five and determined to make me his sugar baby, although the only “sugar” he can offer is soured and expired.
“I’d rather take myself out,” I reply.
“Where you gonna go?”
“I’ll take myself out of this world before I go anywhere with you.”
“Damn, girl, you’re cold as hell.”
I chuckle. I have no time to date, anyway. Humans have little time for fun. Our most popular hobby is survival.
I pick up a wrench from his crooked wooden table full of oily gears, wires, and other odd tools. “And yet you insist on flirting. Let’s talk business. Did you get your hands on a condenser coil?”
For the past few months, I’ve been a mechanic. I enjoy experimenting with careers, although I don’t master them all. I was a hairdresser for five minutes before learning that baldness is no longer in style.
It takes everything to survive this postapocalyptic world. Decades ago, dragons appeared and terrorized humans in cities underground. Millions died, and the world became a wasteland of ash. I lived my childhood in New York’s tunnels, afraid of sunlight and the monsters that claimed the blue sky. They say the dragons that attacked weren’t in their right minds, but that’s not enough to forgive them after all the trauma.
“Nah, I don’t have any new parts,” Sebastian says, scratching his generous belly. “Things are tough, since that rotten loan shark is chasing me. Sorry, Myra.”
I dip my chin. “It’s okay. I’ll see you next week.” I turn and leave. Home is just down the block. I live in a building that’s a gust of wind away from falling over. It’s dangerous and grimy, but it’s home, and I’m grateful to have a roof over my head.
I take the long way home because it’s trash-burning day and everyone has a barrel of smoking trash in their backyard. Eager chatter makes me stray away from the sidewalk. There’s a group of prostitutes gathered around an announcement board.
I approach them, curious. “Hey, ladies. What’s with the commotion?”
They part, their short skirts swaying. I examine the handwritten poster that’s nailed to the wood and scoff. I’ve seen this before; it’s all over town. Over the past ten years, the dragons have tried to make amends for the death and destruction they caused. They bring resources to Earth, and their latest is the “matching program.”
I scan the poster. Nearby, an older man reads the poster aloud for those that are illiterate.
“Human women are wanted for procreation! Le’vris warriors will provide their assigned females riches, protection, and sexual satisfaction for a lifetime. Our warriors range from twenty-one to thirty Earth years. These males have been tested in combat and possess Olympic endurance and optimal volumes of testosterone. Visit your local embassy to enlist! Applicants must be fertile, sane, and willing to move to planet Le’vris.”
There’s a drawing of a Le’vris male beside the words, but I don’t need it. I once saw a dragon in his human form, so captivating that the memory remains fresh. He was tall and broad, his hands made to grip a woman’s hips until there was fire between her thighs. His regal features were familiar but not quite human: crimson eyes, pitch-black hair, high cheekbones, sharp teeth, and translucent scales on his back that shone in the sunlight. It’s easy to spot dragons. They’re too muscular to be human, and their skin varies in bronze shades like their bodies are treasures. The most telling giveaway, though, is their deadly confidence.
There’s an appeal to the matching program, but I can’t apply after everything the dragons have done. Betray humanity by becoming a baby factory for comforts? Never. I’d rather keep staining my hands with oil and breaking my nails handling gears. Earth is polluted, crime-ridden, and diseased, but it’s resilient. Nothing will make me abandon it. Not the starvation that sent me dumpster diving, not the infection that nearly took my leg, not the malnutrition that takes my menstrual cycles, not the rats that claim my apartment.
I bid the ladies goodbye, wish them luck on their applications, and go home.
“Winter, I’m here,” I pant. Climbing the stairs to the fifth floor always leaves me winded. I find her in our bedroom, shoving wrinkled, unfolded clothes into a ripped suitcase.
“Winter?”
She looks over her shoulder, narrowing her brown eyes on me. “Did you read the poster? The one about marrying the dragons?”
“Of course I did. It’s the talk of the town. Why?”
“I’m going. I’m sick of working in that damn tailor shop. Fuck this life.”
I sigh and rub my forehead. I just worked nine hours to earn the slices of bread I had for lunch. Calories are the currency of life, and I hate burning through them with senseless arguments. “I can help you find a new job. I can teach you a few things. Leaving Earth and playing house with dragons isn’t an overnight decision. You may…” I exhale. “You may never see me again.”
Winter has always been impulsive, often getting into costly and dangerous trouble. But she has also protected me, so cutting her off was never an option. She’s family.
She turns, and her brown ponytail whips the air. There’s a look in her eye I know well. Unlike what her name might suggest, Winter has a fiery temper. Cruelty is never far behind. It’s the smoke of her anger.
“Only a fool would give up this opportunity to escape this hell. There’s nothing wrong with marrying and being a housewife.”
“I know, but—”
“You’re the last person who should give me advice. Even after you were with your boyfriend for an entire year, working your ass off at his shitty diner, he left. All because you were too prudish to sleep with him. So what do you know about relationships?”
The hurtful words don’t sting. Not anymore. I’ve heard them so often that they have become more familiar than my estranged sister.
I keep my shoulders squared. “I learned I don’t owe an abusive man anything.”
She sighs. “I’m sorry, Myra. But this is for the best.” Then she walks out the door.
I yell my frustration and throw myself on our thin, stained mattress. This is our cycle: peace, anger, distance, and a chase. I’m usually the one chasing her because I fear being alone. I cling to my warm memories with people, even if they fade with every argument and insult. I prefer a bitter sister over a lonely apartment that only gets visited by vermin.
I close my eyes and relax my breathing. I think of the wonderful moments in our childhood. We lost our parents at a young age and have been close since, even if we lived under a dozen bridges and abandoned cars.
What went wrong?
When I awake later, I realize hours have passed, and Winter is still not home.
She’s gone.
I grab my ID card, coins, and keys. Then I lock the apartment and run for the embassy. Winter has to be there. She couldn’t have left the planet already.
My breathing quickly becomes labored. There’s a pinched pain under my ribs, but I keep running. I will get past any pain, any dragon, to see her.
Chapter 2
MYRA
I shouldn’t be outside, because once the sun dips, the streets become dark, literally and figuratively.
The embassy is miles away. It will take ages to arrive, especially since Winter got a head start.
I reach the small bridge that connects this part of town to the embassy. Four gangsters block it off. They’re charging for passage across. This is illegal, but the city can’t afford to distribute police to keep these guys in check.
I pat my back pocket. It’s practically empty, just like my lungs. I pull my sweater tighter to my chest and get in line. Coins clank, and sighs weave from the chests of unwilling customers. When it’s my turn, I purse my lips and stare at the gangster before me. He’s young. There’s smudged blood and dirt on his jaw, and his cheeks are healthy from all the food he can afford.
“Thirty cents.” He extends his hand. It smells like metal—like greed.
“I don’t have anything. Would you take my shoes?”
He looks at my sandals, which sport a few holes. “Listen, bitch. The only payment we’d take from you is pussy or thirty cents. Which will it be?”
I lower my face.
“Get off the line.” He takes my bicep, and I latch onto his wrist.
“Morphine,” I whisper.
He stills.
As I hopped from jobs and mingled in the city’s heart, I learned that morphine is the best currency. It’s the only investment that I saved for a rainy day. I need it now, since today became a storm.
“I’ll drop some morphine here tomorrow afternoon. Let me through, and I’ll return with the payment.” I dig into my pocket and pull out my identification card. “If I don’t deliver, you can find me at my apartment.”
He squints. “If you’re lying…”
“I’m not.” I’m not stupid. I would never cheat gangsters known for maiming pockets and bodies.
“Go.” He nods toward the bridge, and I rush away, adding a new hole to my sandals.
The embassy is easy to spot. It was formerly a factory but has been repurposed as the portal between Earth and Le’vris. It’s vast and pristine, but most humans glare at it, hoping it will collapse on itself.
When I reach the factory, I’m met by a group of city workers. The tall metal doors of the factory are closed behind them.
“Mornin’, girl,” a bored, clean-shaven older man greets. He has a strong New York accent, proof that the apocalypse can’t take everything from our city. “We’re not accepting applications. Return in the morning.”
“I’m not here to apply for the program. I need to speak with my sister. Can I see her, please?”
“In the morning,” he repeats.
I want to scream and stomp, but those are luxuries for children and the rich. I’m neither, so I have to think calmly. There’s no turning back now. I can’t cross the bridge without Winter, so I’ll go through the cursed screening process to get inside.
I sit on the sidewalk. Fatigue waltzes with me, making my head bob. Giggles wake me up. Within the next fifteen minutes, a wave of women appears. Some are young, some old, but all are hopeful. They wear their finest while I’m covered in filth, but I have bigger things to worry about.
When the factory doors open, over fifty women pile inside. Long tables with finger snacks line the walls of the massive hall. The women swarm the tables, their airs of sophistication dispersing and their true natures of desperation coming to light. I don’t judge them. Hell, I join them because I’m just as hungry. I devour a sandwich and pocket two for Winter.
“Ladies, please enjoy breakfast. I’m sure your trips were long. My name is Madam Cuero, and I will lead your screening.”
The buzz in the room calms as the women face the older, elegant madam at the front stage. Her full figure is covered by a black bodycon dress, and her hair is pinned back to reveal cold eyes.
“Three women were chosen yesterday, and two will be picked today. There will be three exams and a lottery to decide the winners. The tests are interview questions, a psychological test, and a physical exam. I wish you the best of luck.”
Madam Cuero must know if Winter was sent home, but I’m not too worried. Chances are she wasn’t selected and went home.
“All right. You will now be split into teams.”
I weave through the women, my sandwiches pressing against my thighs in my pockets. “Excuse me,” I call out, hoping to be heard over the other women. “Madam, I need to check if my sister won!”
She exhales and flips through a notebook. “What is her date of birth?”
“May third.”
“Hmm…yes, she won.”
My heart sinks to my stomach. Is this a joke?
“What’s her name?” I ask, but the chatter of the other women drowns me.
I need to find Winter, even if I must win the lottery.
The interview questions are easy: Do you have children? When was your last menstrual period? Any criminal record? Many are disqualified from this round, including those that are pregnant. The psychological test is much more complicated. During the physical exam, I lie on a table. A masked doctor runs a cold machine over my belly and takes a blood sample.
Many fail due to malnutrition and age. In the end, twelve girls remain. The room becomes dull with gloom.
“All right, ladies. It has been a long day.” Cuero reaches into a manila envelope and pulls out a slip of paper. “Applicant numbers RNX009 and CVD326 have won the lottery. Congratulations.”
I made it?
I take a shaky step forward, ignoring the groans behind me. Once I meet Winter, I’ll give up my ticket. Soon all this will be over.
“When do we meet the other winners?” I ask.
“On Le’vris. They have already been teleported, and you will go tonight. Because of fears of terrorism, we cannot keep you girls lingering in the city.”
No! Winter can’t possibly be across the damn universe. What am I supposed to do now?
There has to be a mistake. Winter had to be disqualified and sent home. This nightmare has to end.
“Are you sure a contestant born May third was accepted?”
Cuero waves her hand. “Yes, yes.”
My skin pricks with panic, and an infernal summer blooms within me.
“Her name is Winter?”
“Yes. Now come.”
She turns, and I’m left with the choice of following or letting Winter go.
Well, I made it this far. I might as well finish what I started.
I’m escorted through several halls. The deeper I walk into the factory, the dirtier I feel. This place is pristine, like humanity’s last temple. There’s no rust on the tall metal walls, no shattered windows, and the lights haven’t flickered once. The engineers I pass are all dressed in neat white robes, and their glances make me want to walk on my tippy-toes to avoid dirtying the floor.
I arrive at a “decontamination” room and can’t figure out the shower knobs. I’ve been bathing with water buckets for as long as I can remember. Once red water falls from the spray, I struggle with my brown hair for fifteen minutes. It’s as knotty as this whole situation. I keep it short to save money on shampoo, but detangling it still makes my arms burn with effort.
There’s a knock at the door. “Hurry. Your dragon is waiting for you.”
I wipe the steam from the mirror, and it doesn’t cut my fingers like the one at home sometimes does. I’m unimpressed by what I find—tired brown eyes lined with dark bags, honey-colored skin, a hollow face with a bulbous nose, and wide lips that are finally healing a cut. The sex workers tell me my thick lashes and full breasts could get me good business, but I don’t have their bravery.
My match will surely be disappointed to be paired with me.
I slip into a clean cotton sweatshirt and pants that feel itchy. My skin isn’t used to being in new clothing.
I retrieve the sandwich from my pocket and walk out.
Cuero’s eyes fall on my hands. “Throw that out.”
Throw food out? That’s a crime against humanity. Instead of listening, I give the sandwich to a startled guard. Cuero takes us to a truck. It feels awkward to sit in a moving metal box. I’ve only been in a vehicle a handful of times.
The new facility we’re transported to is guarded more heavily than what remains of the White House. There are drones and guards posted everywhere.
“We will go through the portal now,” Cuero says while leading the way.
“Portal?” the other participant asks.
“Yes. It’s not like we can drive to Le’vris, can we?”
We enter the facility. Many turns, twists, and access codes later, I stand in front of a portal the size of a house. I can see through it. Its circular frame is thick and packed with slabs of metal, wires, bolts, and tablets. Sebastian would have a blast scraping it apart.
There are foreign characters engraved on top.
“Madam, do the dragons speak English?” I ask.
“Of course. They can absorb a language in a month.”
And absorb an entire planet in a year.
“Turn it on,” Cuero instructs the engineers that sit behind a panel of switches and buttons.
I don’t like their whispers or glances. What are they thinking? That I’m the latest sacrificial lamb?
They mess with their computers until the lights dim, and the portal comes to life. Red light crackles in the middle of the machine like it’s the portal to hell.
“All right. Go on. Walk through and wait for me on the other side.”
CVD326 takes a shy step. This is it for her. She’s giving up her people, her planet, in exchange for the unknown. She’s braver than me because I fully intend to crawl back home.
When she crosses, Cuero calmly says, “Go,” like I’m in line for a carnival ride instead of a mystical machine that connects two universes, collapsing millions of light-years and disrespecting all known physics.
I take a deep breath in. Instead of inching closer, I rip the bandage off and run for it. There’s ringing in my ears, pins and needles stabbing my skin, and an endless, hopeless red in my vision. I wobble away from the portal and clench my body to check if any parts were left behind on Earth. The surreal experience has me rattled. I bend over to grip my quivering knees and shakily pull unfamiliar air into my lungs.
Cuero materializes beside me, and the portal powers off. She stands tall, unfazed by the bubble of time and space that we just burst. “Ah, here we are.”
This is it. I’m in the domain of the dragons.
We’re in a small room with walls of neatly stacked bricks and a smaller, duller portal.
“And the other girls?” I ask, my vision still disoriented. “Can we see them now?”
“Yes. Let me get them.”
What will I tell Winter? I didn’t plan this far.
The door opens, and I force a smile onto my face. Three women walk in—all diverse and pretty, but none of them is Winter. My stomach shrinks, strangling the sandwich I ate.
“Madam, is one girl missing? My sister isn’t here. She was born on May third.”
I don’t panic yet. Cuero assured me that she won the lottery. Winter has to be here, somewhere.
When a concerned brunette steps forward, I stop breathing. My eyes lock on her lips as she says, “Uh, that’s my birthday.” I heard the words and saw them form on her lips. There’s no denying that I made a grave mistake. Winter is on Earth, and I’m across the universe.
I inhale deeply, air whistling as I force myself to breathe. I’ve been in worse situations before, and the portal is behind me. It’s still possible to turn back and fix this.
“Madam, I’d like to forfeit my ticket, please. I need to return to Earth.” I sound strangled. Desperate.
Cuero is amused. “That portal won’t open for another six months, child. Didn’t you read the contract you signed?”
Crossing the portal didn’t knock me off my feet, but her words nearly put me down. I can’t possibly be this unlucky. I have no interest in this program, yet I’m expected to spend six months with a dragon determined to sink his claws—and other extremities—into me?
Chapter 3
MYRA
I’m not a saint. I’ve lied and made mistakes. Maybe Le’vris is my punishment, my purgatory. There is food and comfort here but no home.
Cuero begins introductions, but I hear nothing. I am lost in shock. Where is Winter? I can’t waste six months on Le’vris. I have a life to return to.
Cuero smiles. “Let’s go to your dorms.” She opens the door, and the world drastically transforms. The vegetation is green, the sky is blue, the clouds are white, but this isn’t Earth. Creatures chirp a foreign tune, and the high grass wriggles, although there’s no wind. There are mountains in the distance, their tips glistening with what looks like gold as they point toward the hot sun. The air is too fresh and the nature too lush. Where are the cans with burning garbage? Where are the collapsed homes?
The building we were in has two stories, and the second floor has floor-to-ceiling French windows, the glass color changing depending on the sunlight’s angle. The architecture is beautiful and antique, like it has stood for centuries.
“Watch your step, girls. I will make sure the grass gets cut.” Cuero leads us past the creepy dancing grass that tickles my arms. A ladder is propped against the wall of another two-story building. I guess the dragons don’t use ladders because they can fly upstairs whenever they want.
We climb the ladder, and Cuero gives us a tour of the building. Every corner is meticulously sculpted. There is perfect symmetry and creativity. The arches and frames down the walls depict hand-chiseled dragons, fire, and flowers. The longer I stare at the corners of the walls, the more I see. There are magnificent paintings drawn on the walls and unprotected by glass. I’ve never been in a building without graffiti.
On the tour, we see the dining room, the classroom, and the bathrooms, which run on organic compost instead of plumbing.
Then comes the dormitory, which is lined with five beds with storage beneath. There’s a bookshelf, a table and two chairs, and tall windows.
When the girls enter the bedroom, I try to get Cuero’s attention. “Madam, please. Is there anyone I can speak with? I made a mistake signing the contract and need to be replaced.”
I sound like a broken record.
She shakes her head. “Listen, doll. I wouldn’t open the portal even if I could. It took years of negotiating between embassies to get this program. Pulling a participant from the alpha phase would be a dangerous setback. I can’t ruin this opportunity when I just got it. I’m sorry about the misunderstanding, but there’s no going back.”
“But—”
“You won the lottery, Myra. Consider yourself a billionaire because you’ve secured yourself a dragon.” She walks away, and dread replaces her.
I stand there for a few moments, processing my thoughts, until a hand grips my bicep and tugs me inside. I turn and face dark-blue eyes.
“What do you think you’re doing?” a nameless girl asks. Her hair is cropped short like mine, but her figure is fuller. There are no signs of starvation on her bones, but her eyes are full of hate.
I pull away. “Who are you?”
“No. Who are you? You’ve been spouting nonsense. I will not let you jeopardize this opportunity for me. I will not return to poverty because you’re chickening out.”
She doesn’t intimidate me, because I’ve faced worse: death. It growled in my belly, clawed at my flesh, and bewitched my mind.
I clench my fists. “Don’t touch me again.”
“What will you do about it? You’re outnumbered. It’s four against one. You’re causing unnecessary noise and putting us all at risk of getting kicked out. You got the opportunity of a lifetime to be pampered by a dragon while hundreds of women were denied. Do you know how stupid you are for wanting to leave?”
“Guys, calm down,” the girl that won the lottery with me whispers.
“No. Are you hearing her nonsense?”
Her blue eyes offer a storm. My brown ones promise fire.
I set my shoulders back and reply, “Shame that you got this opportunity instead of the many women that deserve it.”
She looks like she wants to drown me.
“Seriously,” someone else interjects. “Chill out, you two.”
“You’re all just going to watch her ruin this for us?”
No one replies, so she stomps off to a corner.
“Thank you,” I tell the girl that first spoke up.
She smiles. “You’re welcome. I’m Jasmin.”
“Myra,” I reply and sink into the bed closest to the door.
The girls observe Le’vris through the tall windows while I stare at the exit.
◆◆◆
I never completed my education. In childhood, a kind elder taught me basic math, reading, and writing. I started working at eleven and found books in the dumps to improve my literacy. It was all self-taught. I never thought I’d set foot in a classroom, much less to learn about dragons.
“Let’s start with the basics of fathers of fire,” Cuero says from behind her desk.
The Le’vris call themselves fathers of fire, but we call them dragons because they closely resemble the mythical beings.
“What do you think they’ll offer?” Cuero asks.
There’s a pause, but then someone answers, “Sex?”
“That’s right!” Cuero praises. “I’m fifty and have gone through more penis than you girls have years to your life. In all my years, I never met finer men than the Le’vris. I’ve studied their culture closely, so I was selected to bridge the two species together. As many of you know, the Le’vris birth rate has been declining, and their women can only birth one child in their lifetime.”
I listen closely, and I admit my curiosity. Cuero is an interesting woman and seems knowledgeable about the Le’vris. I know little about dragons other than rumors.
“Before we dive into how the dragons will dive into you…”
Giggles erupt throughout the classroom. I only raise an eyebrow.
“I must warn you. You and your matches are of different sexes and cultures. There will be misunderstandings, but they want the best for you and will also take classes to learn communication.”
The reminder that a dragon is salivating to meet me strikes the fear of God into me. I can’t imagine he’ll take my rejection well.
“When do we meet our matches, Madam?” I ask.
She chuckles and brushes her hair from her forehead. “Tomorrow. I can’t hold them back forever. I gave them their first lesson this morning and almost had to call security to keep them from flying out to hunt you.”
I press my thighs shut and entwine my fingers, trying to become smaller.
“Onto the fun part.” She pulls out a projector. “Before we began this project, we had to ensure that human women and Le’vris men are compatible, so we had them dance together.”
“Wow, how romantic. They went to a ball?” Jasmin sighs.
“Not quite, my dear.” Cuero sets the machine on the ground and cranks it on. Light is cast onto the whiteboard, and an image appears. There’s a woman on a bed. Her dark hair covers her face, but her mouth is wide open. A naked male who is too muscular to be human is propped behind her. He claims her hips in his wide hands, and his expression is fierce as he pounds all his ungodly inches into her.
“This video gives some insight into what wonders await you in the beds of your dragons.”
My eyes burn as I forget to blink. The video plays, and I stare with morbid curiosity. I’m stiff while the characters on the screen writhe with vigor.
The woman’s mouth is agape. There’s no sound, but she’s probably begging him never to stop.
My mouth is gaping too.
The alien slams into her with an agility that would exhaust a human man. His large balls slap her sex as he stretches her vagina wide. After a minute, he pulls out, flips her onto her back, and licks the wet mess he made between her thighs. He never sticks to a position for long, continually surprising her and his viewers with a new angle. It’s like he can’t get deep enough into her or make her scream loud enough.
This is inconceivable. No pornographic magazine on Earth can compare to this…artistry. This video would be banned for putting human men out of business.
I survived crossing a portal to a new planet, but watching this alien’s bed performance has me evaluating life itself. Do I really know joy? Will I ever experience it unless I’m perched atop an alien?
Cuero turns off the projector and faces us with a quirked lip.
There’s silence and heat in the room. I shift and feel sticky between my legs, but I’m not the only one in this predicament. Poor Jasmin is so red that I worry about her.
These dragons can melt women without stimulating them. Watching a video of their potential is enough to unravel us.
“Is…is the woman all right?” comes a small voice.
“Yes,” Cuero smirks. “But it’s rumored that she limps to this day.”
The girls giggle while I stay still to avoid feeling the shameful stickiness in my underwear.
“Do you see now? These men will protect you in the streets and attack you in the sheets.” Her mischievous eyes find my wide ones. “What did you think, Myra?”
“I…”
“Look at her. She looks like she came in her pants,” someone jokes. Everyone but Jasmin and Cuero laughs.
“Let’s not tease each other,” Cuero retorts. “It is normal to be attracted to these males, although our hearts are hesitant. Our instinct to reproduce identifies them as ideal mates.”
Her words don’t make me less guilty. I shouldn’t lust after these dragons.
“There’s something the video didn’t clarify. Usually, to have a fulfilling orgasm, their partner has to orgasm first. They must taste it on their tongue or cock.”
The girls stare at her with awe.
“Whoever designed Le’vris men was on drugs but sober when creating human men,” someone comments.
Cuero laughs. “Human men have their appeal too. We must respect that. Some women have no interest in dragons.”
Ding, ding! That’s me, even if my rebellious pussy says otherwise.
“Go freshen up. Tomorrow, you will finally be presented to your designated partners.”
I approach her. “Can I speak with you?”
“Afraid not, doll. There are five antsy dragons I must lecture.”
She leaves, and I stay with the girls, who are still in a daze.
Chapter 4
CUERO
“Suns,” I greet the fathers of fire. “It’s great to see you.”
Five enormous men fill their seats. They seem bored, more interested in being inside their matches than in this room.
“I want to congratulate you again on fulfilling the trials. The past few months were long, but I’m afraid the hardest part has arrived: conquering your woman’s heart. Throughout the next classes, you will learn how to understand, court, and pleasure a human female.”
The sex classes will be short. These guys are natural masters of that subject. As a matter of fact, I wouldn’t mind if my students taught me a few things.
Wrenton laughs. “They are so small. The size of gold nuggets. How hard could it be?”
“As you heard in the introduction class, humans are pretty flowers with diverse colors and shapes but stubborn like thorns. Now, why are none of you wearing a shirt? I thought I told you that the girls are sensitive to nudity.”
They shift, grumble, grunt, and huff. These alphas aren’t used to being lectured. It’s enough of a struggle for them to be near one another. They are competitive about territory and lean toward isolation.
“Shirts are uncomfortable,” Reth says.
I figured as much. They’re baffled by many of our customs, including clothing. Merging these two species will be quite the experiment.
“I understand you’re used to not covering your chests, but tomorrow you’ll meet the women, and they might be intimidated.”
They sit up. Reth gets so excited that he accidentally topples his chair when he stands. I hear another male growl about the chase that’s coming.
I’m getting hot and bothered here.
I clear my throat. “There are rules for the meeting. You must wear a shirt and pants and be patient and respectful. I know your kind greets others by palming chests, but you should skip this with them. They will take offense if you touch their breasts.”
“I will gift my female a jewel from my hoard,” Wrenton says.
I clap my hands. “Very good. Yes, gifts are acceptable. One of our future classes is about gifting.”
“Tell me how many jewels she would require to grant me passage inside her.”
The others look eager for the answer.
I pale. “No, you would offend them if you offered jewels for sex.”
Wrenton shakes his head. “Nonsense. It would be a fair exchange.”
“No. That’s called ‘prostitution’ on Earth. On most of the planet, it’s frowned upon for women to get valuables for sex.”
“Then what do human males offer for the females’ time, sacrifices, and bodies?”
“Just affection because sex is free.”
I have studied their culture for so long that I get their confusion. Female dragons are protected and treasured. It’s expected for women to be put on a pedestal.
Wrenton slaps his knee in outrage. These guys are quick to temper, but they wouldn’t hurt a woman. “This is unjust. Your males have brainwashed your females by making them forget their value. A male’s job is to compete for their affection and precious wombs by providing gifts and comforts!”
The other men grunt and nod.
I collapse on my chair and exhale. This will be a long lesson.
Chapter 5
MYRA
Tomorrow, I’ll meet my match. If the video Cuero showed us is any indication, I’m in for a ride. I sit in the dining room and stare at the delicacies before me. I haven’t taken a bite, because I’m full of intimidation.
The girls chat animatedly. They giggle like a group of teenagers. We’re all in our midtwenties, but the dragons set our maturity on fire. I would be a liar if I said I didn’t feel giddy when I think of the video.
“Myra, what did you think?” someone asks.
I swallow nervously and change the topic. “What are your names?”
“Callisto,” the South Asian girl answers. A tattoo peeks out of her sleeve. She has a lovely, full figure, and her hair is cropped short like mine.
“I’m Bryanne, but I go by Bry.” Bry’s smile lights up a room. She has long black hair braided down her back, tanned skin, and eyes almost as dark as her hair.
“Haley,” the bold one answers.
“You know me,” Jasmin says.
The girls have a ball as they chat about balls. Callisto and Bry don’t fail to amuse me. Although the circumstances are odd, I’m grateful to have met them and respect their bravery in leaving Earth.
I excuse myself and aimlessly walk down the hall. There’s something warm about the sun—not its temperature but its familiarity. It’s so much like Earth’s sun that I wonder if I ever left home.
A flash in the corner of my eye distracts me. I look down, and among the tall grass, I find a male. He’s young, naked, and so very alien. He stares at me with as much desire as the dragon in the video.
Did he watch the same video in his lecture? Is he picturing us recreating the unspeakable positions like I am now? A tremble rakes up my spine—not of fear but of thrill. That is fearsome in itself.
He takes a step forward, weaving through the grass. I don’t find out what happens next, because I vanish into the hallway.
I pull my sheets over my head like I’m a child and a big, bad monster is after me. I relax only when the girls enter the room. They carry on their conversation, fantasizing about their beloved dragons without realizing I have already made first contact.
◆◆◆
I jump awake, the green eyes I was dreaming of still haunting me.
Bry is sitting at the edge of my bed, dressed in a stunning V-neck dress that’s beaded with pearls. Jasmin wears sapphires. The others wear similar dresses with gems.
“I still don’t see why I can’t wear the diamond dress,” Haley complains.
“Because we agreed to a draw. Myra got that dress, so you can’t have it.”
I sit up and run a hand through my short, messy hair. “Just give it to her.”
Callisto crosses her arms. Her dragon tattoo is now in full view. “She can’t just get what she wants.”
“There’s no sense in arguing over a silly dress. Haley, take it.”
Haley scowls. “I don’t need you to give me anything.”
“Girls!” Cuero bursts into the room. “What is this commotion? Myra, why aren’t you ready? The dragons don’t believe in being fashionably late and will burst in here.” She walks to Callisto’s bed and picks up the diamond dress. She passes it to me. “Go on.”
I slip behind a changing screen and stare at the dress. It’s ethereal, but I can only think of how many meals it could buy someone on Earth. There’s a nagging temptation to rip one of the dangling diamonds off its thread, but I’m no thief.
I slide the dress on and remember that I haven’t shaved my armpits. With a mental note to never raise my arms, I enter everyone’s view.
“Let’s go, my gems. The world awaits!” Cuero shouts.
We follow her out, our sandals tapping the smooth floor.
“By the way, if your match solicits you for prostitution, ignore them. They’re a little confused.”
Jasmin and I exchange a look.
We climb down the ladder. The grass was cut, revealing the breathtaking landscape. We head toward the forest in the east, quickly getting introduced to giant red mushrooms, ancient trees crowned with nests made of sticks and flowers, sparkling rocks, and blue moss. Curious small creatures follow us, but we don’t venture too deeply.
We stop on a hill. I look down and instantly regret it. There are a dozen dragons here, most in their simple form. Five males stand in the front and stare intently like we’re pieces of meat on a plate. They wear white tunics but didn’t bother to tie them together. Their shirts are wrinkled and fail to conceal their brutality. They’re enormous, scarred, tattooed, and antsy in their stances, like bulls being held back by a disintegrating rope.
“Here we are!” Cuero says. “Thank you all for believing in our matching program and being here to support us. Humans and their matches have been undergoing lectures to make their unions seamless. Today, we bridge two species for a better tomorrow. I present the first wave of humans: Callisto, Bryanne, Haley, Jasmin, and…come out, Myra. Don’t be shy.”
Aw, fuck. I hoped it wasn’t too late to sneak away from this insane asylum. Reluctantly, I step back in line and avoid the green eyes that pierce me from below.
“Let’s start with Myra,” Cuero says.
Haley clears her throat and steps forward.
“It looks like Haley is quite eager. Let’s start with her, then. She has been paired with Rodrex.”
A blue-eyed dragon smiles, revealing a golden tooth. His hair is braided forward and drapes over his chest.
Jasmin is introduced next, then the rest. They receive their matches shyly. The dragons never break their gazes. If looks could pierce, they would be ten inches inside us.
“Myra has been paired with Ekon.”
The green-eyed male I saw yesterday through the window steps forward. He doesn’t stop. No, he launches twenty feet in the air and lands in front of me. I stumble back, horrified. None of the other dragons behaved so aggressively.
“We meet again.” He grins like he just hit the jackpot. His English is clear—like he’s a native speaker.
My heart stutters in my chest, making the beads at my breast tremble.
“Ekon, please be patient.” Cuero steps closer. “You will all have a chance to speak with your matches privately.”
“I waited long enough,” comes his clipped voice. “I want my match now.”
Where is my tongue? Come on. I have survived the apocalypse. A cocky dragon is nothing.
I square my shoulders. They’re puny compared to his, but it’s the confidence that matters. “I’m no one’s match. Please return. Don’t ruin the event for others.”
Ekon licks his lips. “The diamonds you wear are not nearly as tempting as you, female. You are a treasure.”
“Ekon,” Cuero warns, but he’s not listening. He snatches my bicep, and I nearly trip.
“Get off me!” I struggle, but my strength can’t compare to his. Everyone watches in horror as I fail to shake him off.
“Enough,” a male speaks from a distance. He sounds calm and collected despite the chaos.
There’s another thud as he jumps beside us. I see him now—and boy, is there a lot to take in. He’s tall, shirtless, and practically naked. This knight doesn’t come in shining armor but with a loincloth tied haphazardly around his hips that’s an erection away from falling apart. There is so much bulk to him. His broad shoulders tempt me to climb them, and the large, fiery, complex tattoo on the middle of his chest is like a written warning to stay away or get entrapped in the arcs, circles, and lines.
“Release her.” His voice rumbles through the air and electrifies me. My belly clenches, although for the first time in a while, not from hunger.
Ekon stares at his challenger. He sees the same thing I do—an unexploded volcano—so he lets go of my arm.
“Thank you,” I tell the stranger.
His eyes lock on mine, and they don’t let go. The way he looks at me makes me feel like I’m still in someone’s grasp. But there’s no hostility in this male’s hold, so I am a willing captive.
“You’re dismissed from the matching program, Ekon,” he says while holding my gaze.
“Who the sun are you to dismiss me?” Ekon seethes.
The male looks at Ekon. His chest rumbles with a loud grunt, and his knuckles crack when he fists his hands. His calm demeanor is eroding. The volcano is erupting. “I am this female’s match.”
At first, I think my hearing failed me, but then Ekon yells, “Lies! You did not participate in the trials. She is mine!” I didn’t hear wrong after all. This stranger is claiming me.
Shamelessly, he scans me from head to toe as he tells Ekon, “I do not need to participate in anything to prove that my flame burns hotter than yours.”
He does not need to breathe his flame to have me melting either. I’m used to dealing with hotheaded, impulsive men like Ekon, but this male is different. He is both fire and smoke—a dizzying combination of wildness and mystery that suffocates me. Maybe this is how he seduces: by taking my air to make me desperate for his kiss.
“Fathers of fire, please!” Cuero intervenes.
The stranger ignores Cuero and Ekon. He approaches me and says, “Suns. I am Crux. You may call me by my birth name or Master.”
There must be a cultural meaning of that title. I don’t think he’s trying to be disrespectful, but a second apocalypse will come to Earth before I call anyone Master.
“What name should I call you?” He extends a hand. I offer my hand, thinking he wants a handshake, but when he aims higher, I realize he’s reaching for my breast.
I prepare to slap his hand away until Cuero grabs me by my shoulders and pulls me back.
“It’s all right, Myra.”
“But he was going to—”
She rubs her temples. “To touch your chest, yes, but palming one’s heart is how they greet each other. He didn’t mean to grope you. Trust me; I’ve crossed this bridge already.”
“Enough with this ridiculousness!” Ekon yells.
The girls are standing far away from the danger. Hell, I’m out of here too. These two can figure out their nonsense on their own. I rush for the girls. When Ekon reaches for me again, Crux’s muscular thigh kicks him down the hill.
My lungs empty, though not because of the act of violence. It’s the flash of the monster that lurks beneath the loincloth. I saw—no, hallucinated—his ridiculous girth. My eyes must have fooled me.
Sweet apocalypse. I did not sign up for this. I don’t want the ticket to this planet, this dress, or these dragons fighting over me!
I cup my mouth when Ekon flies back and rolls down the hill. His growl shakes the trees and my very bones. He stands but gets pinned by two dragons before he can launch himself into a fight. He becomes rabid, throwing up dirt and snapping at the air as he struggles to be released.
This isn’t how things should’ve unraveled. I came determined to reject my match and apologize for ruining his shot at this program. Instead of getting one match, I got in a tug-of-war between two leering fathers of fire.
I look at the male that challenged and humiliated Ekon. He’s undisturbed. The fire that burns deep within him is controlled, unlike Ekon’s. That makes him all the more lethal.
“Everyone!” Cuero scrambles to get things under control. Behind her, the crowd watches in shock. “Thank you for coming. Please forgive me, but this event has been postponed. There seems to be confusion among the participants.”
Confusion? The only confused ones here are the males that laid claims on me. I want nothing to do with either.
The onlookers slowly disperse, although the girls’ matches hesitate to walk away.
“Participants, return to your posts. We need to straighten a few things out.” Cuero is barely audible because Ekon yells behind her.
“Master Crux, thank you for stopping Ekon, but the violence was unnecessary.”
“He threw a tantrum and needed to be controlled,” Crux replies. “He shouldn’t have been enrolled in the program.”
“Yes. He will be replaced. Thank you.”
“Replaced by me.”
Cuero is baffled. “But you didn’t compete in the trials. As you are one of our founders, this is a conflict of interest. Why do you want to participate now?”
His eyes find mine, and Ekon growls again.
“I’m interested now that I’ve met the females. This is the most intriguing one. I will have her.”
“No.” The firmness of my voice surprises me.
“Don’t worry.” He sets his shoulders back and regards me with a lethal gaze. “You will be a very satisfied wife.” The corner of his lip quirks. I’m not sure if he’s smirking. I would have to get closer, but that’s probably another trick to lure me.
I’m in trouble. This dragon knows what he wants and will fight for it. He’s similar to Ekon, but although he looks at me like I’m his prey, he’s not aggressive. He is here to seduce with playful smirks, burning looks, and unyielding determination.
My ex-boyfriend was an immature boy, but this dragon called me his wife within thirty seconds of learning my name. Does that make him a man or insane?
I must admit I’m attracted to his ambition. I was so afraid of being alone that I chased my sister across the universe. I’m a moon that endlessly revolves around people, but this dragon is a fiery meteor that dives for what he wants.
“I will complete the trials if I must. I will join the program.”
I step forward to argue, but Cuero intercepts my path.
“Please,” she whispers. “Enough has happened today. It will be a miracle if the program doesn’t get shut down. Let’s try to control the damage.”
But I have so much to say. How can I sit back and watch strangers determine my fate?
Cuero sees my inner battle. “I will speak with you later. We will figure something out.”
I stressfully run a hand through my hair. Crux chuckles, and my face catches fire when I realize I’m flashing my hairy armpits. Mortified, I snap my arm down.
“I cannot wait to find out if you have dark curls between your legs too.”
The girls gasp along with me.
“You will not replace me, Crux!” Ekon shouts.
Crux ignores him and shifts. A gust of wind hits my face, blowing my hair back while emptying my lungs. The hardened, confident man becomes a fierce twenty-foot dragon before my eyes. My heart stutters in my chest. I’ve never seen a dragon shift to its complete form, and Crux is a magnificent beast.
He flaps his wings once, twice, the wind making me stumble. Then he’s breaking through the branches and soaring into the skies.
“All right, girls. Pick up your jaws. It’s time to go,” Cuero says.
“I demand to speak with you!” Ekon yells.
“We will meet once I get the girls to their dormitories and speak with the founders, who will have plenty of questions, thanks to your behavior today.” She sighs. “Maybe it’s my fault for not stressing how important this day was. I should have lectured you harder.”
I hate seeing Cuero upset. While I’m not a fan of the program, I know how much it means to her and the girls.
She turns to us. “Let’s go, flowers.”
We walk through the woods that Crux disturbed in his flight.
“Wow, Myra. They fought over you,” Callisto sighs wistfully. “It was so dreamy.”
Haley scoffs. “Please, they were only interested in her because of her dress. If I wore it, they would have fought to the death.”
“Shut up, Haley. You’re such a hater,” Callisto snarks.
“Girls, be nice,” says Cuero.
Haley is probably right. It must have been the diamond dress that made them go crazy.
Chapter 6
MYRA
Cuero rushes us back to the dormitories. A man follows in the distance; he must be our bodyguard. I didn’t realize how much danger we were in until meeting Ekon. I shudder when I remember his green eyes.
“Are you okay?” Callisto asks.
I smile, thankful for her concern. Jasmin touches my hand in solidarity.
We climb up the ladder into the dorms and change out of our luxurious dresses.
Once we’re on our beds, Cuero breaks the silence. “I’m sorry, girls. You deserve a safe and fun transition into the Le’vris culture. Although today unlocked new challenges, I will fight endlessly for this program. It’s my life’s work and your happily ever afters.” She finds my gaze. “Tomorrow, you will speak with your matches for a few minutes. Myra, you’re excused from this.”
Who would I even meet? Ekon or Crux?
The news makes the girls buzz with excitement. The men in their daydreams finally have faces. A tsunami will wash over the dorms tonight as they fantasize about featuring in their adult videos.
“And what about Myra?” someone asks.
I perk up when I hear my name.
“It was a chaotic meeting, but Crux was dreamy,” Bry sighs. “It was so romantic how he rescued you. That man doesn’t beat around the bush. He’s determined to go all up in your bush and beat it up from day one.”
I chuckle halfheartedly. “Make sure to volunteer the next time Ekon tries to assault me so you can take my spot.”
Bry playfully sticks her tongue out. “I will if it earns me two smoking-hot dragons. I’ve got two orifices ready to entertain them.”
I grin. “Wow, being horny makes you poetic.”
“Girls.” Cuero clears her throat. “You can go to the dining room or stay here and masturbate the demons out of you. Myra, meet me outside in five minutes. I’ll be right back.”
I wring my fingers and wait anxiously. When I step out, I stand by a grand window that overlooks the lush backyard. Cuero appears a minute later.
“You must have questions, but I assure you that I will deal with Ekon. He will be banned from the grounds,” she says.
I start with the most important question “Who is Crux?”
He’s clearly someone. There’s too much arrogance in his demands, confidence in his stance, and determination in his gaze. Most men—human or dragon—know their limits. But Crux has an air around him, like the sky isn’t the limit for him; it’s his domain. He can fly through it while looking at the lesser beings below him.
“He is one of the founders of the program. He gave assets to get it going. Most dragons his age are building a hoard of jewels, crystals, and metals to impress a mate, but Crux completed his hoard years ago. An eligible bachelor, if you will.”
And I’m the most eligible train wreck. We would never work.
“Why does he insist on having me? Can’t another human replace me?”
Cuero taps the window, her red nails clattering against the glass. “Look outside, Myra. There is a world of adventure. A new beginning. You insist on returning to your sister, but is she truly a good sister if she asks you to forfeit this opportunity of a better life?”
“It’s more than that,” I answer. “I’m loyal to my planet. How can I warm a dragon’s bed while humans are freezing and starving?”
“It wasn’t Crux that destroyed Earth,” she says, and she’s right. Crux and I were children when the dragons first attacked Earth. “By blaming all dragons for the actions of a few, you’re repeating a Terran mistake that darkened our history.”
My shoulders drop. “I don’t want to be the bad guy, Cuero. I want to return to my normal, stagnant, quiet life.”
“You will have an eternity of normality and silence in your grave. Jump into adventures in search of that ‘hero’ title. You won’t find it by sitting and blaming all dragons for your misfortune.”
I thought I was already a good person—not perfect but not a criminal. I worked daily to provide for my sister, but maybe Cuero is right. Perhaps I can become more if I stop seeing myself as a victim.
This is my chance. Going home would be a defeat, but staying here wouldn’t feel like a victory. What is the compromise? What is the middle ground?
Cuero seems satisfied with the conflict she stirred within me. “If you want to leave, I can relocate you to a hut. You will be sheltered and fed until the portal opens in six months. Guards will watch you from a distance, and I’ll visit you every week.”
I’ve been begging for an escape from this madness, but I’m unsure if that’s what I need.
My mind races. I’m human, a sister, but also a businesswoman.
“Let me know what you decide.” Cuero turns to leave.
I lick my dry lips. “Wait. What if I stay with conditions? If Crux wants me, he’ll periodically transport food, medicine, and water to Earth. I can’t give him sex immediately, but I’ll be open to testing the waters.”
This is it. This is how I contribute to Earth. My compromise.
I wait for Cuero to laugh at my absurd request. I’m pushing my luck. I’m not beautiful nor remarkably talented, so I have no reason to make these demands.
Cuero smiles. “I knew there was something special about you the second you shoved that sandwich in your pocket.”
I intertwine my fingers. “So do you think he’ll accept?”
“Yes. A dragon’s hoard is used to impress and attract a mate. He’ll spend whatever price to get you.” She nods. “I will speak with him. Go join the girls.”
I just accepted Crux as my match. I have entered the dragon’s den.
Will Winter feel abandoned, or will she be glad I’m giving her space?
“Oh, and here. He told me to give you this.” Cuero untucks a folded paper.
“Thank you.” I unroll the sheet of paper and read the bold English letters.
You are able to turn men’s heads when you walk by and have them tossing and turning in bed while dreaming of you. I know that I’ll be one of them tonight.
My heart jolts, and I press the paper against my chest to exhaust the fire in my heart. This dragon knows how to set me on fire without breathing a single flame. This is the first love note I’ve ever gotten, and I never imagined ink on paper could turn me into melted mush on the floor.
When I feel pain on my face, I realize I’m smiling widely. Now embarrassed, I pocket the note and find the girls in the dining room. Bry makes eye contact with me and pats the empty seat beside her. My chest warms, and I join her.
“I’m going to pretend to trip to feel his abs when he catches me,” Callisto says.
“So subtle,” Jasmin laughs.
“That’s right,” Callisto smiles. “The poor dragons won’t know what hit them.”
During the rest of the dinner, Bry and Callisto scheme spectacles to seduce their matches. I offer them a few ideas, and we wind up in a fit of giggles.
Someone questions Callisto’s dragon tattoo, and with a smile, she tells us how a dragon saved her life long ago. She came from the same filthy, dangerous slums as the rest of us and hated dragons for tearing our world apart. After she was rescued, she learned to forgive them.
Tonight I accepted that these women aren’t inherently bad for wanting a better life. They aren’t traitors.
When we return to the dormitories, I lie on my bed and think of growth. My sister comes to mind. We’ve never been apart for so long, but maybe that’s what we need. She begged me to let her go because she was tired of my suffocation. Maybe the best thing is to lie low for now.
The girls take turns in the bathroom. It has two vast pools full of flower petals and as many oils and lotions I could dream of. I sink into the lukewarm water and bask in the silence. The water feels amazing, but I feel guilty about how many gallons of water are wasted. I’ll probably return to my bucket baths.
I slide into a cream-colored robe. My exhaustion drives me to bed, and I’m the first to fall asleep.
The following day, I wake up alone. The girls left to meet their matches. I’m both happy for them and intrigued. How will meeting Crux privately be?
Although my stomach grumbles, I stay on my bed because I don’t want to miss the girls and their drama. When they arrive, they don’t disappoint. Callisto sports a bruised cheekbone. Apparently, she faked tripping but miscalculated her distance from her match. Instead of landing in his arms, she kissed the ground.
“Here.” Bry sits next to me and hands me a silk-wrapped package.
“What’s this?”
She winks. “Your designated guts scrambler asked me to give this to you.”
I stare at the red silk and feel my smile betray me. Has Crux sent another love note?
“Well, aren’t you going to open it?” Haley scowls from across the room.
Not wanting to satisfy her curiosity, I step outside and unravel the silk. Inside the box, I find a small, T-shaped metal device. It’s a razor. He’s teasing me for forgetting to shave!
There’s a note in the box.
For your underarms. Although if you have curls between your legs, I request that you don’t remove them. I want to paint those black curls white.
That wicked man.
I slip the razor back into the box and retrieve the last item. It’s a long purple stick, about the length of a forearm. The tip is rounded, and the other end has a handle. It’s an odd-looking back scratcher, but I’ll accept it. It’ll come in handy because Crux stresses me out.
I return to the room. We prepare for our lecture, and I take the back scratcher with me. I sit in the back and entertain myself with my gift.
“Hello, everyone.” Cuero enters and sets a folder on her desk. “There’s a schedule conflict. I’ll have to lecture the dragons first. Take a break, and I’ll return in an hour.”
I shrug. It’s not like I have anything better to do. I keep using my back scratcher, although it’s rather floppy.
Cuero’s eyes narrow on me. “Myra, a word outside, please.”
I follow and take my back scratcher to satisfy an itch on my shoulder blade.
Cuero crosses her arms over her chest. “What are you doing with that?”
“This? Scratching an itch.”
“Excuse me?”
My brows draw together. “It reaches far back, and it’s relaxing. Do you want to try it?”
Cuero scoffs. “Yeah, I’m sure inserting that thing would relax the most uptight nun. No, I don’t want to try it! This is unacceptable. I am your supervisor. Don’t let me catch you whipping your sex toy around again, or I’ll confiscate it.”
My jaw drops. “S-Sex toy?”
The dildo slips from my hand, landing on the ground with a heavy thud.
“What did you think that rounded-tipped dildo was? A back scratcher?”
I make a choked sound as I pick up the dildo and run with it.
Chapter 7
CUERO
I watch Myra run away, the dildo bouncing in her clenched fist. She must be losing it. These alien men are melting the poor girl’s brains and panties.
With a chuckle, I walk across the grounds to the male wing, where I’ll be lecturing the dragons. When I walk in, I find them scowling in their seats. Crux carves shapes into his desk with a pebble, Reth stares at the sky through the window, Wrenton flaps his wings leisurely, and the other two are either sleeping or dead from boredom.
“Wrenton, please fold your wings. Shifting is not allowed here.”
He scoffs and retracts them. I can see why it’s hard for him to receive my orders. The big grump could swallow me whole.
Mmm, that sounds delicious.
I clear my throat. I need to get it together. My prostitution days are over.
“I have a question about my encounter. You will explain what it means,” Errol says.
“Yes?”
“My match told me her occupation on Earth was to ‘babysit’ and looked upset when I laughed. She left before I could ask why humans think it’s important to teach children how to sit instead of how to walk.”
I sigh. Here we go. “Babysitting has nothing to do with sitting babies. It merely means tending to children. She was upset because you belittled her job.”
He looks confused. “How odd.”
The others groan in agreement.
“Today’s lesson is not to take statements literally. Human languages are not as direct as yours. We use many figures of speech. Does anyone else have a question?”
Another dragon perks up. “Haley frowned at a comment I said. I continuously asked what was wrong, and she kept saying she was ‘fine,’ with irritation. Explain if ‘fine’ means something else.”
I nod. “She’s absolutely upset about something. Don’t ever believe a human woman when she says she’s fine.”
“Why doesn’t she just express what the issue is?”
I’m guilty of playing this “I’m fine” game in my younger years.
I smirk. “The universe’s darkest mysteries will be resolved before we can answer your question.”
They don’t look amused.
“You only saw the girls for a few minutes, but next time you will participate in an activity to build trust.”
“Explain,” Errol demands.
“You’ll shift to your half forms and fly the females into the air.”
They shrug as if supporting so many pounds is a walk in the park.
“But you can only hold them by the waist.”
Reth scowls. “What about hips? Or anywhere else they permit us?”
I cross my arms over my chest. “No, because I suspect your hands will linger up their skirts. You dragons can be greedy.”
“What if—”
“Wrenton, if you suggest giving Callisto gold in exchange for rubbing her ass, I will be very disappointed.”
“Of course, I wouldn’t do that. You were very adamant against this ‘prostitution’ concept.” He rolls his shoulders back. “I was thinking more of offering to suck her clit in exchange.”
I rub my forehead. These guys are killing me. “No, you can’t. Sweet apocalypse. Your kind will go extinct at this rate.”
Crux stands from his seat, no doubt tired of being caged in a chair too small for his broad body. “Explain all these restrictions.”
“Crux, you funded this program because you believed in it. These classes are essential. So is patience.”
“You are correct. I believe in the program but didn’t expect it would take this long before we could rely on our skills. At this rate, we will never seduce them.”
Five pairs of eyes stare at me with conviction. Their confidence is as thick as their muscles. They’re ready to show humans how capable they are in bed.
“I understand that sex is an art you have mastered and that it comes early in relationships in your culture. That isn’t abnormal on Earth either. Some girls would be fine with jumping into bed with you now, but—”
“Who?” Reth stands, toppling his chair down as usual. “My sweet Bry?”
I want to cry. “Everyone, listen to me. I’ve been a woman for fifty years. I understand them. We should first establish trust and communication and then build sexual tension. These pillars will reinforce the relationship and serve as insurance in the future. If they first accept that your romantic feelings are genuine, intimacy will flow easier.”
Crux sits down. “Very well, then.”
“Good.” I tap my desk. “So do we all know what’s expected this evening for the trust events?”
They nod.
“Friendly reminders to not offer jewels for sex. Wear pants, but you may leave your shirts untied. Try to word your sentences as requests and be courteous to your matches. Make them smile! That’s all. Class dismissed. Crux, I must speak with you.”
The dragons push the windows open and jump out.
Crux approaches me calmly. “You called?”
“It’s about Myra. She agreed to be your match under some terms.”
“What are they?”
“She wants food, medicine, and water.”
He frowns. “For what? Does she intend to sell these supplies?”
“They’re not for her. She wants them donated to Earth. I know Le’vris already gives a lot, but she requests that you increase your donations.”
He stares blankly at me. I doubted this would happen, but dragons can be unexpected. Myra will be crushed when I deny—
“Get it done.”
I blink. “What quantities of resources should I reserve?”
“For her? Give her the planet itself. Follow me to discuss the details. I have somewhere to be.”
I ensure everything is in order before leaving. Crux and I plan logistics as we walk to the nearby town minutes away from the dorms. We enter a small shed at the very edge of town.
“Crux!” the shop owner greets. He gives me a quick look of surprise but immediately recovers. “Welcome.”
“When did you learn English?” Crux asks.
The man shrugs. “Practicing to expand the business to humans. Tell me, how have you been?”
Crux glares. “I’ve been angry because the last seeds you sold to my gardener caused an outbreak of weeds all over my land.”
“Oh, that’s because they turn bad if they sense bad energy. You’re always so grumpy. Here, let me show you what can help with that ailment.” He points to the wall of glowing bottles.
“I made a brand-new concoction.” He pulls out a green bottle. “One sip of this elixir and your problems will fade for the night.”
Crux sniffs the bottle and coughs. “Of course they’ll fade. I’ll be too dead to have any! What the fires did you put in this rotten thing?”
The shop owner scowls and puts the lid on his precious bottle. “It’s a secret recipe.”
“Secret because everyone that tried it has died?”
I chuckle.
The shop owner waves his hand. “My lawyer told me not to discuss these things. Now tell me. What do you need?”
Crux pulls a piece of paper from his pocket. “Here.”
“What are these?”
“Measurements of my cock.”
I gasp. Well, this explains where Myra got her “back scratcher.” Crux is running around commissioning casts of his masterpiece.
The shop owner inches away. “I am flattered, but I no longer accept sexual favors as payments.”
“When did you ever accept them?”
“My lawyer told me not to—”
“—discuss these things. Yes, I understand, you old scale. The measurements are not for you. I need you to craft a molding using these numbers because the first one you made was too small.”
He scans the numbers again and glances at Crux’s crotch. “And you claim my elixir is deadly? These measurements will kill any female that sits on—”
I fan myself. Sweet skies, Myra is a lucky girl.
“Gill!” Crux growls. “I do not need the commentary. Can you craft this or not?”
“Of course. I will create the shaft for your lucky lady. By the way, I’ll give you a special discount for my elixir.”
“Gill,” he grits.
“What? You have nothing to lose. I have a doctor friend I can refer you to if you get side effects.”
“Yes, and I’m sure you have a mortician friend from all the poisoning you’ve been doing.”
He squints suspiciously. “Have you been speaking with my lawyer?”
“Moons, Gill,” Crux bids and walks out of the store.
“Moons to you too! Write to me if you change your mind!”
This is not what I meant when I encouraged the dragons to give the girls gifts. Why do they keep giving insulting and deadly things?
“Crux, must you send Myra another…back scratcher?”
He laughs. “She thought it was a back scratcher? How precious.”
I can’t blame her. The handle was rather long. “I promise you that she doesn’t need another one.”
“I must ensure my female is fully satisfied.”
Ah, so that’s why he’s giving her two “toys.” To fill her completely.
“Don’t overwhelm her, Crux. Trust me as your professor.”
He narrows his eyes. “Fine, then. I will cancel the request, but Gill won’t let me hear the end of it.”
What a relief. Myra’s intestines have survived another day.
Chapter 8
MYRA
By the time Cuero walks into the classroom, my face is flammable. I’m going to choke Crux when I see him—probably by wrapping his little gift around his neck.
“Hello, girls. I’m back. Today, we study the men’s culture deeper. Your dragons have two goals: securing a hoard and a female.”
I struggle to listen. For fuck’s sake, I offered the woman my dildo.
“Most male dragons and a few females leave home to find and hoard jewels and precious metals. They save until they can afford a sizable piece of land. Their planet is twenty thousand times the size of Earth, so there’s much to claim. Around age twenty-five in human years, they purchase land, use it to impress a female, and start a family. All your matches are landowners who intend to protect you and their land from beasts, natural disasters, and famine. They build homes with their bare hands, while the female gives them purpose.”
“Purpose? That’s cute, but being home all day bores me,” Callisto says. “What if I want to work on the land?”
“Then work. It’s unlikely for them to protest unless it’s dangerous labor.”
“Why build a hoard? Can’t they inherit their parents’ land?” Bry asks.
“No. Dragons don’t believe in inheritance. Once a landowner and their partner die, the estate is destroyed, and the land is freed for purchase. Inheritance is considered lazy. Everyone works for what they want. Remember that rejecting a jewel as a gift would be rude to the men because they subtracted it from their hoard to give it to you.”
Her eyes find mine. What? Is she telling me not to reject the dildo? After all, it’s so long and thick some women would consider it a treasure.
I avoid her eye for the rest of the lesson and daydream about crucifying Crux.
Cuero waves a hand. “Class dismissed. I’ll see you this evening. Go eat and get pretty for your matches.”
“Hey,” I whisper to Bry. “What’s happening this evening?”
“The trust events.”
“Huh?”
Bry smiles. “Were you so busy daydreaming about your sexy dragon that you didn’t pay attention?”
Yeah, I daydreamed of killing him.
“We’re doing this exercise where the guys will shift and fly us around. I’m so excited!”
Maybe I should have paid attention.
I can’t be in that man’s arms, our faces inches apart, with no possibility of escape. Not after his infuriating prank. I want to protest, but I can’t. I promised to give the program a chance if he sends supplies to Earth, so I must comply. Fine, then. I’ll cling to that cheeky dragon, and if he teases me by mentioning the “back scratcher,” I’ll wiggle in his arms until I plummet to my death.
After we eat, we return to the dorms. I pat my pillow to ensure the “gift” is still hidden under it.
“Hurry, girls!” Cuero says.
My legs are heavy as I pull my clothes basket from under my bed. I find high-waisted, loose blue pants lined with shiny silver threads. There’s a matching blue crop top. There are many fancy garments, but I don’t sort through them.
I go behind the changing screen to slip into my clothes. The girls look great in their new outfits and sparkling jewelry, but we all look a little out of place. Some of us are too thin to fill the clothes well, and the fancy silk and beaded cotton fabrics are awkward against our dry, scarred skin.
Cuero takes us to a fascinating field littered with glowing red flowers. At first, we are wary, but Cuero encourages us to step out. I take my sandals off and sink my feet into the grass. The girls coo over the glowing petals while Cuero watches with a smile.
There is a shift in the air. Across the field are five tall, strong dragons that ignore the nature around them. Their eyes are locked on us. I spot Crux. He’s ever so arrogant, standing the furthest from the men with his brawny arms crossed and his gaze trailing down my body.
I feel cornered, although he’s far away.
“Come on, ladies,” says Cuero. “Let’s meet your matches.”
I release the flower I hold and approach Crux with my shoulders set. The last time we were this close, he ripped me out of the clutches of my designated match and claimed me for himself. His confidence is as impressive as it is infuriating.
“Go on, enjoy,” Cuero encourages.
The couples walk away, but Crux and I remain where we are. I don’t know how to proceed. I worked all sorts of jobs on Earth, but none involved surviving the intense gaze of a man that so bluntly desired me. I’ve interacted with all kinds of men, but it was easy to reject them because they were boisterous and unoriginal. Crux is neither.
“Myra.”
I dip my head in greeting.
“You will tell me if you liked my gifts.”
I almost shrink with embarrassment as I mumble, “I could have lived without them.”
Bry laughs above us. When I glance over my shoulder, I find her in her match’s arms, flying. I can’t help but smile.
A hand touches my chin and gently turns my head. I find Crux’s eyes again. He rolls his shoulders, and crimson wings expand. They each span five feet, patterned by diamond-shaped scales. Crux folds them close to his body so they’re vertically long and nearly at his ankles. Sometimes, scales appear down the left side of his chest. Cuero taught us that they only manifest when a dragon prepares for a fight.
I stare in awe.
“You can touch them.”
Tentatively, I cup the edge of his wing. It’s sturdy and thick, just like the rest of him. There’s a single spot that’s dark and mangled, the scales missing. I avoid it, not wanting to alarm him. Instead, I rub and squeeze the bone. Then my pinky skims his bicep, and I become distracted by his chest. He’s so burly. A labyrinth of muscle and tendons that my tongue wants to get lost in. His golden skin radiates heat, and the longer I stare, the colder I feel. Temptation rages through me like fire, but it’s not enough to warm me. I need his skin.
The fiery tattoo at the center of his chest is stunning, but his body is the true work of art. I dare to run my fingers across it, following the mysterious lines and circles. The tattoo becomes two parallel lines past his belly button, but I keep going.
He grunts when my fingers reach the hem of his pants. I look up, possessed with intrigue. “What…what does this tattoo mean?” I ask.
“Nothing,” he says, his voice guttural. “I let the artist free-draw. I wanted to test my pain tolerance.”
My fingertips brush past a nipple. It’s hard, like mine are.
“Did it hurt?” I whisper, hoping he won’t notice the lust his might breathes into me. How knowing that he experimented with his body makes me wonder how he’ll experiment with mine.
He licks his lips. “Not as much as my swollen balls hurt right now.”
I snatch my hand away, my trance breaking because Crux has taken power back.
“It’s time for me to ask questions now,” he smirks. “Tell me, did you use it?”
“Use what?”
“Did you pleasure yourself with the molding of my cock?”
A molding of his what? Sweet skies above me. Please don’t tell me the dildo was life-size. It would be unfair for the dragon to be loaded with money and inches.
I entwine my fingers together. So much for my confidence. “No, I didn’t. Please don’t give me any more gifts like that. Let’s hold our horses.”
“What is this horse you speak of?”
Judging by the size of his dick, probably a distant cousin.
“Never mind.”
He smiles. “Very well. No more moldings. Next time I enter you, it will be with the real thing.”
My face feels feverish. Crux reaches for me. Thick, calloused fingers stroke my cheek lovingly. “The gods painted you with beautiful colors. You shine like a diamond, but if you let me between your thighs, I will make you so wet you will glisten like never before.”
I shut my eyes. Crux makes an art out of making me squirm. How could he say intimate things like that? Can insecurity not penetrate those scales of his? Does the steam that radiates between us not fog his mind as it does mine, or is he immune because he’s a father of fire?
His hand disappears. “Tell me if I am overwhelming you. I will do my best to reel in my desire.”
I open my eyes. I don’t want him to think I can’t handle him. It’s just taking a while to get used to his formidable flirtation. He says all these erotic, poetic things I’ve never heard before. This father of fire makes me melt, but one day, I’ll make him burn too.
“I can handle you.”
He leans in, bringing his lips dangerously close. Then his hands grip my hips, and his wings flap powerfully. I instinctively throw my arms around his shoulders to cling for dear life. Crux chuckles, the vibrations flowing from his muscular chest to mine.
“You are safe,” he assures me as we climb the air.
My hair whips around my face, momentarily blocking my sight, but he is always there when my vision clears. He looks at me with a tenderness that I don’t understand or deserve. We hardly know each other and are only bound by a blip in fate. Why does he look at me like this?
I need to know.
“Why me?”
He flaps his wings, taking us higher. “Because your way of thinking intrigued me. Although you lived in poverty on your ruined planet and got the chance to be cared for by winning this lottery, you resisted the offer. This opportunity is a jewel, and it makes no sense not to collect it. You go against my very nature to claim treasure.”
So that’s it, then. It was my stubbornness that attracted him.
I peek down. Le’vris is lush and beautiful. Although I initially rejected the program, the girls and Crux have changed how I see this world.
Crux’s hold on my hips tightens, and he presses me deeper against his hard, burly chest. He leans in, and right as I think he’ll kiss me, he directs his face to the crook of my neck and inhales deeply.
I laugh anxiously, my belly quivering. “You love to push my buttons.”
He lowers us to the ground. “I would give my fortune to press the single small button between your—“
“Hey!”
He grins. “Yes, my jewel. I will behave.”
We reach the ground, but his hands remain on my hips. “Tell me, what do you enjoy doing?” he asks.
My shaky legs take a step away. “I didn’t have time for hobbies. There was too much work to do.”
His brows draw together. “That is unacceptable.”
“That’s just how life was, Crux.”
He grunts. “Love how you say my name.”
I bite my lip. “What is your full name? ”
“Crux.”
“Do you have a family name shared by your family line? I am Myra Brown.”
“Is this something your planet does? A Le’vris male does not inherit honor from his fathers and mothers. He must earn it for himself. I am Crux, just Crux, and that name is strong on its own. I do not need to borrow a second name.”
He’s so hardcore. At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised if he ate coal for breakfast.
The other couples gather, disrupting our conversation.
“I told you not to fly me so fucking high. Look what you did to my hair!” Haley whines.
Her confused match reaches for her. “Forgive me.”
“Didn’t Cuero train you? Dumb mutt!”
“God, Haley. Why are you such a—”
“Shut the fuck up, Callisto. Why are you always in my business?”
“Because you’re so loud. I have no choice but to listen to your bullshit.” Callisto palms her hips. “Why don’t you shut it?”
Haley huffs and raises a wrist. I grab it before she does anything stupid. I, too, become trapped when Crux snares an arm around my waist.
“Enough!” Cuero booms. “Callisto and Haley, follow me.”
Crux spins me in his arms in an elaborate maneuver that disorients me. Instead of his typical sensual stare, there is rage. “You will not do that again.”
“What?”
“You will not throw yourself into danger. Do you understand?”
No, I don’t. Haley is five feet five and a hundred and something pounds. She’s not a dragon the size of a mountain.
“The worst she could have done is slap me.”
He crosses his arms over his chest. “You think I am discussing this with you? I’m not asking.”
“You’re my match, not my dictator.”
“I am both your match and dick-giver,” he retorts. I guess the word dictator was wrongly translated.
“Er…Myra?” Bry interjects. “Do you want my two cents?”
“She does not need any coins from you, Bry. I shall provide for her.”
I rub my face. “Yes, Bry.”
She squeezes her match’s hand, who is in a staring competition with Crux. They look like they’re about to either kill or kiss each other. I’m hoping for the latter.
“He’s only looking out for your safety. Why give him a hard time?”
It’s the principle. The idea that I’m incapable of making my own choices. Haley is not the first bully I’ve faced. If she wants to fight, I can mop the floor with her head first. We’ll see how much she complains about her ruffled hair when I’m done with her.
I guess there’s a time and place for everything. “We’ll talk later,” I tell him.
“Perhaps,” he replies.
I should have brought the dildo. This would be a perfect time to wrap it around his neck.
It’s unfortunate that the evening went south. I felt like a princess in a fairy tale when I was in his arms, but reality quickly grounded us. I’m too rowdy to be a princess, and he’s too lewd to be a noble prince.
Chapter 9
MYRA
When Haley and Callisto return, the dorm is silent with tension.
“All right, I’m back,” Callisto groans as she falls on her bed. “Cuero made us shake on it like children. Whatever, I’m over it. Tell me about your time in Reth’s arms. Did he put a kid in you midair?”
Bry laughs. “No! He recited some poetry. It was interesting, but it was cute!”
“What was it?”
“He spent a long time researching poems in the English language.” She bites her lip. “It goes, ‘Roses are red, violets are blue. Bry, I want to shove my face between your legs and lick you until I risk death by suffocation.’” She laughs nervously. “Doesn’t rhyme, but I appreciate his effort.”
I sigh. “Crux and Reth must have ‘studied’ the same English books. He’s so witty with the obscene things he says that he would make millions selling smut on Earth.”
Bry snorts. “And billions recreating it.”
“Don’t play the victim, Myra,” Callisto says. “We all know you’re flattered to have a hunk chasing your skirts.”
I shrug and wipe my skirt, which is as guilty as charged of enjoying Crux’s chasing.
During dinner, Cuero reprimanded Bry and Callisto so many times that she nearly blew a gasket. I can’t remember the last time I laughed so much at a dinner table. Winter and I usually ate in silence, wondering if this would be our last meal. I hope she’s doing well on Earth.
I toss and turn in bed. I remember Crux’s arms around my waist, his warm breath against my skin, and his eyes plotting sin. Desire soaks my underwear, and my bedsheets will be the next victim. I’m so sexually frustrated that I consider scratching the itch with the “gift” beneath my pillow.
I’ve explored my body with my hands before, trying to become comfortable with the idea of sex with my ex, who demanded it two weeks into the relationship. I’m glad that emotionally abusive loser never got what he wanted.
Crux is an enigma. Masculinity in its most erect form. He is proud and suave—like he doesn’t need to demand anything because his charm is enough to undress me.
I slide off my bed and trail into the classroom. The five desks are as we left them, and Cuero’s equipment is on the table. Among her belongings, I spot the projector. Like an addict, I inch toward the device. Is it wrong to turn it on? Cuero wouldn’t mind, right? After all, I’m only a student doing homework.
I fuss with the device. After a few minutes, it bursts with life and threatens to end mine with the images it presents. My heartbeat thunders in my chest. I could get caught by Cuero, but I can’t look away.
The bodies are wriggling, the sheets crumpling. The woman is out of this world with bliss, and the alien between her thighs takes her there. They’re so lost in each other’s flesh that they forget the camera is there. All that exists is themselves and the bed that they’re soiling, wrinkling.
Their vigor is captivating. I can’t help but wonder how I’d react if I was on that bed. Would I be submissive? Daring? Playful? Would I stare at the eyes of the man that’s filling me to the brim, or is that too intimate?
How would Crux fuck me?
“Are you studying, Myra?”
I jolt and slam my knee on the underside of my desk. “Sweet apocalypse, Crux. What the hell are you doing here?”
He sits beside me, his vest widening and revealing his chest, which glistens with the projector’s light. His elaborate tattoo glows, calling for my fingertips.
“Madam Cuero showed us the same video. We were unimpressed.” He crosses his legs at the ankle, his legs so long that he overflows the desk. This is no student; he’s the professor.
“Want to know what part of you I would enjoy first?”
He’s a foot away, but the heat of his words makes my forehead and sex damp. He’s not supposed to be in the women’s dorms. But I shouldn’t be here either. In the dead of night, we’ve broken the rules. Does it matter if we break some more?
“Y—Yes,” I answer. I’m trembling like the woman in the video. Crux hasn’t even touched me yet. That’s how potent he is.
He smiles and looks like the deadliest predator on the planet. “I would bend you over and lick your nether star. Too many times, you have walked away from me with your bottom swaying impudently. I will show that ass who it belongs to.”
I should tell him to stop. I should go to my bed and hide under my covers, where the big, bad monsters can’t reach me. Instead, I remain in this dragon’s lair, playing with fire that threatens to burn me so sweetly.
“And?” I whisper.
This is dangerous. On Earth, I couldn’t afford to take risks. But while under this man’s gaze, I don’t care about consequences. I want to be fucking ruined.
He smirks when he realizes I’m following along. He has me in his clutches, and I’m fine with that. How can I walk away when my body yearns for him more than oxygen? I need him to fill the emptiness in my cunt more than I need air in my lungs.
“Then set you on your back and go for your juicy little cunt. I will drink from you for so long that you’ll forget what the other half of my face looks like. I will not stop licking until my mouth, nose, chin, and chest are dripping with your slick.”
My jaw falls—with both shock and an invitation for him to fill my mouth.
Crux stands and palms my desk. The filthy video plays behind him, outlining his body with white light, but I know he’s the furthest thing from angelic. This devil was born to destroy women’s wills and pussies.
I’m so wet that I’m sure the chair below me is damp.
His fingers trail over the desk until reaching the underside of my right breast. Our eyes remain connected—his hooded, scheming ones on my wide and uncertain ones. He skims the bottom of my breast, and it visibly trembles from how hard my heart beats. Crux stares at my chest like it’s the final piece to complete his hoard.
“I can’t stop thinking of these bountiful delights,” he groans, his fingers grazing me more greedily.
I stiffen. Although there’s a desk between him and my lap, my desire knows no bounds.
With his hand cupping my breast, he leans closer. Will he kiss me, tease me? I don’t know. It’s impossible to tell with Crux, so I decide for us. In a daring move, I press my lips against his. As usual, Crux takes this as a challenge and turns my innocent peck into a show that puts the porn video to shame. He’s fucking my mouth, moving his tongue so fluidly that my pussy pulses as if he’s licking it too.
The cool of the night hits my skin when he rips my blouse open, but his mouth quickly warms me. His lips devour my nipple, but sucking isn’t enough for him. The greedy dragon licks my undersides and weighs my breast on his tongue. He watches it bounce with fascination.
He’s feral. The hands that once gently stroked me with adoration now tear my clothes, contort my breasts with a hungry grip, and brush goose bumps all over.
He sets his calloused hand on my thigh, and when he slides his free one under my skirt, I stiffen because I know what he’ll find. My panties are drenched. Marked with a dark spot at the crotch, like a target for him to hit.
He finds my throbbing clit and rubs hard, but the barrier of my panties dulls the sensation. I squirm in my seat desperately, frantically. I need more. Crux makes my nerves betray me. They thrum pleasure through me until I become a wriggling, simple, animalistic woman. This father of fire devolves me, and I love it.
His thick thumb circles my swollen nub, occasionally changing the pattern and speed but never the pressure. He knows what he’s doing with his long, strong fingers, but he doesn’t give me enough. I need skin to skin. I need him to push my panties aside and tongue my pussy until his chin is drenched and I’m dehydrated.
I angle my hips to the side, hoping to direct his fingers to my entrance. At the same time, I reach for his groin. I should have known what to expect. After all, he gifted me a cast of his penis. I immediately realize that no dildo, picture, or hologram could have prepared me for what I found. The glimpse I saw under his loincloth when he kicked Ekon down the hill wasn’t a hallucination
This cock is too thick for my fingers to circle it. When I squeeze the hard mass, it pulses in response, like it’s aware I’m here and just as desperate to fuck me.
I squeeze again in wonder, and Crux grunts and pulls away. “Enough,” he grits, sounding pained.
I feel like I’ve been splashed with cold water. “Why…why did you stop?”
“Because if we continue, I will fuck you into your desk.”
Hell, at this point, I wouldn’t mind a few splinters.
He stands up and looks at his hand. It glistens in the night, making me smash my thighs together with shame. I expect Crux to wipe his hand, but the sinister dragon plops his fingers into his mouth and sucks them.
He walks to the projector and turns it off. It’s dark in here now. I don’t dare to move.
“It is time to sleep.” He touches my chin, lifts my head, and pecks me on the lips. My pussy clenches, but there’s nothing between my legs but emptiness and yearning.
“Use the cast I gifted you. Train your cunt to take me by stretching it. You will need it because the next time I have you by myself, I will fuck you.”
Sweet Earth and the other seven planets.
“Oh, and Myra? I lost my temper today. Next time we disagree, I will be more patient. Fair fires to you.” He walks to the nearest window, opens it, and jumps out.
I rush to the dorms and slip under the covers. It’s warm under here, except for the cool dampness of my underwear.
Chapter 10
CUERO
“Suns to you, dragons. I hope you all enjoyed the flight exercise with your females, and I’m proud of you for not sexually harassing them. The next exercise is tomorrow, where you will bond by being locked in a copper box with your female.”
The first exercise was successful, except for the fight between Callisto and Haley. Haley is worrying me. She doesn’t seem humble or appreciative of this opportunity.
I scan the men. They’re as impartial as always.
“Well? Did anyone have an interesting experience?”
“I did,” Reth responds. “I told my female I was going to spar, and she told me to break a leg. Why does she wish me pain?”
I chuckle. “‘Break a leg’ means ‘good luck.’ It’s an idiom. Next class, I will bring a list for you to study.”
Reth crosses his massive arms over his chest. “I see. Should I tell her I wish she caught a terrible disease?”
“What the hell? No! Why would you do that?”
He frowns. “Using human logic of idioms, it would mean the opposite. So I would technically be wishing her health.”
“No. That’s not how it works. Please do me a favor and speak to them in plain English. No idioms or sarcasm.”
Reth shrugs.
I sigh. This job is messing with my hormones. I’m horny one second and stressed out the next.
“All right. Now that we have covered communication, we will learn how to court ladies with gifts and flirting. It’s important to remind the girls that they’re beautiful.”
“Of course,” Crux says. “I often remind my Myra how attractive she is. I shall compliment her childbearing hips next.”
“No,” I deadpan. “Not the beauty on the surface but their personalities. Show them they have wonderful souls. If you need to compliment looks, make it innocent, like their hair or eyes. Gifts can also make them feel treasured. Does anyone have ideas of what gifts or compliments to give?”
“Can I get my female a necklace?” Wrenton asks.
“Yes!” I clap my hands. My dragons are learning!
“Great. I went to the market, and they only had animal leashes in stock. The collars are thick but bejeweled and luxurious. Will this do?”
I pull a fistful of my hair. “Wrenton, I promise you that if you give your match a collar, she will use it to hang you from a tree.”
“Hang me? That sounds like an exaggeration. We all know she would not have the strength to lift me.”
“No leashes! Get them jewelry that would only be worn by a person.” I pause when I realize they need more specific instructions. Otherwise, they’ll find a way to mess it up. “A live person. Don’t go desecrating graves because you couldn’t find anything in the market.”
Wrenton’s shoulders fall as if I just ruined his next plan.
“You don’t have to get them gifts that cost an arm and a leg. It just has to be thoughtful.”
Wrenton looks disturbed. “An arm and a leg? You humans use an odd currency system.”
The others bristle, disturbed by the idea.
I laugh. “I meant that you don’t have to buy anything expensive for them.”
“We understand your lessons on compliments and gifting,” Reth declares. “Now tell us more about this flirting.”
“Yes, well…”
Where do I begin? They can barely compliment a woman, so how will they possibly pull off suave, witty comments?
“Flirtation is making your female feel attractive, desired, and challenged. It’s a battle of wits. Your goal is to turn a battle of words into a battle in the sheets.”
They stare at me like I’m discussing rocket science.
“Give an example,” says Wrenton.
“Hmm… A very cliché line goes, ‘Are you from Tennessee? Because you’re the only ten I see.’”
“Explain.”
“The word Tennessee is a place. It has the number ‘ten’ in it. The flirtatious comment asks if she’s from Tennessee, because she looks like a ten.”
Wrenton grunts. “Ten what? Is this a height measurement? Can humans measure with their sight? This was not included in the biology lesson.”
“That would explain why my dear Callisto becomes skittish whenever she looks at my hardened groin. She must be able to see my length.”
I’m about to stab myself precisely ten times. “No. Humans can’t see numbers. Being a ten means attractiveness. This pick-up line says that on a scale of one to ten, the female is a ten, so she’s probably from Tennessee.”
The men look hesitant. Disapproving, even. Rodrex stands from his seat. “I thought you said we can’t sexualize females? This will get us in trouble.”
“Well…the rules can be bent a little.”
“Does this mean I can request prostitution after all?”
“No! Now the class has ended. Make sure to use your lessons this evening when you meet the girls.”
They leave the classroom, looking more confused than when they entered.
Chapter 11
MYRA
In the morning, the taste of Crux remains on my lips—smoky and warm. My sex still pulses from the memory of his touch. I struggle to focus in class. My eyes trail to Cuero’s equipment, wondering if she realized I used her projector and desecrated the classroom last night. If she or the girls knew I snuck out, they wouldn’t let me live it down.
When the lesson ends, I lean over my desk and nudge Bry. “Hey,” I whisper. “Can you summarize the class?”
She chuckles. “You need to stop daydreaming.”
“I wasn’t daydreaming.” I’m not lying. Technically, I was remembering last night’s endeavors.
“She said we will be locked in a copper box with our matches in the next bonding exercise.”
I’ve thought of putting Crux six feet under, but none of those instances included going down with him. “That sounds unsafe.”
“Well, at least you’re not claustrophobic like Jasmin.”
I glance at Jasmin. She has a haunted look in her eyes. I know that look all too well because it’s in every corner on Earth. A few times, it has grayed my face too.
“Class dismissed!” Cuero calls out, rubbing her forehead like she has a headache. She has been doing that a lot lately. I hope we’re not stressing her too much.
I follow Jasmin. She’s so distracted that she doesn’t notice.
“Jasmin?”
She faces me and forces a smile onto her lips. I hesitate. I’m still getting to know her, so I wonder if she would appreciate my prying.
“Are you okay? You seem lost.”
She sighs. “I don’t belong here.”
“What do you mean?”
Her shoulders drop. “My match treats me like a burden. Errol hates me.” She wraps her arms around herself. “My momma enrolled me in the lottery because she didn’t want me to follow her footsteps as a prostitute.” A tear streaks down her face. “I made it here, but why am I still failing her?”
Her feelings are very valid. Jasmin deserves to feel wanted, but it’s not something I can control.
“You’re no burden.” I wish I had the right words to uplift her, but I feel powerless. “Did you talk to Madam Cuero? She could figure out what’s going on. She’s a helpful mentor.”
Jasmin shakes her head. “Don’t worry about me.”
She walks away, and I watch her go. After a minute, I head to the dorm room. Guilt weighs my feet down. I was supposed to be the one that got no match. I came to Le’vris so arrogant: hunting Winter, looking down at the program, and stubborn to change. Now I have a budding romance with Crux, and Jasmin has a broken heart. She has only shown me kindness. If anyone deserves love, it’s her.
Cuero collects us, but Jasmin remains tucked in her bed. She notices my sad stare and turns away, not wanting my pity.
We climb down the ladder and stand in the field. There are five small copper boxes, ten feet apart.
“Aww, man. How am I supposed to fit in there? We just ate,” Bry whines.
“Who told you to eat so much cheese?” Callisto laughs. “I hope there’s ventilation in there, or you will suffocate poor Reth.”
“How vulgar,” Haley scoffs.
Cuero claps her hands. “All right, everyone. You know how this exercise will go.”
I don’t because I was too busy thinking of Crux’s pulsing cock instead of listening to today’s lecture.
The men appear and enter the boxes. It’s odd seeing their gigantic forms folding over, their clothes rumpling and nearly tearing.
Bry and Callisto practically dive inside, almost decapitating themselves on the sharp edge.
I’m the last to enter the dragon’s den. It takes much contorting and twisting. Although I try to keep distance between us, I’m forced to palm Crux’s chest for stabilization. I’m incredibly uncomfortable, but Crux has it worse. He’s so immense that he overflows the space.
I rest my back against his front and tell myself this angle is the most comfortable. I’m definitely not trying to avoid eye contact.
He wraps his arms around me, stopping my squirming. “It’s good to have you in my arms again.”
Here we go. Our tango has resumed.
I gulp. “Hey, Crux.”
“I dreamed of you last night,” he says. “And you certainly dreamed of me.”
“Actually, I dreamed of another male. One that’s not afraid of giving me a few splinters,” I tease.
He huffs and hugs me tighter. “Don’t play games. I already declared that you are mine. Did you forget? I am a father of fire, and we are obsessive about our hoards.”
My heart skips a beat. It’s an unusual sensation because it only happened on Earth when I was in danger. I feel undeserving of this magic. Why do I get him, and Jasmin gets rejected?
I sigh.
“Something is bothering you. Tell me what it is,” Crux demands.
I sag against him. “I was just thinking about our…relationship. Whatever this is. I’m no jewel to add to your collection, Crux. I’m flawed and make mistakes, so please ensure you want this.”
His hand snakes between my breasts and cups my chin. He tips my head up and looks into my eyes. “Within days, I decided I wanted you forever. Humans spend much of their life hesitating, but in the wilderness, a split second can mean life or death. Fathers of fire don’t hesitate. We follow our primal instinct, and mine is driving me to claim you.”
His voice and grip are as steady as the hard chest I’m pressed against. Minutes of silence pass. He’s giving me space to think, or “hesitate,” as he calls it.
“Girls. Come out!” Cuero orders.
That’s it? The exercise lasted less than five minutes.
I crawl out and gasp. In front of me stands a dragon with an inflamed back. I dive behind Crux and check his skin. It’s just as red and angry.
“Yes,” Cuero says. “Dragons can’t tolerate copper. It’s the one material they’re weak against.”
“Why would you put them in those boxes?” Callisto demands.
More importantly, why would the guys agree to participate? I can’t imagine their pain. Crux never hinted he was uncomfortable, or I would have never rested my full weight on him.
“To prove that your matches will always give up their comfort for you. Even if it hurts, they will do anything to be beside you because they’re dedicated to your happiness.”
Crux’s skin has begun to blister. Blood drains from my face, and my hands shake.
“You shouldn’t have planned something so reckless!” I grit, my voice trembling with emotion. Somewhere along the line, I started to care for this man. Even if he’s twice my size and doesn’t need my protection.
Cuero grins because she sees right through me. “Ah, getting protective of your dragons?”
An arm wraps around my abdomen, and a kiss is pressed atop my head. “Fold your claws, female. I am fine.”
“You should have told me,” I scold Crux.
“It will be completely healed in minutes. This is nothing.”
“But the blisters! It must hurt so much. What about your wings? Are they damaged?”
He rolls his shoulders, unrolling his wings. I’m snatched into his arms and hauled five feet into the air.
“Crux!” I wrap all my extremities around him. We’re not far from the ground, but I have no business being up here. I haven’t got a feather or scale to my name.
“Do you see now? I am fine.”
“Yes, yes! You’re so strong. My ovaries are impressed. Now please put me down.”
He descends until we’re safe on the grass. I cling to him like we’re still in the air. “Stop taking me on unsolicited joyrides,” I groan. “Please. I’m begging you.”
His lips come close, and it feels like I’m in danger all over again. “The day I ride you, the only thing you’ll be begging is that I don’t stop.”
I inhale sharply. He’s trying to distract me, and it’s working.
“Enough shenanigans!” Cuero reprimands. “It’s time for dinner.”
I take a step back, my eyes still locked on him.
Crux clutches my hand. “I will wait for you.”
“What?”
“I will wait for you in the classroom every night until you come and let me finish what we started.”
Once I cross into the classroom, I will be in the jurisdiction of a predator. I’ll have no control, but there’s something exciting about the unknown. Curiosity killed the cat, but my kitty is interested in his beating.
Bry takes my hand and chats as she leads me away. I peek over my shoulder. Crux stands where I left him, smiling and plotting sin.
◆◆◆
That night, I toss and turn in bed as I think of Crux’s vivid image. He makes desire crackle low in my belly like static. Although I know I’ll find color if I enter the classroom, I don’t dare to seek him out.
Over the next two days, I go to lectures. We don’t have bonding exercises, so I don’t see Crux. I’ve gotten bolder with his “gift,” running it over my clothes as I ponder how well it captures the real thing.
“Hey, what’s that sound?” Haley asks from across the room.
The girls listen closely. Surely enough, there’s a distant, high pitch coming from outside. We slide off our beds and follow it. As we approach the dining room, we realize that the sound is a woman moaning and that Bry isn’t among us. She’s inside the dining room, and she’s not alone.
“Oh, that’s why she’s screaming,” Haley says. “The bitch is getting her guts rearranged.”
“We should go, guys. We shouldn’t be here,” Jasmin whispers.
It’s true, but no one moves an inch. We’re transfixed by the shrieks coming from the room. It sounds like they’re putting the porn video we saw in class to shame.
“I have to…” Callisto clears her throat. “…go talk to Wrenton.”
“At this time?” Haley raises an eyebrow. “About what?”
“Uh…politics.”
I grin. “Are you going to tell him all about your cunt-stitution?”
With a wink, Callisto vanishes.
We inch away from the door and return to bed, but Bry’s theatrics continue in the distance.
My pillow is stuck between the gift I hide under it and my unruly thoughts. Is Crux in the classroom? Does he really wait every night? I could easily find out. The classroom is right around the corner.
After an hour of mental torture, I rise from my bed. All the girls are asleep. Nobody will know that I snuck out to talk “politics” with Crux.
My footsteps sound like planets clashing, at least to my ears. The door creaks, and life flashes before my eyes. The girls stay asleep, so I slip out.
My nerves are haywire. I can’t believe I’m sneaking out again. I told myself I wouldn’t let a man play me again, but here I am, desperate to be toyed with by Crux.
My hand shakes against the classroom door. It groans open, and I tense for only a split second before realizing that the room is empty. I arrived too late. Crux is gone.
My disappointment is palpable. I step deeper into the darkness and set a hand on my desk. I touch paper instead of wood. Curious, I take the note and hold it against a torch in the hallway.
Did you sleep well last night? I did. I dreamed of setting you atop a pile of my treasure and licking your cunt until your slick dripped down the coins and jewels and made them shine brighter. Maybe you can make my dreams come true one day.
Sweet apocalypse, I’m overheating. Crux’s love notes are bad for my health.
I return to my bed and hide the note under my pillow. My hands drift from my thighs until they find my unsatisfied sex. I rub myself through my dress, but the pleasure is dull.
I take the toy from under my pillow and rub the tip between my legs. Instead of pleasure, I’m stricken with desperation because no matter how hard I rub, I’m unsatisfied. No fire will be sparked by a toy. My body wants the real thing, and I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to deny it.
Chapter 12
MYRA
The next day, Cuero announces that she’s lecturing the dragons in the backyard, so we huddle against the window to get a peek. I missed Crux so much that I bite my pride and ogle him.
I easily recognize Crux’s back. They’re all standing, apparently too cool to sit on the grass. Cuero sits on a chair a few feet away.
“So has anyone exercised their teachings and had any success?” Cuero asks.
“I have a story of success,” Reth declares. “I brought Bry a gift, and she was so impressed she was speechless.”
“Really?” Cuero raises an eyebrow. “What gift was this?”
“I told her that her teeth have potential and gifted her mint for her breath. She was so delighted that she had no words.” He rolls his shoulders, pleased with himself.
“Impressive! You have mastered the lesson of complimenting humans,” Wrenton says.
Reth clears his throat, pumped up with confidence.
We look at Bry with horror.
“It’s true,” she sighs. “I was confused, but I figured he probably didn’t have bad intentions.”
We laugh, and I realize why Cuero had the lecture outside our window. She wanted us to see that although these men are powerful, they’re learning just like we are.
“No, you buffoons!” Cuero slaps her knee. “He didn’t do well. Reth, why in the sweet apocalypse would you tell her that her teeth have potential? That is rude.”
“They are white, straight, and plentiful. I figured our offspring would inherit strong teeth.”
A strangled cry comes from Cuero.
“Bry, he probably noticed your teeth because of all the screaming you were doing that night.” Callisto laughs.
“Madam Cuero?” asks Wrenton.
“Yes?”
“Callisto can grow hairs above her lip. She’s the only female that I know can do this. Can I compliment her mustache?”
Now it’s Bry’s turn to laugh at Callisto.
“I quit!” Cuero throws away her notes and stomps off.
Crux and Reth exchange a comment, and Reth playfully shoves him. They circle each other for a few seconds, smirking, and then chaos ensues.
The sound of their bodies clashing is deafening. I watch anxiously, not wanting anyone to get hurt again, but it’s clear they know what they’re doing with every calculated punch, tackle, and throw.
Something joins my fear, something I never expected. I become aroused as I watch Crux’s body move with agility and his muscles contort. He’s always in control, always confident in his steps, even while facing formidable danger. His tattoo glistens with sweat, and scales appear on the left side of his body. I want to trail my tongue over every ridge, every swirl, every drop of sweat.
He pauses mid match, finds my gaze, and grins. Then he makes an elaborate move that’s physically impossible for a human. He jumps over Reth’s head, grasps his shoulders, and flips him to slam him onto the ground. He’s showing off to me, and my sex is pulsing as if applauding the cocky, sexy dragon.
Crux offers Reth his hand to help him up. Reth accepts it, and the two chat as if they didn’t just try to murder each other.
I’m going to need to change my underwear.
Once the men leave and there’s no more eye candy, we have lunch and go to class. When the classroom door creaks open, I look up and scream. Cuero stands there, her eyes swollen and her face red. She looks like she told a dozen hornets their teeth and mustaches had “potential” and they didn’t take it kindly.
“What?” she snarls at me.
“Nothing,” I blurt. “I, uh, love your eyeshadow. What brand is that?”
“Poison,” she replies, her puffy lips barely moving. “One of your matches asked if he could gift flowers. I inspected them and nearly died from the poison. At least you wouldn’t have had to find flowers for my funeral.”
We gape in horror.
She rubs her swollen face. “I don’t get paid enough for this shit. I wish the poison had killed me to take me from this hell. Girls, please graduate from my class and keep your goofs busy in bed to save me from them.”
It’s hard to understand the words coming from the poor woman’s swollen lips.
“All right, today’s lesson is short. It’s about seduction.” She pauses. “To seduce your dragon, smile, and that will be enough. Okay, class dismissed.”
We look at her in disbelief.
“Will their lesson be this short?”
Cuero chuckles. “Of course not. I’ll have to give them a lecture that’s three hours long and pray to at least four deities that they don’t fuck up. See you in the evening. The boys will cook dinner for you.”
We leave the classroom, wondering what they will cook. Jasmin looks upset, so I ask her about her favorite foods to distract her from her reluctant match.
We take turns bathing, and then we go outside. A bonfire has been prepared. There are two wooden benches by the fire lined with plates. The flames blow erratically in the windy evening, and the smell of burning wood reminds me of home.
We turn when we hear the men approach. They freshened up. Their shirts cling to their wet bodies, and their hair is darker.
Crux approaches me with a purpose. I wonder if this is how he enters the classroom at night, ready to fuck me.
“Myra,” he calls my name in that enchanting way of his. The one that has my sex pulsing because it sounds like a command.
“Hey.”
He doesn’t say anything else, only stares at me with intent.
Cuero welcomes us to the table to present the dishes the men cooked. One by one, they remove the covers of their plates, and the brown of the food becomes more intense with every revelation. They have charred this food—burned it to a crisp. But they still stand proudly, like the plates are fit for a god.
None of us want to discourage them, so we pick up a fork and hold back tears.
I smile at Crux. “Wow, thanks. This looks very nutritious.”
He shrugs as if that’s obvious. He’s adorably delusional.
I scoop the ashes and lift the spoon. My hand trembles so terribly that the crumbs fall. I sniff the spoon and cough when the dust goes up my nose.
“Sorry,” I sniffle. “It’s the…pollen in the air. I’m allergic.”
There’s an awkward silence as none of the girls try to eat the food.
“Well?” Crux says.
I clear my throat. I can’t possibly eat this. “Uh, we should address the elephant in the room…”
He frowns. “Myra, there is no need to insult Cuero’s weight. I’m disappointed in you.”
My jaw drops, and horror drains my face. The language barrier terrorizes us again.
“She wasn’t talking about me, Crux!” Cuero’s glare is hotter than a dragon’s flame. “Go away, all of you. I’ll preserve this food so you can have it in the dining room, so go mingle for ten minutes.”
I know she’s lying, but I’m glad she saved us. The matching program would definitely be shut down if all five human women were poisoned.
The girls fight their laughter, but I notice an odd exchange between Haley and the guard. Haley blows a kiss, and the guard smiles back.
“Is that the male you dreamed of?” Crux asks when he finds me staring.
I face him. Although his voice is calm, his flexed muscles contain a storm.
“No, of course not. I don’t even know him.”
“I see.” He relaxes his posture and unfolds his wings. “Let me ensure your mind is clear of him.”
I frown. “How would you do that?”
He steps closer, hovering over me and grinning brighter than the sun. He is the god of mischief.
“I’ll wipe him from your memory cunt-first.”
I wince like he burned me. “Out here?” I whisper. “But everyone will see.”
The other couples are engaged in their own conversations, unaware of his scandalous plot.
“Not here. In the skies, where only the gods can watch.”
He steps closer, wraps an arm around me, and leans in to kiss me. I don’t have the will to push him away, so I melt into his seduction.
The wind picks up as he elevates us. I peek down, and everyone is just a dot below, unable to see our sinning.
This is exhilarating. The air is colder and thinner up here, but Crux provides all I need. Warmth with his body and oxygen with his kiss. He tugs at my pants, unforgiving in his strength. He rips them and gives them to the wind. My sex is exposed, and now that he has caught a whiff, he is ravenous. With both hands cupping my bare ass, he lifts me to straddle his face.
This is madness.
I whimper and tighten my thighs around his head, strangling him. Crux doesn’t mind. He’s too thirsty for a taste, too desperate to suck my soul from my sex to worry about himself. He latches onto me, lapping and sucking, practically going nose-deep. I squirm, but Crux has me right where he wants me. There is no escaping this man’s lips that are unfazed by my constant wetness that threatens to drown him in midair.
My head lolls backward. Sweet Earth. Did Cuero teach him how to please like this in the seduction class?
I clutch onto two handfuls of his dark hair and open my mouth to call his name, but all I can manage is a rasp. His tongue is erratic, flicking my clit like he knows what that does to me. He circles my entrance with the tip of his tongue teasingly before flattening it and licking all he can reach. He’s dirty, careless, determined to eat me until I forget what half of his face looks like and his chin is dripping—just like he promised he would.
My pussy is so wet, but my throat is raw as I cry out to the sky. His worshiping is building me up and tearing me apart all at once. I can’t hold back anymore. His astonishing strength and his skilled, greedy tongue make fireworks explode across the sky. I crush his head with my thighs and cry out to the gods that are so close to us.
Crux drinks from me, saving Le’vris from my rain.
Slowly, I return to my senses. Out of all the places I imagined Crux would taste me, midair was not one of them. But here I am, satisfied and a new member of the mile-high club.
He descends slowly, heading away from the group. Our feet touch the ground, and with his lips still wet, the cheeky man says, “Thank you for dinner.”
I groan, and a grinning Crux ties his shirt around my hips to make a makeshift skirt.
“You bad dragon.”
“Clearly wasn’t bad if you came on my tongue.” He kisses my forehead. Then he pulls me into his arms and takes off. The air is cool against my wet sex, so I snuggle deeper into his embrace.
I don’t care where he’s taking me. Right now, it feels like home is with him.
Chapter 13
MYRA
He sets us down on the roof of the dorms and sits next to me with his thigh touching mine.
I admire the view. In the city, I couldn’t see past the skyscrapers and polluted skies. The factories were always producing smoke, making the sky permanently gloomy. But here, I can see gold-tipped mountains, colorful forests, and birds of different species flying in the same flock.
“Is there actual gold on those mountains?” I point.
Crux chuckles. His bare chest glistens under the golden sunset. He, too, is a sight to behold.
“No. The soil at the peak is only gold-colored. It is sacred. They say the peaks turned gold because our goddess Vella has walked over that land.”
“Goddess Vella?”
He nods. “Long ago, a man fell in love with the sun. He fell for her passion, her life giving, her persistence, and power. The man prayed every day to be with her, so the sun gave him wings so he could fly closer. He was the first father of fire.”
“That’s beautiful.”
He leans back onto his elbows. “Vella is our most precious goddess, shining life upon this side of the world. She keeps storms at bay, keeps winds under our wings, forges gems with her fiery passion, and keeps our crops and livestock healthy.”
“And here I thought you were too cocky to bow down to anyone.”
“I bow down to powerful women. Why don’t you lie flat on your back, spread your legs, and let me bow down to you again?” The barbaric alien licks his upper teeth. He is out of this world in audacity and cunnilingus skills.
My face warms. “How could you say things like that after desecrating the sky of your beloved goddess?”
He grins. “If anything, she was proud. I do not know about your species, but fathers of fire were made to fight and fuck.”
I hug my thighs and look away, embarrassed about how easily I was drugged by desire. I have always been wary of giving in to Crux’s charms, but it gets easier to fall for him with every lopsided grin.
I scan the distance. “What about the lands far from here? What is out there?”
He reaches for me, tucking a short strand of hair behind my ear. “Far across the ocean of Turr, you will find the Untamed Lands. It is the side of Le’vris the gods have forsaken. Those there live day by day, killing, thieving, fucking, and casting sorcery. When I was young, I ventured there and was so starved that I stole meat. An older father of fire wanted to cut my wings off for it, but he settled with ripping off a few of my scales instead. I got lucky.” He chuckles.
I stare, horrified. How could he laugh at this traumatic memory?
“Don’t look terrified,” he tells me. “I won’t ever let you go to the Untamed Lands. I will keep you safe.”
“I’m not worried about myself. How old were you when this happened?”
He shrugs. “About ten and four summers. I ran away from home. I was a rascal that thought he was a man since getting a deeper voice and muscles.”
“Did your parents come after you?”
“My father let me go so I could learn I was still a boy. I traveled all over and picked up odd jobs to build my hoard. I joined street fights for pay, explored unstable caves in search of scattered treasure, became the sidekick of mercenaries chasing criminals, and hunted predatory beasts in territories. I did whatever got me fed and crawled back home with only a small bag of gold to my name.”
“Your parents must have been glad.”
“My father was only amused. I asked him to teach me how to be a real man, so he did.”
“What do you think it means to be a real man?”
He sits up and wraps an arm around me to tug me close. We watch the distance, my eyes stuck on the mystical mountains.
“It means to fear nothing except failing your family. He beat the fear out of me. Waterboarding, free-falling from the skies and into the dirt, self-maiming. I conquered it all.”
My belly curls with disgust. “How could he do that to you? You were a child. That was torture!”
He shakes his head. “I asked him to teach me, and it worked, didn’t it?” He brushes his fingers down my face. “I don’t fear drowning, gravity, or pain. The only thing I fear is failing you.”
He looks at me with an intensity that would make the sun shrink. I look away, because his passion for me is as intimidating as it is disorienting. I don’t understand what he sees in me.
“Crux…”
He leans in to kiss my cheek, and then those deadly lips skim to my ear. “I have traveled far and wide. I thought the most beautiful part of Le’vris was the horizon. Where the roaring blue sea meets the calm blue sky. Then I saw you and changed my mind.”
I don’t think I’ll ever get used to his words or touch. With my eyes on the mountains, I try to calm my heartbeat in fear that Crux will hear it.
I stay in his arms on that roof until the girls appear. Crux takes me to the dorms, and I change into a skirt right as Bry enters the room.
“Hey,” she says. “Are you two done smacking the headboards against the wall?”
I groan and Crux replies, “I assure you that if I were to break your beds, I would replace them.”
There is no amusement in his expression. He is convinced that breaking a bed is a probable outcome of fucking me.
“A broken bed and broken back? Lucky you, Myra!”
“All right,” I sigh. "Good night, Crux. Thank you for…” I can’t bring myself to finish the sentence.
He winks and leaves with a confident stroll.
“Nice necklace.” Jasmin smiles.
Necklace? I touch my neck and find a delicate pendant. Crux must have sneaked it around me when he touched my hair. I untie it to get a better look. The thin leather strip has a sapphire attached to it. Blue like the ocean and sky he thought were the most beautiful part of Le’vris—until he met me. I can’t help but smile at the thoughtful gesture. Although I’ll never be as breathtaking as a sky kissing an ocean, the joy Crux makes me feel goes well past the horizon.
“Thank you,” I tell Jasmin and sit next to her. She was alone all night, since Errol didn’t give her a second look. “How are you?”
She straightens her small frame. “I’ll be okay. I’m going home.” There is conviction in her voice, but her expression is uncertain. Timid, quiet Jasmin is trying to be brave.
“Home? You’re going to Earth?”
Her resolve doesn’t waver. “Yeah. I don’t belong in the matching program.”
My protective instinct kicks in. If she returns to Earth, she will continue to struggle. “Why don’t you ask Cuero to assign you another match?”
She shrugs. “Romance isn’t for girls like me. Better off in my attic with my books.”
I thought that too, until I met Crux. She just needs to be matched with the right person. “But—”
“Don’t look at me with pity, Myra. Please be happy for me.”
I want to keep countering, but I have to respect her choice. This is her journey. I force a smile onto my lips. “You’re brave. I’m proud of you.”
With a pat on my hand, she walks away, and although I’m nervous about her journey, I have a feeling she will be fine. Shadows can’t cast on suns that shine so brightly.
◆◆◆
The days come fast. We go to lectures and bond with the guys. Every day, I get closer to Crux. He hurts me with his affection. He makes my cheeks hurt from too much smiling, my eyes tear with laughter, and my heart ache with joy. He makes me happy, but I still have a gnawing emptiness. When I’m not with Crux or taking classes, I’m restless. I want to work, but my skills aren’t very useful here. Le’vris doesn’t have equipment like cars, factories, and refrigerators. They have their own way of life and no demand for mechanics.
What could I offer when the only thing I’m good at is working with my hands?
I have always feared being alone, but I stopped chasing Winter to let time heal us. Then Crux came into my life. I’m not alone anymore, but I still feel incomplete.
Pestered by my thoughts, I roll out of bed and go for a walk. A loud “hmm!” alarms me, and I realize someone else is out here. Peeking over a corner, I find Haley making out with a guard. That explains the looks they’ve been exchanging. She’s betraying her match by fooling around with the guard.
Not wanting trouble, I rush back to bed. The discovery makes my mind reel, and I don’t know what to make of it.
When Haley enters the room a few minutes later, I hold my breath. She goes to her bed, and I’m sure she didn’t notice me.
I’m dozing off when a pair of hands startle me awake. A rag is slapped over my face by a strong, male hand. My frantic eyes lock on Haley’s bed and find her silhouette sitting up, watching the attack.
Knowing I’ll never wrench myself free of this man’s grip, I purposely and repeatedly slam my leg against the bed, ignoring the pain.
The ruckus wakes Jasmin first. She gasps and jumps off her bed. My attacker drops me and runs. Before I find balance, my head slams against wood, and I black out.
Chapter 14
CUERO
Gods have mercy. Another apocalypse is among us.
I look at Myra’s unconscious body. The girls are gathered around her and are muted by shock. Jasmin saw the attack but not the intruder’s face. I pity him because Crux will find and obliterate him.
I take a lantern and rush outside in search of Crux. I stop by the dorms, but he isn’t there. The men never sleep in here. Instinct makes them competitive over territory, so they choose to sleep in the woods.
The lantern poorly lights my surroundings. I can hear dragon wings flap above me. I know it’s Reth because he always flies at this time before retiring to bed.
Crux is nowhere to be seen. I run around for ten minutes before I find him suspended on a tree, writing a letter in the darkness.
“Cuero, you appear right on time. I wanted to ask you the name of Myra’s sister.”
“What?” I swallow and fight for breath. “Why?”
“I want to surprise Myra. Since she is worried about her sister, I’m sending instructions to have the girl teleported when the next round of provisions is sent.” He pauses. “Why are you breathless?”
It’s gut-wrenching how much he cares for Myra.
“Crux.”
Hearing the graveness in my tone, he drops from the tree and lands swiftly. His wings unfold and flicker with suspense.
“What happened?” comes his commanding voice. “Tell me.”
I palm my forehead. I have never feared these men. But right now, as Crux stares me down, I’m reminded of my fragile humanity.
“An unknown male broke in and hurt Myra. They tried to take her. She—”
“What!” He trembles, and his muscles bulge. He takes flight like a meteor, and I hear rock crumbling in the distance. I suspect the dragon flew straight through the concrete wall.
I have no doubt that heads will roll for this incident.
I run to catch up with him before he destroys the rest of the planet. It takes me five minutes to return. He has gathered everyone in the classroom and is demanding answers. He looks like a demon covered in ash from the debris he plummeted through. I fear that soon, that ash will become fire.
I pant. “Is she awake yet? Is she speaking?”
The girls shake their heads as they watch Crux stomp left and right. The other men stand next to their females, apprehensive that the unhinged dragon will hurt them. Wrenton is missing, and I assume he is guarding Myra.
“Where is Reth?” Crux’s words sound smoky, barely understandable.
“He flew to your estate to tell them to prepare to receive you,” answers Rodrex.
He turns to me, and his knuckles crack from how tightly he clenches his fists. “If anything happens to Myra, the program will be shut down, and you will lose your precious job. But I will lose my precious mind. So I will ask once. Who is responsible for this?”
I dig my nails into my palms. I have no answer for him, because I don’t know who would do something so cruel. Myra is more than a job to me. She is a sweet girl, and I want justice.
If anyone is to blame, it’s the three bodyguards that patrol the women’s dorms. They know better than to blink while on their shift. Clearly, someone didn’t do their job.
They’re on the left, standing tall with their last sliver of bravery.
Seeing my eyes on the guards, Crux grabs two by the collar and slams them against the wall. They flinch, and their eyes shine bright as they consider shifting, but they submit because they would lose against Crux even if they teamed up.
“Please,” I plead. “Let’s not turn against each other.”
It looks like Crux has already roughed them up while I was gone, but they haven’t provided any answers. Maybe they don’t know, or they’re hiding something. It will take me weeks to complete a proper investigation.
“If something happens to her…” Crux pulls the men forward by their ripped shirts, slamming them a second time. “I will rip your wings clean off your backs. All three of you.”
He releases them and storms out, his chest vibrating with growls that threaten to cause an earthquake.
Chapter 15
MYRA
I open my eyes and wonder if I’m still dreaming. The ceiling above me has golden flames chiseled into it. The swirls almost look like clouds, so elaborate that I could stare all day.
This is certainly not the dormitories. Am I in a hospital?
I sit up, only to slump down when my head aches.
The bed can easily accommodate a family, and it’s suspended from the ceiling by a metal chain on each corner. There are no dressers. The innermost wall is rugged, like the inside of a cave. It twinkles with gems and has neat rows of shelves with women’s clothes and jewelry.
I swing my legs off the bed, and my feet touch the cold marble floors. Behind me is a glass wall that overlooks the lush gardens outside.
There are so many textures in this place—like a thousand worlds collapsed into one. Instead of chaos, there is elegance.
I need to leave before the owner finds me and thinks I’m trespassing.
A wave of nausea hits me. I grab the beautiful, beaded quilt for balance, and it rips. Guiltily, I step away. I don’t have the means to repair this, but perhaps I can ask Crux to lend me some money.
There’s no door, only an open space revealing the outside. I walk into a dome-shaped hall. Light streams in from the crystal roof, and a floor strip is exposed to reveal a small stream of water.
I follow the endless carpet into a narrow hallway that connects my wing to the rest of the estate. I pass ten-foot portraits of dragons and landscapes that hang high from the ceiling. The outer walls are glass, the floors are marble, and the inner walls have statues of winged men chiseled into them. Their expressions are fierce, like titans stuck in time.
Glowing white flowers are preserved in glass bowls along the halls, likely to light the way during the night.
This is perfection. A masterpiece that combines nature and architecture to create a timeless labyrinth.
I have no business being here, so I speed up and jog down the hall.
“Who’s there?!”
I nearly trip when a woman with a cane appears. The first Le’vris woman I’ve seen in person. She’s older, her hair is bright red, and her wrinkled face is frowning.
“How dare you run? Come.” She thuds her cane on the ground but doesn’t look directly at me. She’s blind.
Another wave of nausea arises, and I gag loudly.
“Are you ill? What is wrong with you?”
I could run from the woman, but that would be cruel. There’s no harm in sticking around until Cuero picks me up.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to scuff your floors.”
She lifts her chin. “I do not recognize your voice. Is you new?”
“I guess.”
“You speak the language of the shiftless very well.”
Oh, so she’s practicing her English.
“Thank you.”
She slaps the backs of my legs with her cane, and I hiss from the pain. “Good speech but bad manners, running all over my floors.”
Realizing she must be the owner of this place, I reply, “It won’t happen again.”
“Come to the kitchens. You must help cook for Master’s guest. She will awake soon, and Master will set fire to the estate if she’s not cared for.”
So this isn’t a hospital?
“Where am I? And what’s your name?”
“I’m Trenne, and you’re in Master Crux’s territory. Enough silliness now. Let’s go.”
“Crux?! Crux owns this place?”
Trenne pales. She slaps her forehead once, twice, until I grab her wrist to stop her from hurting herself. “Mistress, forgive my insolence! I beat you with my cane! Oh, Master will have my head for this!”
As if summoned, Crux barges in here. He speaks with Trenne in Le’vris, but his eyes never leave mine like he’s worried I’ll vanish again.
Trenne is excused, and then Crux is on me. Two strong hands grasp my hips and lift me, pushing me against the wall. As he hovers over me, magnificent in his ferocity, I realize that whoever made the sculptures must have modeled them after Crux.
“Myra,” he grits, eyes intense and brows furrowed. “What are you doing out of bed?”
Maybe another day, I would have scolded him for speaking to me like a child. Today is not that day. I toss my arms over his shoulders and hug him tight. My face sours, but I don’t cry.
Crux slightly relaxes. His arms wrap around me, and I nearly disappear in his embrace.
“You infuriating, small thing,” he mutters and rubs my back.
When he pulls away, he’s calm. It does something to me to see his anger suffocated by my hug.
“Do not leave your room again. The grounds are large, and you’ll get lost.”
I would have never imagined this to be his home. We could be in a shed for all I care, and I would still be happy. I’m just grateful to be with him after the terrifying attack.
My stomach rumbles, and Crux’s displeasure deepens. He tries to sweep me off my feet, but I palm his chest to stop him. “I can walk.”
We entwine hands and leave the hall. There’s a line of workers standing in front of a room, awaiting instructions. They vary in age and wear casual clothes that are wrinkled from work.
Crux notices my discomfort with the attention. He says something in Le’vris that has everyone dispersing. We make it to the bedroom, where a table with steaming food awaits.
Crux pulls out the stool. “Come.”
I sit and take small bites. Crux runs out of patience and swoops me onto his lap to feed me. There is much that we have to discuss, but right now, he’s only concerned with taking care of me.
Although my head no longer hurts, I’m exhausted. I don’t realize I’ve nodded off until I wake up in bed hours later. It’s night now, and candles illuminate the room.
I roll over and find Crux lying next to me. This is the first time we’ve shared a bed.
“Myra.” He sits up, his bare chest becoming level with my face. I look away from his abs before I embarrass myself.
His hand touches my jaw. It’s large and rough but still finds a way to be gentle against my skin. “We have to talk.”
Memories of the stranger trying to snatch me flash before my eyes. Crux sees my distress and wraps an arm around my waist. It’s heavy and secure. A promise that I’m not going anywhere.
“Who attacked you?”
An internal struggle rages within me. If I blame Haley, she’ll be tossed back into a hell of crime and poverty. I know that world, and I don’t wish it on anyone. I’m as sympathetic as I am a fool.
“Don’t even think about it.” Crux’s voice becomes thunderous. “Report what you know, or I’ll dispatch every man in my command, every coin to my name, all the strength in my body to find the truth. Spare me the trouble and tell me.”
Crux doesn’t lie or exaggerate. This man declared his infatuation with me from day one and hasn’t stopped his performance. I know he’ll hunt down Haley.
“What will you do to them?” I whisper.
“Kill them.”
“Crux!”
“What?” He frowns. “Theft of hoards is punishable by death. You are more valuable than my hoard, so the same punishment shall apply.”
Seeing my glare, he sighs. “If you tell me, I will be open to negotiating.”
“All right.” I bite my lip. “Haley has a lover. I discovered her with a guard.”
He looks surprised by this. “A lover? But she has been matched with Rodrex.”
“I don’t understand either. Haley saw the attack but didn’t intervene. I guess they wanted to get rid of me in case I spoke up and got them separated. A plan forged in desperation.”
“I will have her removed from the program and incarcerated on Earth.”
My stomach twists. I don’t know how long Haley will be incarcerated, but I’m going to write to Cuero and ask her to help Haley get a light sentence. I don’t want her to lose her life over this scheme.
I bite my lip hard as I think. “Wouldn’t it be enough to send her back to Earth? And what if she’s innocent somehow? There has to be an investigation.”
“No, it wouldn’t be enough. She tried to kidnap you. She must be punished so both planets know you are untouchable. And that guard? I’ll have him beaten. I’ll send word to Reth and the others to have fun for me.”
I fiddle with my necklace, the thought of violence troubling me. “Why not just incarcerate him too?”
“Prisons are rare in Le’vris. We deal with our own problems. There will be an investigation for Haley, but I can’t make any promises about her incarceration time.”
I sigh. “Crux, Earth’s government will decide these things.”
“Anyone with enough wealth can rule any world.”
It is a startling declaration—arrogant, even—but it’s not wrong.
“Please don’t beat anyone. Let Cuero take care of his punishment. Surely there’s a prison somewhere.”
His jaw clenches before he gruffly says, “Fine. The sun knows I can’t fucking deny you anything.” He leans closer and palms my thigh. “It’s time for you to rest. Let me lull you to sleep.”
I grip the ripped quilt, feeling uneasy about nudity. We’re in his home, where he’s in full control. The dorms gave me a sense of protection I don’t have here, where everything is new. The only place I’m familiar with is this man’s mouth.
“Lift your dress,” he commands.
I play with the cotton material. The dress is white and pure. It’s misleading. It should be lusty red because I crave the filth he’s offering. He has filled my belly with butterflies, and I want to drown them with his cum.
I fumble as I lift my skirt a few inches.
“Do you need help?” he asks with a lick to his lips.
I nod timidly. And that’s all Crux needs before he takes the lead. Unlike me, he has no reservations and shoves my dress up my thighs. There’s no romance. He’s here to hunt.
I gasp when he tugs my legs apart and tosses them over his shoulders. He settles between them and hooks a finger around my underwear. My hands instinctively jump to cover his eyes.
“What is this?” he huffs.
“Sorry. It’s just too bright in here. You’ll see everything.”
I don’t think he has ever gotten a clear view of my sex, which isn’t flawless. I could live without him getting a good look at it.
“Myra.” He exhales, and I swear I see smoke come out of his nostrils. “Do not suggest that your cunt is anything short of perfect. Understand?”
My hands waver as they slowly give way, revealing a stern gaze that crumbles with desire when it lands on my bare sex.
He leans in, drags his closed lips over me, and groans. Then his mouth opens, and my pussy is no longer mine. It’s captive to his sly tongue and smacking lips. Desire pools out of my sex, and Crux is there to drink it, not sharing a single droplet with the sheets. His eyes are on me as he savors and swallows my moans. He’s transfixed by how my wetness strings between his lips and my folds, so he plays with it. He stretches my slick until I’m ready to beg for more. Then there’s a flip that almost makes me change my mind: more suction; more pressure; faster, wetter licks and kisses. The onslaught has me wriggling and gasping, but Crux is louder. He grunts into my throbbing pussy, swirling a maddening dance on my clit. My hips shift eagerly, searching for release, but Crux isn’t having it. One finger sinks into my entrance, and the other presses against my nether star, pinning me in place. I have to stay still and take his attack.
There’s the loud smack of a kiss before Crux pulls his head away. I look down with disbelief at his full, glistening lips.
“Will you scare me like that again?” he asks.
I’m half-delirious with pleasure, and he wants to chat? I’m about to throw a tantrum.
He curves his finger inside me.
“No!” I answer. “No, I won’t. I promise.” Right now, I’d give him anything.
He puts his lips back to work, tugging and kneading through my needy flesh and curling a finger inside me. When my release comes, it rattles me.
I don’t know why this orgasm is more overwhelming than usual. Crux plays my body like an instrument and makes a harmony so beautiful that I cry from both my face and sex.
The tears I prohibited myself from spilling are streaming down my temples. I wipe once, twice, but they keep coming. I’m bawling now. Crux doesn’t demand answers. He hugs me and lets me spill my shameful tears of relief on his chest. He’s so good at navigating my body and mind—always persevering to get under my skin, like there’s a secret treasure within. I forgot myself. I forgot I can be pretty, desirable, and cherished. I became a machine programmed to loop an endless, daunting schedule of survival.
I thought I’d never cry over a man again. I thought I knew all the tricks. Yet here I am, swamped with feelings and a soothing throb between my legs.
Chapter 16
MYRA
Once I’m calm, Crux explains what happened once he found me. He flew me to his home, leaving the group in disarray as they tried to figure out who had attacked me. Surely the program will be scrutinized for Haley’s schemes. I don’t know how we will recover.
I scan the room. It’s very feminine, so I doubt it’s Crux’s.
“Curious about something?” he asks.
“Yeah. Whose room is this?”
“I messaged Trenne weeks ago to prepare this for you. She went shopping for clothes, shoes, and whatever else would please you.”
My gaze jumps back to the wall. “I can’t accept this.”
“It would be a great insult if you rejected it,” he insists.
Based on Cuero’s lessons, I know it’s true. I sigh. “Thank you, Crux.” Although I accept it, I don’t see myself wearing these lavish things.
“I’m just glad you’re safe. Sleep now.”
“But I have so many questions.”
He nuzzles his nose into my hair. “I will allow one more.”
“Who are the people living here? The servants?”
“What do you mean? They do not reside here.”
How could that be? This place is enormous. “Don’t you need security for intruders?”
He chuckles. “Security? Your innocence is endearing.”
I should have known that the cocky dragon thinks he can defend a damn castle all by himself.
“The servants come and go daily. Most young males are trying to build their hoard to attract a mate, so they work for pay. The females come here to learn trades or scout for potential mates. Sometimes I grant access to parts of my territory, like farming land or lakes, to those that worked here long enough. I have too much land to know what to do with it.”
“So we’re alone here at night?”
He nods, and I clench him tighter. “What if someone breaks in?”
“I’ll scorch them. No one will take you,” comes his firm voice.
I cling to him. Sleep doesn’t come easily. I twitch throughout the night, but Crux never complains and stays until morning. We eat together, but he leaves shortly after to deal with business.
I examine the dresses more closely. I’ve only seen them printed on the magazines we crumpled to insulate our broken windows. They’re colorful and intricate, etched with beads and golden threads. It’s like they were made by a tailor that was in love, every stroke of the needle designed to please their lover. The low necklines, flowy skirts, and bold colors are meant for a queen.
I pick up a thin blue shawl and wrap it over my shoulders. It’s simple, but this is all I need.
“Mistress?” Trenne appears at my door.
I turn to face her. “Hi, Trenne. You can call me Myra.”
“No, that’s rude. Ready for tour?”
I smile at the stern woman and follow her out. I’m grateful for her company. Without her, I would get so lost I’d walk back to Earth. This place is magical. There are many strange features, like roofless rooms and tunnels that lead underground to caves and springs. There is even a room with only a bowl of fire raging at the center.
By the end of it all, I’m exhausted.
I notice a red flower growing through an aperture in the corner. I clip it for Crux and follow Trenne to my room. We cross people on the way. After a third double take, I suspect something is wrong. Are they curious, or is there something on my face?
When I return to the bedroom, I quickly get bored. Crux is busy somewhere, and I’m here waiting with my fingers entwined. My insecurity comes roaring back. Will I ever find passionate work? Will I ever do anything meaningful?
When I hear approaching footsteps, I jump off the bed and meet Crux at the entrance. I smile like he’s the first ray of sunshine I’ve seen all day.
Crux wraps his arms around me solidly. “I missed you. How was your tour?”
“A bit formidable, but your home is amazing.”
He shrugs. “It’s yours now too.”
“Don’t be silly. Here.” I raise the flower I clipped for him. “It got it for you.”
He stares blankly for a few seconds before accepting it. “You have my gratitude.”
I pull the shawl up my shoulders. “You’re welcome. By the way, is there something on my face? I got stares earlier.”
“Yes.”
I wipe my face. “What is it?”
“This.” He rains kisses on my face, and I laugh as I try to shake him off.
“Okay, okay. Did you hear back from Cuero?”
“I did. Haley and her lover have been placed in isolation. They will be held until Haley is transported to Earth. Cuero and I are discussing opening the portal earlier than planned to get rid of her.”
“How was the news received?”
“Not well. Haley has disrespected all of Le’vris with her deceit. Many critics are using this as an excuse to end the program.”
I tense, and he kisses my forehead. “Relax. No one will take you from me. I must tend to some matters, but I will return later. In a few days, we’ll go to the market.”
“Shouldn’t I lie low for a while?”
Crux tucks his flower behind my ear. “I will show you off to Le’vris. There’s no need to hide in fear when I’m with you.” He kisses my forehead a final time. I hate that he has to go, but I understand he has an estate to run.
◆◆◆
After three days of sitting with my arms crossed, I feel like I’m losing my mind. Crux tries to visit as often as possible, but his estate is in disarray, since he has been absent for so long. We only have breakfast together before he disappears for most of the day.
I stare out the transparent walls of the room, which I discovered are one-way. It was a relief to know no one outside saw their master feasting between my legs.
I often see a group of teenagers gather to crack open cream-colored orbs the size of bowling balls. They collect the sparkling crystals inside and then sort what remains of the orbs. Today, they didn’t meet.
“Mistress, do you need anything?” Trenne calls from the outside.
“Hi, Trenne. I was wondering about the orbs the kids crack open.”
“They are vomit balls of a wild bird. Crystals form inside. The youngsters collect the crystals and sell them.”
“Crux lets them keep the crystals?”
“Yes. That is their payment for cleaning up. You see, the birds travel at night and leave their mess everywhere. No estate is safe from them.”
I grin. “Do you think he would let me keep the crystals too?”
A job is just what I need. It will keep me preoccupied. With what I save, I can help my sister and buy a few gifts for Crux.
“Mistress!” Trenne stabs her cane on the ground. “That is absurd. You cannot work such an indecent job.”
I shrug. “I’ve worked all sorts of jobs for less pay. Don’t worry about me. Can you introduce me to the kids?”
“Master will not like this.” She frowns. “Can’t you do something more domestic?”
I could do that, but then Crux would have to pay me out of pocket. I’ve taken enough from him and would prefer to collect and sell crystals.
“I want to do this. Can you help me, please?”
She mutters some things under her breath and shifts her cane. I’m surprised she hasn’t swung it at me. When she turns around, I hurry after her. She yells in Le’vris as she walks down the hallway, calling others. When we reach the outside, a group of three teenagers is waiting. One empties a sack on the grass as Trenne introduces me to the nervous teens.
They greet me in Le’vris, and I do the same. Over the next thirty minutes, we work in peaceful silence. I borrowed a small hatchet to crack the orbs. They’re hard and smell like garbage. My gloves protect my hands but not my nose from the stench.
I crack my first orb open, revealing pale-blue crystals. I have a thin sheen of sweat on my forehead and immense pride in my chest. I can’t wait to buy something for Crux.
After a while, Trenne comes to lead me home. I say goodbye to the kids, collect my shards, and head inside. A shower is long overdue. As I walk to the room, I notice I don’t get as many stares as last time, even with my stench.
“Trenne, when you took me on that tour a few days ago, I got weird looks from servants. Do you have any idea why?”
She laughs. “Of course not, Mistress. I’m blind!”
“Hmm. I don’t think I had anything on my face. All I did was hold a flower.”
She sobers. “You clipped a flower?”
“Was I not supposed to do that? I’m sorry. I only wanted to give a gift to Crux.”
She touches her forehead. “It’s all right. You couldn’t have known. Flowers can only be picked on certain days. This is done to respect nature. Picking a flower any other day calls bad luck to your home.”
Blood drains from my face. Cuero never mentioned superstitions in our lectures. “That explains the stares. Sorry. I won’t do it again.” I sigh. “I wonder why Crux didn’t tell me anything.”
“Likely to spare your feelings. He is sweet.”
“Maybe too sweet. I still can’t believe he stocked a room full of gifts when he barely knew me.”
Trenne smiles. “It was an honor collecting your wardrobe. Have you tried anything?”
“Not really, I just used a shawl when we went on our walk. It was beautiful.”
“Oh goddesses.” Trenne nearly trips, but I grip her forearm just in time. “Mistress, that shawl can only be used in the bedroom. It is an intimate garment.”
“Intimate?” I whisper.
She touches her forehead. “Yes. Master is supposed to spill his seed upon the cloth, and you would wear it like undergarments. Soaking in his scent would make you smell of him for a few days. This is a bonding ritual.”
Oh, great, so the entire estate saw me wearing some kinky dragon lingerie. I wore the shawl to cover up, not to expose myself! They probably think I’m crazy for parading my semen diaper. It’s no wonder Crux didn’t say anything. He probably wanted to spare me the mortification.
After I bathe, I sit on my bed to rest. Hours of cracking orbs under the hot sun left me aching, but I enjoy it. Nowadays, I only get to feel this way after Crux has his way with me.
Later that night, Crux visits me. He embraces me like he hasn’t seen me in years and dots my face with kisses. I melt under his affection.
He presents a box and tells me the girls mailed me some of my belongings. When I open it, the dildo springs out. It takes all I have not to burst into tears. They found the damn dildo and probably died of laughter.
I hide the box under the bed and make the best of my few minutes with Crux. He sleeps in his bedroom, and although I’d rather have him in my bed, I’m too embarrassed to ask him to stay.
◆◆◆
The following day, I go to work after breakfast. The kids are chattier today, but I can’t understand much. When I get a chance, I’ll find books to practice my Le’vris.
I’m collecting the pink crystals from my latest orb when I hear Crux call my name. I stand, excited to see him.
“Myra!”
Behind him is a Le’vris male who keeps his distance.
An astounded Crux stops before me. “What are you doing?”
I extend a crystal to him. “Working. Here, this is for you.”
He takes the crystal and radiates anger. The kids get so spooked by their murderous master that they drop what they’re doing and leave.
Why is he so upset?
“I’m sorry if my smell offends you.” I frown. “I’ll shower soon.”
There’s a loud crack, and my heart sinks to my belly when I realize he crushed the pretty crystal in his fist.
“Crux…”
“You cannot do this.” His voice is low but rumbling. A storm in disguise.
My shoulders drop. “It’s a job,” I whisper. Although I’m sweating and stinky, honest work should never be frowned upon.
“This is too lowly for you.” He opens his fist, and what remains of the crystal crumbles to the ground.
So that’s it. He’s embarrassed of me.
I stare at the shards, my composure hardening. “I’ve worked a dozen dirty jobs to survive, and I will never regret that. Shame on you for looking down on me.”
I walk away with my heart in my throat, needing space to process these feelings.
“Myra!” Crux calls for me.
I’m overwhelmed. Why can’t I fit in even after all the cultural lectures I took? I keep messing up and embarrassing Crux. The transition into his life doesn’t get easier.
“Move, Aldrek,” comes Crux’s cold voice.
I turn around and find that the stranger has expanded his wings and is blocking Crux’s path.
“Listen,” Aldrek sighs. “While I have zero interest in your domestic matters, I’ll have to suggest that you let the female go. Your instinct is burning you. Let her go and cool down.”
Crux snarls. “You will not give me commands, especially in my territory.”
Aldrek shrugs. He takes three steps and soars into the skies.
I’m left exposed. Crux closes the distance between us. His broad body casts a shadow over me that lights me up instead of cooling me. He’s as impressive in his dominance as he is intimidating. I’ve known from day one that he’s different from human men, but I think he still needs to realize I’m different from other women.
I lift my head. “We’ll talk later. I need time.”
Crux is done with words. His clenched fists and bulging biceps communicate his upset for him.
“Tonight,” he says firmly before turning and leaving.
My legs are weak as I walk inside. I cross a few servants whose gazes and whispers linger after me. They must have seen the spectacle.
I go into the bathroom and sink into the pool of water. After an hour of misery, I dry and change into another plain white cotton dress and sandals.
“Mistress?”
I turn and find a pretty, young Le’vris woman there.
“I believe this is yours.” She holds my necklace. I must have forgotten it in the bathroom.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. It’s a charming piece, and I would hate it if you lost it.” She pauses. “May I speak freely?”
I nod, and she gives me a weak smile. “I could not help but hear the misunderstanding between you and Master. Please do not let it get to you. He has never cared for a female like he has for you. Fathers of fire find honor in providing for their loved ones. Master Crux was likely upset that you won’t rely on him for support.”
Her words make sense. I can somewhat see where Crux is coming from. “Thank you,” I reply. “You’re very kind…”
“I’m Krisly. It was lovely to meet you.”
With a smile and nod, I walk to my bedroom and tie the necklace around my neck. Now I wait for Crux. I know precisely when he’s coming. I recognize his footsteps—heavy and loud like he doesn’t care to sneak around anyone.
I search desperately for a distraction so I don’t seem like I’ve been waiting for him all day, which is exactly what I’ve been doing. I pick up a pillow and examine it like it’s the most interesting thing.
He leans against the entrance and breathes heavily like a dragon blowing smoke. “Myra. Are you all right?”
I squeeze the pillow. “Fine. Just have a sore ego.”
He runs a hand down his face and extends the other, revealing several pink fragments. “I didn’t mean to destroy it, but I lost control of my strength in my anger.” He purses his lips. “I appreciate your gift, but there is no need for you to harvest crystals. I did not want to offend you regarding your past. I know you have worked hard, and that is why I love you. But now you deserve a break in life. It makes me a failure to have you cracking open vomit for worthless jewels.”
His words make my heart jolt. The admission flowed so naturally through his rant that I don’t think he realizes it, but the words echo in my ears. He loves me? Me?
I gape like a fish out of water. Crux watches with confusion as if he didn’t just blow my mind away. Once I gather my thoughts, I reply, “I get bored waiting for you here all day. I had to work.”
He crosses his arms, and displeasure forms between his brows. “So you choose to play with vomit? By the eternal fires, I am not used to rebellion. Everyone in my estate just listens. But you, human, seem to have ears just for decoration.” He paces the room. “But fine. My entire existence is dedicated to keeping you happy, safe, and comfortable. So we will compromise and find something suitable for you.”
“Like…what?” I hug the pillow, feeling vulnerable. What “suitable” job is there? I’m no scholar. I can only work with my hands.
He carefully cups my face. “When will you see what I see? You are a powerful woman. A dragon tamer that can take on the world.”
There is conviction in his stare that puts air under my wings. “Okay. I’ll find a less smelly job, but I will not work for you. I don’t want your money, because it wouldn’t seem fair.”
He looks baffled. “Of course I will pay you.”
“Crux, you’re not compromising.”
He grumbles under his breath.
“What about your friend that was here earlier? Does he have any jobs?”
“Aldrek? He is merely a neighbor, not a friend. And no. You will not become his servant.”
“Who, then?”
He hesitates before answering, “Perhaps my father. I will bring my parents for you to meet.” He nods. “That settles it. Now lie on your back. All this arguing has made me thirsty.”
I snort and playfully push at his chest.
Seeing that he’s not getting lucky tonight, he smiles. “I will see you tomorrow, yes? We will go to the market soon.” He kisses me and walks away, only to jog back to steal another kiss.
Once the door closes behind him, I remember I’m meeting his parents soon. The thought of sitting at a dinner table with them sobers me instantly.
To distract myself from the apprehension, I pull out the box the girls mailed me. There’s a note at the bottom.
Hey, Myra!
We miss you and hope you’re doing well with Crux. We’re all right. Cuero is taking on heat because of the incident, but you know she’s tough and won’t give up. Jasmin wants to send her good wishes.
Moons. We can’t wait to see you.
The girls
Jasmin’s update upsets me. If only things with Errol would get better. If only she would change her mind and stay.
I retire to bed early, exhausted after my adrenaline crash. As I fall asleep, I see a shadow flicker across the room. I flinch, but there’s nothing there. Only a figment of my paranoid mind. I toss and turn, wishing Crux were here.
In the morning, Trenne keeps me company, since Crux got caught up with work. She warns that his parents will visit in two days, and after a fit of panic, she helps me choose an outfit to ensure I don’t show up wearing another semen diaper.
After breakfast, I go for a walk. As I study the elaborate portraits hanging from the ceiling, I come across Krisly and greet her. She tells me about the nearest painting. It was gifted to Crux by a dragon that hoped to befriend him but didn’t get anywhere because Crux is a grump. We giggle at the thought.
I thank Krisly for her advice and tell her Crux and I are on good terms again. She winks and asks how the make-up sex was, but I only smile. Maybe I should surprise him and take the initiative. We have been suffering for too long.
Krisly and I talk for an hour, and she listens avidly. I’m looking forward to more of our chats. It’s refreshing to have a new friend.
Chapter 17
MYRA
Two days flash by, and now I’m standing in a great hall beside Crux and Trenne, wearing a traditional dress approved by her so I’m safe from semen diapers. The hall has been decorated. Perpendicular pools of fire run down the aisle. Since this room has no roof, fresh air blows in to challenge the flames.
Crux insists that I shouldn’t worry, but my nerves betray me. I’ve never been introduced to a boyfriend’s parents—especially not a dragon’s. I don’t know what they’ll think of me.
A couple walks in. The man is barefoot. He wears long tan pants and an embroidered brown tunic that reaches to midthigh and shows off his muscled arms. He has many gold chains around his neck, fond of jewelry, unlike his son. There’s an easygoing smile on his face.
His mother wears a green gown, and her hair is styled up and adorned with long, colorful pins. There’s a Le’vris character written on her forehead that’s wrinkled with displeasure.
Crux says something to them in Le’vris—a greeting, I assume. They respond and divert their attention to me.
“Suns.” I smile. I may not speak Le’vris, but smiles are universally harmless, right?
Crux’s father replies in his language.
“He says it’s lovely to meet you,” Crux translates.
I widen my smile, and we all wait for Crux’s mother to say something. She scans me from head to toe and mutters while staring at my necklace.
When Crux doesn’t translate, I fasten my eyes on him.
He’s furious. “She says she likes your necklace.” His words are ground through his teeth like he’s trying to cage in his fire.
I doubt that’s what she said, but I still thank her.
“Let us all move to the dining room,” Crux says gruffly.
When everyone files in, I give in to my curiosity and touch Trenne’s arm. “Hey,” I whisper. “Can you tell me what Crux’s mother said?”
She looks at me with pity. “Oh, Mistress…she said the sapphire would match Krisly’s blue eyes. It was not meant for your dirty brown ones.”
Embarrassment drenches me. “What? Krisly was Crux’s lover?”
She nods, and the necklace seems more like a noose around my neck. How could this be? When Krisly befriended me, she never mentioned having a past with Crux. I trusted her and shared details about our relationship. How humiliating.
I sit at the table and force a smile that makes my lips feel like they’re tearing. Crux’s mother stares coldly, but her husband is warm as he asks me about Earth. I’m suffocating in the steam they emit.
My thoughts fog. Did Crux ever intend on telling me that his ex walks the same halls as us? Are they still close?
I can’t come up with a rational explanation for why Krisly wouldn’t reveal this crucial information. There might have been a cultural reason, but my gut suspects malice.
Crux’s mother picks up on my discomfort and stares at my necklace. She asks something, and Crux translates. “What did you do on your home planet?”
She can see right through me. She knows I’m poor. My very eyes remind her of dirt. “I mastered many trades,” I answer proudly. I did what I could to survive and protect my loved ones. That is gold itself.
She squints, but the waves of tension Crux is radiating keep her quiet. The men talk for the rest of the dinner. Crux translates that his father would pay me to organize his archives. I thank him for the opportunity as Crux’s mother scowls.
When it’s time for his parents to leave, I hold back a sigh of relief. The goodbyes are swift, and then I’m alone with Crux in the hall.
“I apologize for my mother’s rudeness.” He touches the small of my back, and I stiffen. “Relax. She’s gone.”
I rub my forehead. Why is it that we keep running into hurdles? We resolve one disagreement and jump into the next.
“I appreciate your mother, Crux. She’s straightforward and honest about her dislike of me. But I have no respect for a snake in the grass.”
“Something bothers you.” His hands grip my waist. “Tell me, and I will resolve it.”
A servant walks in the background, and Crux commands, “Leave us.”
The footsteps rush away from the dangerous dragon, but I remain in his grip.
“I met Krisly.”
His eyes narrow.
“She was friendly, so I shared many intimate things about our relationship.” I cross my arms over my chest, feeling exposed. “I wouldn’t have told her if I knew she was your ex-lover. Why didn’t you give me a warning that she worked here? Why didn’t she say anything?”
I’m flustered. If only I could have avoided this embarrassment by keeping my distance.
He doesn’t look surprised. “Krisly is a medic here. We were together for a few weeks, but she became entitled. She redecorated my home and took things without permission, ordered servants around, and did other immature nonsense I had no time to entertain. I should have known she would try something. Forgive me for not addressing her, but she hasn’t crossed my mind.”
She took his things? That explains her obsession with my necklace.
He pulls me closer, pressing me flush against his chest. His eyes are soft, but his erection is rock-hard. “No matter how much she spies on you, she will never master your enchanting nature.”
“Crux,” I whisper and look behind him. Anyone could pass by and find him hot and heavy, promising a future with his gaze and annihilation with his erection.
“And? This is my home. I put these walls up, and I’ll be damned before I let a servant keep me from enjoying the walls of your cunt.”
“Shh!”
He leans in, refusing to listen. Men like him weren’t born to be commanded. His mouth meets my neck, and he kisses and sucks his way to my collarbone. He nips me with his sharp teeth, giving me a taste of danger. “Your breast is trembling,” he moans, pressing our chests tighter together. “I want to fucking taste it.”
He tugs at my dress, and I know he’s not beyond ripping it off. “Wait,” I pant.
He pulls back and smiles in admiration for what he has done to me. “Next time you see Krisly, tell her to pack her things. She will be transferred to my father’s estate.”
I’m so high on lust that I only process about half of his words.
He takes my hand and leads me to my bedroom. “Moons.”
“Good night,” I mumble and stumble into my room.
“Oh, and Myra? Make sure you wear your hair up and remind her who the queen is.”
He leaves, and I rush to the nearest mirror. On my neck, I find a hickey the size of Earth. That sly dragon!
◆◆◆
The next day, I put my hair up and tear it down a dozen times. It’s a wonder any hair remains on my head. The dark hickey marks my neck like the boldest necklace a woman could wear.
Although Krisly fooled and embarrassed me, I don’t know if I want her to see it.
After some time, I walk out of my room with a hand covering the obnoxious mark. My feet scurry over the polished floors, and I look around restlessly.
“Mistress?” An older woman comes across me and stares worriedly. “Are you injured? Does your neck hurt?”
Oh fuck. I didn’t plan this far.
“Nope. I’m good!”
Her frown deepens. “I wouldn’t dare to question your morale.” It seems she doesn’t understand my slang.
“I meant that I’m fine. Please don’t worry.”
“Surely Master Crux would want to hear of your injury.”
Desperate to get out of this situation, I blurt, “No. He already knows!”
“Oh, but how…” Realization dawns on her face. “I see.”
See what?
“If I may speak freely…” She lowers her gaze.
“Yes, of course.”
“Well, if you lay back and let Master thrust into your mouth, your neck would not get strained. Perhaps take this into consideration next time you please him?”
So she thinks I got this so-called injury because I gave Crux an overly enthusiastic blow job.
“Thanks,” I squeal and fight my tears.
She beams. “My pleasure.”
I consider returning to my room and dying under the covers, but right as she disappears around the corner, Krisly emerges. This is when I realize we haven’t been running into each other coincidentally. She has been planning our meetings, and nothing about her nature is sincere. This was all a game to her.
“Myra!” She rushes toward me, desperate for the latest update on my love life. Her eyes—blue as my sapphire necklace—fall to my neck.
I slip my hand to reveal the mocking blue hickey. Her smile decays from her face.
“Hi, Krisly. Is everything all right?”
She blinks as if remembering herself and slips another smile onto her lips. “Yes. Sorry. Your pendant is just so stunning. How are things with Master? Was the make-up sex fiery?”
I ignore her last question. “Thank you. You’re always so kind. That reminds me, I have a gift for you.”
“Really?” Her eyes light up.
I hesitate, but Crux decided it’s best if there’s distance between us.
“Last night, after spending time with Crux…”
Her eyes drop to my neck as she assumes where the hickey came from. Does she realize Crux told me about their past?
“I told him how great you are, and we decided to transfer you to his father’s estate. You’ll make new friends and explore new scenes. Isn’t it such a great idea?”
Her lips purse, and her blue eyes become fiery. She looks like she wants to bring a new bruise to my body. When a Le’vris man approaches us, she straightens. She can’t cuss at me, or the entire estate would hear of her jealous outrage.
“How thoughtful,” she seethes.
“Great. I’ll have someone send the details of your transfer.” I turn and leave her in the same hallway where I shared intimate details she secretly laughed at.
In my room, I pull my hair down. My mouth feels sour. It felt unnatural to be in a position of power, altering someone’s life. Is this how Crux feels? I don’t think I could ever get used to it.
Speak of the fiery devil. The dragon strolls in, grinning like he’s up to no good. I press my thighs together.
“Ready?” he asks.
“For what?”
“To go on…what did Cuero call it? Ah, yes, a date. I will take you to a marketplace. But first…” He reaches into a pocket and retrieves a necklace. The chain is gold, and a single diamond dangles from the middle.
“This gem is from the dress you wore when we met.” He walks behind me, unties my old necklace, and tosses the sapphire onto the bed. “Don’t let my mother’s words get to you. Your brown eyes are not like dirt. They are clear and honest, like a diamond. I can see your soul through them.”
He smiles at his masterpieces—the hickey and necklace.
I touch the jewel. How can I pay him back for this? With my voice shaky, I say, “You didn’t have to do this. Thank you.”
I’m grateful for more than the gift. Our communication has been improving with every disagreement. We can do this. We can survive.
He kisses the back of my hand. “I don’t know much about your Earth gods, but I’m in debt to them for creating you.”
Chapter 18
MYRA
Today, we’re going to the market. Trenne helps me find a high-waisted skirt that reaches my ankles and a matching top with a Grecian neckline. I reject wearing the extravagant ruby that would drape from my hair and over my forehead. I know better than to be flashy. If I wore it in the slums, they would snatch the jewel and take my head along with it.
Trenne assures me my clothes are the most modest in the collection, although the Le’vris aren’t easily offended by exposed skin. I’m witness to this, as I’ve seen Crux in his birthday suit more times than he has had birthdays.
He walks into the room, scans me, and licks his lips. I tug my skirt, feeling timid, although that tongue of his has drawn attention across every inch of my body.
He wears no shirt, only clean black trousers. “You look like the sun, Myra. breathtaking.”
I smile. “Thank you. You look nice too. How come you never wear jewelry?”
He shrugs. “It’s one fewer thing to take off when I want to fuck you.”
Trenne clears her throat and excuses herself.
My jaw drops, and he takes the invitation to kiss me, driving his tongue into my mouth. His hands slide to my ass and squeeze. I curl in his arms and grip his thick biceps, desperate for more. Crux’s compliments make me feel like an elegant woman, but his touch makes me a minx.
Once I’m breathless, he pulls away and sets a hand on the small of my back. He leads me down the hallways with his head high like he’s proud to stand beside me.
Outside, he strips his pants off and shifts into his greatest form. I forgot how magnificent his dragon is. He’s enormous, ridged with scales for armor and a red underbelly that warns of his fire. I stroke his wing and laugh when he trembles.
Crux huffs. With his clothes in my arms, I carefully climb onto his back. His scales are rough on my hands and knees, but there’s a smooth dip on his back. After I’m settled, he soars and blows a gust of fire that lights up the sky. I stare in awe as the flames curl around me.
I used to fear the skies—the metropolis of the dragons. Now I’m flying across the blue that I cowered under. It’s such a contrast, such a flip of my world. I don’t glance down, because I fear what I’ll find.
When we land at the skirt of the woods, Crux changes into his pants. We climb a steep hill and step into the endless market. There’s so much to take in. A blue fire burns in a large pool in the center, and dragons fly high above. The Le’vris people weave through the scattered business stands and speak their language. They wear colorful, draping clothing and braided hairstyles I’ve never seen before. They’re distinctly human, but there are stark differences, like the golden eye colors, taller heights, symmetry of their facial features, and shimmering skin.
There are drastically more men than women. The skew of the population is apparent, and I understand the urgency to replenish it.
The few buildings here have no front walls or windows, so I can watch the patrons mingling inside.
There is so much to observe, learn, and appreciate. Clothes, trinkets, food, and weapons are being sold. It’s like Earth, but there’s more life here. It’s bittersweet.
Although I wear no lavish jewelry, I attract attention. I don’t fit in. Too thin, too short, too human. Crux only summons more attention. He is a captivating male deserving of his own stares.
The most peculiar thing happens. Three men appear, all young and strong. They stand a few feet from us, examine me, and leave as soon as they glance at Crux.
I clutch Crux’s hand. “Why are these men coming to us?”
“To proposition. They want to fight me; if they win, you can leave with them. Many women appreciate the attention and choose the most dominant male.”
I see now. This is an interesting custom that Cuero didn’t lecture us on.
“Why don’t they speak to us? They just stare and walk away.”
“Because they take one look at me and know better.”
That’s it; that’s the explanation. Confident, straightforward, and so very him.
Another male intercepts me. He is a bit older than Crux. Thick chains of gold rope his neck. He stares and holds his ground. He persists for longer than others, communicating things with his eyes only another Le’vris male can read. He’s brave, but like the others, he walks away.
I try to focus on the beauty of the market but soon become overwhelmed by the stares. I fidget and inch closer to Crux. My heart jolts in my chest when two wings wrap around me and cocoon me from the world.
His hand strokes my cheek. “Are you all right? Do you wish to return home?”
I could play it safe and leave, but I want to take advantage of this opportunity to appreciate Le’vris’s culture. I don’t think anyone is being malicious by staring. They’re just as curious about me as I am them.
The gossip of my sighting will spread, but that’s fine. I want to represent the matching program. To prove that it can work. That I’m safe and content with Crux, and although I’m different, I can fit into Le’vris society in a respectful and meaningful manner.
“I’m okay. Thank you for looking out.”
He scans me for a few more seconds before folding his wings. I’m revealed to the world again, and although facing so many judgments is intimidating, I hold a brave face.
I walk to a stand that sells shish-kebob-style snacks. I buy two rods from the wary vendor using a crystal I harvested from the orbs. “Here.” I extend a stick to Crux, and he accepts it. I probably overpaid the lady, but if Crux noticed, he didn’t comment.
We eat by the stand and, thankfully, aren’t approached by any more males. I spot a group of women with veils draped over their faces, and Crux explains they’re priestesses. This goes on for a while. I point out interesting things, and he explains what’s going on.
“Hey, Myra!”
Shocked to hear my name, I turn and find Bry, Cuero, and Reth.
“Bry! What are you doing here?”
She runs to my side. “Reth and I have been hanging out here lately.”
“That’s awesome.” I turn to face Cuero and Reth. “It’s good to see you two.”
Reth nods and greets Crux.
“Where are the other girls?” I ask.
“With their matches. The program is in danger, so Cuero ‘graduated’ us so we can stay on Le’vris.”
My fingers curl as guilt overwhelms me. This is all my fault. My drama with Haley unscrewed a can of worms.
I study Cuero, who calmly lights a cigarette and takes a long draw. “Cuero? Can I speak with you?”
She exhales. “Of course, doll.”
We walk across the stand. Crux stays close to watch over us.
“I wanted to apologize.” I intertwine my fingers. “I feel responsible for putting the program at risk.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” She exhales another draw of smoke. “There is more to this than Haley’s scheming. To support the matching program, I needed funding. There was a dragon who offered his support with a condition.” She pauses to smoke. “I had to sleep with him, and I did. Le’vris discovered that I prostituted myself to a mated dragon and want me off their planet.”
I’m speechless. I had no idea she went to these lengths for the program.
“I wanted a safe space for women. Without that investor’s money, the program would never happen, so I prostituted myself one last time. Did you know my name means whore? I’m not ashamed of my past, but I wanted to be more than a survivor. I wanted to be a savior.”
“Cuero…you did save us.”
She shrugs. “I’m glad I helped a few of you. Earth is cruel to women. I learned that firsthand when I realized it wasn’t normal for my father to enter my bedroom at night. I spent so many years feeling like a broken, dirty girl. Had no work skills, family support, or education. My only value was in prostitution. It took years to learn that I don’t lose a piece of myself whenever I lie with a man, that I have power and can help others, so the matching program was born. It was supposed to offer females a better life. It has failed, but I’m glad I got you and the girls happiness. That makes this old woman feel less useless.”
I feel her distress. She was a great teacher. A natural. Her lessons were fun and meaningful, but this is above all of us. The scandals have killed the matching program.
She laughs at my crushed expression. “Don’t worry about me, and never question your worth. You may be from the dirty slums, but you have a pristine heart.” She drops her cigarette and steps on it. Then she peers over her shoulder and sighs. “Reth! Put that rotten collar down. I told you that you can’t buy animal leashes!”
Just like that, she brushes off her struggles and becomes the hardened woman I know. I can only wish to become as strong as her.
◆◆◆
After we spend the afternoon with friends, Crux flies us home. Pterodactyl-like birds fly below us. They’re enormous but recognize Crux as the predator. The wind rebels against me, pushing me back like it knows I don’t belong in the sky. I grip on tightly, close my eyes, and try to even my breath.
I can’t get Cuero’s words out of my head. She believes in me and sees worth where I see mediocrity. I do the unthinkable and peek down. Instantly, I lose what little breath I have in my lungs. We’re flying over a majestic river that reflects the sun. The clouds are thin, the trees colorful, and then there’s the horizon. It’s endless. A single, thin line that has Le’vris’s entire story written in it.
When I see a break in the colorful trees, I recognize Crux’s mansion. I didn’t realize how vast it was until seeing it from above.
We land in the backyard, and Crux shifts and takes my hand. “Thank you for accompanying me.” He still stares at me proudly. Although we’ve had disagreements, although I’ve made mistakes, he looks at me like when we first met—when the only pixels between us were intrigue and lust. Even now that he’s learned more about me and gotten the full picture, the glint in his eye hasn’t clouded. He has stayed true to his admiration.
What did I do to deserve this man?
“I should be the one thanking you. The market was amazing, and it was nice to catch up with the others.”
I think of Cuero and how she lost the program. Her misfortune reminds me how wild life can be. We can lose our worlds at the flap of a wing.
I would be crushed if I lost Crux. He makes me feel like the luckiest woman on Le’vris, and tonight, I will make sure he feels lucky too.
After we part, I sneak into the kitchen to make him dinner. Hours later, I surprise him in the archives. I scan the large room as I carry two plates. Hundreds of tablets, books, and scrolls fill the ceiling-high shelves. It’s night now, but the flame-shaped chandelier lights the room warmly.
“Myra.” Crux stands from his grand chair and walks around to help me with the two plates. I cooked a traditional Le’vris dish. A spicy pasta-like mixture that makes me breathe fire.
“Smells delicious.”
“Yeah? I hope you like it.”
He sets the plate on the desk and leans in to sniff me. “I wasn’t talking about the food.”
I chuckle. “Hey, I’m not on the menu.”
After finishing his pasta, he leans back and pats his flat stomach like he has a beer belly. I laugh at the silly dragon and study the room. “So is this where I’ll be working?”
“Yes. My father’s archive is not as large as mine, so I let him store his less important works here. He wants the works to be listed based on dates. I will teach you how our calendar works. Come here.”
He gestures for me to come. I sit on his lap and carefully listen to his lecture. I make up unnecessary questions to stay atop him for longer. Crux doesn’t notice and dutifully answers every time.
I kiss his cheek as payment for his lesson, but the greedy dragon wants more. He kisses me like he wants to spread me on his fancy desk and make me drip onto the polished wood.
With a final peck, he presses our foreheads together. The fondness in his eyes makes me feel like a queen atop a throne. For once, I want to be the one kneeling for the king. He deserves it. I haven’t told him how much I appreciate him, but maybe it’s not too late to put my lips to use.
I bite the inside of my cheek as I push myself off the desk and unsurely fall to my knees. Crux’s adoring expression catches fire. It melts and becomes bubbling, teetering lava.
With furrowed brows, flared nostrils, and clenched teeth, he demands, “What are you doing?”
My intentions are clear. Now that I’ve filled his belly with dinner, I want to empty his balls. I reach for his groin with fidgeting fingers. When I cup him, a growl thunders through his chest and makes his balls tremble in my hand. I’m mesmerized by his power. His raw, unforgiving masculinity.
The volcano threatens to explode, and I’m desperate to be incinerated.
Heat flashes in my trembling, sweaty hands as I pull apart his trousers. Something hard jolts out and taps my chin. I’m too intimidated to look down, so I watch Crux as I open my mouth to welcome him. His powerful length fills my cheeks, stretching them to their limit. My eyes are wide, my mouth agape, and my thighs tightly pressed together in trepidation.
A throbbing vein pulses so strongly that I can taste it on my tongue. There’s a soft, uniform pattern on the underside of his length—a scaly texture. I drag my tongue across all the features, fascinated. Whoever designed these dragons made them deadly both on battlefields and beds.
I study him. His muscles are flexed and rigid like they’re reining him back from fucking my throat raw. He cups one of my abused cheeks and runs his thumb over the imprint of his cock. “Fires, Myra,” he groans.
I love hearing my name from his panting lips. A flood of warmth streams down my sex, and I moan around my mouthful.
With the tip of my tongue, I shyly draw shapes all over his length and suck hard to erase them. Crux is unfazed by my inexperience. He curses with every lap of my curious tongue. His hips gently thrust, and his abs clench as he tries to contain himself. He fails terribly. I am sucking his control right through his cock.
I try to pull him in deeper, but I gag and retreat to his tip. Crux grunts, enjoying the quick motion, so I repeat it and start a bobbing rhythm. Crux watches himself disappear into me, eyes hooded and lips parted while mine are wide open. Whenever I gag, his cock pulses as if he enjoys knowing he’s in charge—loving what he’s doing to me.
When I smack my lips around him, he grips my hair, and his heels dig into the carpet like those of a beast ready to charge. He mutters words to the chandelier above us. Hearing his groans and tasting the vibrations on my tongue is empowering. Addicting. I could dismantle him forever and never get tired. I suck harder and faster, wondering what his limits are. His grip on my hair tightens, but I welcome the sting.
The vein in my mouth jolts, Crux curses, and his temperature spikes. My sex clenches in response, begging for the incoming seed to spill inside it.
I pull him in so deeply that he hits the back of my throat. I gag, but I don’t move away. My eyes water because this dick is truly a masterpiece deserving of tears.
He pounds his fist onto the wooden table, splintering it right as he spills in my mouth. I gasp, and the searing seed spills over my chin and chest.
I stay on my knees, covered in his essence. I look at Crux timidly, but I’m so curious that I can’t help licking the corner of my lips. Hmm. So this is what a dragon tastes like.
Crux tenses as fire erupts from his palms, startling me. I didn’t know dragons could summon fire in their basic forms.
He fists his hands until the fire is extinguished and then stares at me with his legs spread and his cock bobbing in the air in time with his heartbeat. The formidable thing casts a shadow over me. It’s still hard, like he’s not done with me.
Crux is dazed. “How…”
Speechlessly, he reaches for me and lifts me to my feet. With my streak of bravery gone, I keep my eyes on his chest tattoo. I can’t look down because I know what awaits there, but I can’t glance into his eyes either. I’m trapped.
“I need a shower,” I mumble.
He touches my chin and lifts my head. There’s no typical smirk on his face. He looks awed. “That was otherworldly. Your smiles make my heart stutter, but I didn’t think those lips would also be good at sucking my soul from my body.”
I duck my chin, and Crux chuckles. His lips fall on my hair, which he was gripping in the throes of passion just minutes before. I love both sides of him—the contrast of the rough with the gentle.
He wipes my face with his shirt. Then he takes my hand and leads me to the baths. He stays outside as I dip into the pool of water. I gently rub Crux’s thick seed all over my aching breasts. They’re desperate to be held by his scarred, large hands. I could call him in right now, but I’ve run out of courage.
Not wanting to keep Crux waiting, I wash quickly, change into a robe, and slip outside barefoot. Crux checks me out. I’m grateful that my feet are connected to the cool tiles because otherwise, I would overheat under his stare.
“You know, normally, a father of fire has to taste their female’s release before they can spill their seed. But you…” He exhales a hot puff of air. “You rewire my damn cock.”
I bite my lip, and Crux grins.
“Why act timid? You were not shy when you were tempting death by attempting to choke on my—”
I scurry away before hearing the rest. His laughter follows me.
Chapter 19
MYRA
Over the next two weeks, I study my notes under candlelight and memorize the numbers and symbols. I’ve gotten the hang of things. I love the smell of the crisp, old books; the leather and thread; the red ink; and the indentations on the covers.
This is a dream come true, but when I get my first pouch of coins, I feel dread. This isn’t enough. Although I’m going to send my salary to help Winter and friends, I’m doing the bare minimum. I’m twiddling my thumbs while there are still drastic differences between my quality of life and other humans’. Crux is sending supplies to Earth, but that support isn’t coming directly from me. The help I provide is only a drop in the ocean.
I know the business circles of the city and who can get things done. Instead, I’m organizing books in this elaborate library.
Now that the matching program is crumbling, another door is closing. The program could have helped thousands. I can’t help but dream. Maybe it doesn’t have to end. Could I work for the program and convince investors to keep it alive?
I finish organizing the last batch of books and search for Crux. I need to hear his thoughts.
I find him by the estate’s entrance, speaking with three Le’vris males that excuse themselves when Crux turns to smile at me. “I was about to get you for dinner,” he says and leads me deeper into the house. “I have begun a new project. This one’s for you. Do you remember when I asked what your hobbies are and you couldn’t answer me? I want you to get those experiences. To enjoy time here that you could not enjoy on your home planet. I asked Bry what you missed out on, and she gave me some ideas.”
His thoughtfulness makes warmth bloom in my chest.
“What did she say?”
“She said females your age enjoy ‘bouncing around bars.’ I’m not sure why, since you’re not very athletic, but I will not question it. I am installing bars and swings, so you may play with them as you’d like.”
It takes a second to understand what he’s talking about. Clearly, Bry told him young women would enjoy partying in bars, but Crux took it literally and imagined me swinging around an obstacle course like Tarzan.
I can’t fight my laughter. He’s the sweetest thing.
“Why do you laugh?”
“No reason!” I answer through my tears. I don’t have the heart to tell him he’s wrong. If he’s installing bars and swings for me, then I’ll “bounce around” to make him happy.
“This is so thoughtful of you,” I say with jerking lips. “I can’t wait to enjoy it.”
He sets his shoulders back and smirks haughtily. “And Cuero said we were helpless. I knew I did not need to take her lesson on gifting. Clearly, you are overjoyed.”
“Of course I am. It is incredible.” I grin. “Speaking of Cuero, I wanted to run an idea by you.”
He nods.
I set my shoulders back. “I want to keep fighting for the matching program. Working in the archives is interesting, but I want to do more. What if I advocate for the program? I could travel to Earth monthly for a few days and help by sorting the next batch of women. Then I’ll come home.”
“Out of the question,” he blurts before I take my next breath.
I’m stunned. Rendered speechless yet again by this man. “But…”
“No,” he asserts, the sound resonating through the empty room. “You will not be returning to your planet. We made a deal.”
For the first time, his eyes are cold. Dead. It’s like staring into a black hole that only consumes. Heat flashes through my body. I shake my head. “You can’t just shut me out.”
“We are done with this. Do not mention it again.” He reaches for my hand, but I pull back. This isn’t the sweet man I know. He’s an impostor.
I walk away and enter the nearest storage room. There’s no door, so I can’t lock him out. Not that it would stop him. I face the wall and cross my arms over my chest, blood pounding in my ears and rage burning my eyes.
Le’vris hath no fury like a human scorned.
“Myra.” I can feel him behind me, hovering. His hot breath curls at my neck, tickling sensations down my spine that only infuriate me more. He won’t get away with this. My body won’t cave in to attraction.
Through gritted teeth, I say, “Tell me why I can’t return to Earth. Give me a valid reason, or I swear I’ll—”
No matter where life took me, I’ve always had freedom. It’s one of my few belongings of value. Crux won’t threaten it. I won’t become his princess, locked away in a tower.
“It is for your own good. Your planet is not safe. Will you look at me?” He touches my shoulder.
“I’ll take security with me,” I tell him. “We can compromise on something so you won’t be uneasy.”
He shakes his head, and my heart shrinks.
“Crux, this is important to me. I must do this, or I won’t ever be at peace.”
He’s unmoved. His body looks like a statue carved by Le’vris’s finest artist, but right now, his stare is dead as stone too.
“We can work something out,” I repeat.
The only thing he offers is indifference. “Just let me take care of you.”
I force emotion off my face to show him I can also be cold. My trembling lips are forced into a line, and my brow flattens. “Take care of me? As a lover or my puppet master?”
I take a step back and walk around him. He doesn’t come after me.
We don’t have dinner together. I sit in bed for a long time, wishing I had the girls or Cuero to give me advice. I guess I can write to them.
I slip into the archives and locate a fresh scroll of paper. I write to Bry, requesting to see her. Hopefully, she’ll contact the others and organize a meeting.
Then I write to Jasmin. I thank her for her friendship and bid her a safe trip to Earth. I told her that if she wished to stay, I could ask Crux to let her stay with us. But if she insists on leaving, she could see Sebastian for anything. He’s weird, but he owes me a favor and always honors business.
After much hesitation, I wrote to my sister.
Winter,
You must be confused. I’m ashamed of not writing earlier. It wasn’t my intention to get separated from you, but circumstances got me locked in the matching program on Le’vris. I have much to tell you, but first, know that I’m happy and healthy. You don’t have to worry. I hope time apart helped you reflect as it did me. I don’t want our last encounter to be an argument. I’ll see you again. Please expect a package from me soon. I’m sending food and money.
See you soon.
Myra
Our relationship is so skewed. We bicker and argue but get back together. Winter did little things that made it worth it to forgive and forget. She cursed and threatened those that harassed me. I always appreciated the protection because it was exhausting to do it myself.
I fold the letters and finish organizing the day’s books. The last part is asking Crux to send my mail.
He’s by the entrance, overseeing the construction project. I wonder if he hopes to distract me from my upset by building the little obstacle park.
“Crux.”
He slowly turns to face me.
I extend the letters. “Can you mail these for me, please?”
He takes them and scans the names in the front. “These are…”
“I just wrote to catch up with everyone.” Unable to help myself, I add, “Am I also forbidden from communicating with the outside?”
His jaw sets. “I’ll send them.”
“Thanks.” I walk away. I hope the girls will have good advice. I don’t know how to find peace with a man that won’t give me freedom.
Before I turn the corner, I look back. Crux is reading my letters. It only takes him two minutes before he cruelly crushes them in his fist.
My trembling hand covers my mouth. He read my thoughts and crumbled them like they were trash.
I’m tempted to stomp and yell, but that would be foolish. Crux has proved I can’t trust him. I’ll be damned if I let him get the upper hand. If he thinks I’ll give up, he didn’t pay close attention to Cuero’s lectures.
I return to the archives, determined to rewrite the letters and mail them myself.
I find Trenne in the kitchen, chopping vegetables. “Trenne? Did you need help with cooking?”
“I’m all right, Mistress. What brings you here?”
“I was hoping you could mail something for me.”
She continues chopping as he replies, “Did you ask Master Crux?”
I hesitate but decide I can trust her. “Yes, but he trashed my letters. He won’t let me communicate with friends. Can you please help me get in touch with them?”
She freezes. “There must be a misunderstanding. I have known him for many years. He is a fair man. Intimidating lightning that often flashes but rarely thunders.”
Maybe she’s in denial that her golden Master is rusting now that he’s not getting what he wants. Or perhaps she’s right and I’m losing my mind.
“Thanks, Trenne.”
I retreat to my bedroom, feeling helpless. I can’t physically run away from this place. The wilderness would kill me, and I don’t know how to navigate Le’vris. I sit back and stare at the elaborate ceiling. So this is what a gilded cage looks like.
Footsteps approach, and I quickly sit up because I know it’s Crux.
He enters. “I mailed your letters.” His face is straight as he lies.
“Thanks,” I mumble. I’m truly thankful to him for showing me his true colors.
“Myra…” He grunts and drags a hand through his hair. “I miss you.”
My blank expression only frustrates him further. He storms off, and I collapse on the bed, completely drained.
For the next week, I spend most of the day working in the archives. The girls, Cuero, and my sister never write back, because the letters were never mailed. Crux doesn’t give up. He visits daily, bearing a new gift I dryly thank him for before dropping it on a corner table. Le’vris culture limits the days when flowers can be picked, but Crux doesn’t care. The pile of flowers, clothes, and jewelry is growing. He tries to talk with me, but I give short, clipped answers. The distance is making him crack.
Today, he’s more on edge. His hair is wild, his chest sweaty, and his cheek scratched like he just came from sparring. He cradles a bundle of flowers, and he doesn’t seem to care that he’s gripping onto the thorns so tightly that they’re piercing his flesh. Concerned, I accept them and set them aside.
“Why won’t you smile?” he rasps. “I can’t see you like this, Myra. I can’t sleep at night knowing I’m doing this to you.”
I’m hurting too because I still care about him. My confident dragon has become jittery. He is still powerful. No heartbreak can take that from him, but his power has become unstable.
We need to end this.
“Why did you trash my letters?”
His eyes widen, but he quickly recovers. He drags a hand down his face, streaking blood over his cheek. “Myra…”
“Why do you want to keep me from my planet, friends, and family?”
He clenches his fist. “Just trust me, please.”
“Trust me,” I counter. “Trust that I can handle the truth.”
I’m shocked when he pulls me into his arms. All this time, he has never forced contact between us.
“I have been looking for your sister.”
My blood runs cold.
“I wanted to bring her to Le’vris and surprise you. I found her a few weeks ago. I didn’t want you to go to Earth or send mail because then you would find out.”
“Find out what?”
A planet could fit in the stretch of silence.
Crux sighs. “Your sister is dead. Forgive me. I wish I could have protected you from this pain.”
“How?” Tears blind me. My heart jerks in my chest along with my fingers that want to grip onto something unseen. “How did she die?”
He grips me tighter, his arms squeezing me against him. And although I have such a strong man supporting my weight, it won’t be enough. I’m crumbling apart—anxiety, anger, and fear stretching my skin so far apart that my soul leaks onto the floor.
“A group of gangsters broke into your home. They raped her. She did not survive her injuries.”
My legs give out from under me. I am empty of oxygen, of any conceivable, rational thought. I’ve starved before, but now that I’m experiencing this mindless despair, I know what true emptiness is.
“I could not retrieve the body for you. The morgue had cremated her, since no one claimed her in time.”
Winter was waiting for me to come home, and I never did. I didn’t spread her ashes. I never said goodbye.
I scream like someone burned me. Like a hot iron has been seared into my side, and the scent of burned flesh makes vomit surge up my throat. Maybe the scream is heard on Earth; maybe it has reached wherever Winter has gone. I hope so. I hope my sister knows I am so beside myself with pain that I’m trying to scream my way out of this body to escape it.
The worst part is knowing who did this. It was those mobsters expecting their morphine that I never delivered because I was so busy living my fairy tale with Crux that I forgot about home.
I thought Crux was the bad guy for lying, but I was the antagonist all along.
Chapter 20
MYRA
I cry until my face aches. I’m limp on the bed, my hand stiff in Crux’s grasp. He has been kneeling and staring at the blankets like he can’t bear to look at me.
I’m exhausted. Despair and guilt run rampant throughout my body, eating away at me, decaying me until I’m nearly a corpse. I sleep to escape my torment, and the sea of pain calms for a while. But then I wake up, and my brief confusion is slammed by the waves of pain when I remember everything. Then I force myself back to sleep to escape, creating a disastrous cycle.
There is no sense of tomorrow, just a pit of the present that I can’t dig myself out of. I lose interest in the things that please me, like going to work and practicing Le’vris. Days become repetitive, and I lose track of them. I’m only stimulated when I have to use the bathroom or when Crux holds spoons to my mouth. Food tastes like ash—like the universe is playing a morbid game by reminding me of what became of Winter.
Crux spends most of his time with me. He moved a desk to the corner where he works and monitors me. I don’t mind his company. Sometimes, it distracts me from the misery for a few seconds.
I don’t know what day it is when he sits beside me and touches my hand. He asks if I’d like to see Bry, and I nod stiffly.
Bry enters and runs to me. She hugs me, not caring about my tears soaking her shirt. She gives me encouraging words, and just like Crux, she tells me it’s not my fault. I can only sob, but I’m thankful she came.
A few days later, Callisto visits, then Jasmin. Jasmin has moving words and a calming presence. I tell her she doesn’t have to leave. She thanks me but insists she has to find her path even if it’s on Earth instead of in a dragon’s muscular arms.
After her visit, I change. My sadness rusts and becomes toxic determination. I become obsessed with catching the killers and studying the reports of the men’s backgrounds and networks, and eyewitness accounts. Instead of sleeping, I read until I can’t keep my eyes open. Since they caught wind that they’re being hunted, they’ve scattered, so locating them is hard. That doesn’t discourage me. I will find them and make them pay.
“Myra.” Crux enters the archives.
“Hey,” I reply without looking up.
Things between us are amicable. Platonic. He has become a caretaker, and I appreciate his support. We still have much to discuss, like how he kept my sister’s death from me. Even if he was trying to protect me, I would have wanted to know. Right now, I don’t have the energy to straighten things out. I’m investigating the murder in a manic state that has me neglecting food, sleep, and hygiene. I am dripping with grief, but Crux doesn’t mention my crumbled clothes and hair. His primary concern is my diet. I know he’s right; I have to eat, but I can’t bring myself to finish meals or go to bed early. Winter’s case consumes me.
“I must speak with you,” he says in that endearing, commanding style of his.
“I’ll eat soon, I promise. I have to finish studying these maps. They might hint at where the men went.” Every afternoon, we have this conversation.
He kneels before me, gently tugging the map from my hands. “This has to stop. My detectives are getting close to finding them. You don’t need to worry about this.”
I lick my lips. “I’ve been helping them.” For the past month, I’ve been writing to the detectives. The information I sent was based on hunches, delusion, and a desperation to connect the dots, but I need to try.
Crux looks torn. For the first time, I realize he has been letting me run around frantically because it gave me purpose. I no longer mope in bed, but what I’m doing now is just as destructive. My obsession has been hurting Crux too.
“I found a new project for you,” he says.
“But I need to find those men.” I feel defensive. Cornered. Like he’s about to take everything away.
My fingers grip my pen. “Please don’t take this away,” I rasp.
He sighs and pulls me into an embrace. “You break my heart.”
I cling to him and breathe hot puffs of air to keep tears at bay.
“I convinced investors to keep the matching program running for another wave of females,” he admits.
My heart jolts in my chest. I thought the program was dead. How the hell did he convince the investors to keep it running?
“Cuero cannot direct it anymore, but they will allow you to oversee the next wave of the program. You will filter the applicants with interviews and the lottery, and Cuero will lecture them.”
I gape.
“I would do anything for you. I will accompany you if you wish to travel to your planet. You can build opportunities for women to honor Winter. Leave the violence and death to me.”
This is what I wanted. He’s handing my wishes to me on a golden platter. I should rejoice, but my eyes can’t stop lingering on the map on the desk.
His eyes crackle with pain. “I just want you to be happy. I’m sorry I hid the truth from you.”
Slowly, I pull away. “I understand you had no ill intentions, but don’t lie again. It would break us. That news was intimate. I had a right to know.” My hand comes to touch my aching chest.
“I wanted to protect you.”
“I know. Just—” Emotions surge. “Just let me think, please.”
He stands up, but I don’t dare to look at him.
“Food will be ready soon.”
He’s gone after that, and my bony pale hands reach for the map on the desk as I bury myself in my obsession.
◆◆◆
Today starts normally. I wake up early and spend hours in the archives. Then a memory of my sister strikes me, and I walk out to get air.
I wander down Crux’s immaculate home, passing the private kitchen and pausing when I spot him. My giant, clumsy alien has an apron around his waist. It’s too small, so the ends hang on for dear life. When Crux turns, I find a white powder on his chest, blurring his tattoo. He’s cooking. I have been wondering for weeks now why the food tastes salty. I blamed it on my taste buds. All along, Crux has been cooking for me.
I watch him finish. He covers the bowl, undoes his apron, and goes outside bare-chested. I follow him.
Workers stand to attention as he passes them, but Crux waves them off in a practiced move. He strolls by like royalty, grabbing everyone’s eye. He’s truly a magnificent male.
He stops at the very back of the estate. Rope hangs from trees, a white circle is drawn on the ground, and gym-like equipment is neatly stacked.
A male I’ve seen on the grounds appears from the tree line.
The men greet each other, and Crux lathers his hands with dirt. They round the circle for a few seconds and then lunge. Crux is as impressive as ever. Muscles bulging to deliver his demolishing strikes. Not even the heavy bulk of his body slows him down. He is a terrifying force, his expression blurred by his speed. It’s a mystery how he can be so tender with me.
His opponent keeps up, but his moves get sluggish after a while. It all ends with Crux pinning him onto the dirt.
My heart is racing as my most primal instinct reacts to the display of magical might. Sweat trickles down the firm lines that form Crux’s abs, like a river flowing down a mountain. He’s a world, a planet. I’ve explored Earth and Le’vris, but it’s Crux that I want. I want to live in his embrace.
My lust is shameful. I should be working on Winter’s case, not drooling after Crux. I return to the archives, where food has been delivered. The food is as salty as ever. I’m amused. Crux is good at sparring, seducing, and other things, but cooking is not one of them.
I finish the plate. My taste buds beg for death, but my heart is full.
Days go by. I sleep better hours, eat my salty meals, and take an interest in the matching program. Maybe Crux is right. I can do something to honor Winter.
Crux was ecstatic when he saw my progress. He reached out to embrace me but stopped himself. I squeezed his hand and thanked him for the salty food, even if it put my blood pressure through the roof.
Over the next few days, I work on Winter’s case and the matching program. My attention is split between the two projects. I feel that by improving the program, I’m serving my sister because I’d be helping women get new opportunities.
Crux walks in with a frown.
“What?” I ask. “Did Trenne hide the salt so you can’t use it anymore?” I tease.
“I have news of the founders. They want to meet with you.”
When I freeze, he inclines his head. “I will tell them you aren’t ready.”
“I’m ready.”
Crux is caught off guard. I am too because I’m definitely not ready to meet these people. I stand up and grip his impossibly large shoulders. “I’ll be fine.” Then, to assure him, I smile.
He exhales. “I am so proud of you, Myra.”
He’s being respectful. I know he’s an affectionate male. Under other circumstances, he would have pulled me to his chest and kissed me, but he’s giving me space. I appreciate his thoughtfulness.
“I should finish work,” I say. I pick up a small stack and walk to the nearest shelf. Reaching too high, I lose my footing. Crux jumps to my side, taking haphazard handfuls to secure me. He grabs my right breast, and the father of fire jumps away like I burned him.
There’s a bulge in his pants harder than the books I hold. His body doesn’t care about the respectful distance he has tried to keep between us. His agile body wants to be against me—no, inside me.
“I will leave you to it.” He takes my books, sets them on the shelf, and walks off with a noticeably different stroll.
I watch him, knowing about his frustration but unable to help. It’s too soon. I need more time.
Minutes later, I realize that a scroll is missing and look for Crux. I find him in his bedroom. There’s nothing on the walls except for a single black sword. It’s always dark here. My eyes adjust and lock on Crux. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed, head tossed back, lips curled, and bicep pumping. He’s touching himself, beating his cock to a fantasy that probably involves our sweaty bodies in the archives, rocking so hard that books rain from the shelves and the chandelier swings.
I gasp. Crux’s head snaps in my direction as red smoke blows from his nose, and seed bursts from his pulsing cock. It’s still twitching and squirting onto the floor when he stands and stutters an apology.
“Sorry!” I blurt as I run off in horror.
I enter the archives. Shameful desire surges within me, but I repress it and focus on work.
The next few days are awkward, but we avoid the elephant in the room. There’s no mention of our explosive encounter. Although I try to shove the memory away, I recall the speed with which he beat himself. I can’t help but wonder if he plans on thrusting into me with that tempo. I would catch fire.
With a shake of my head, I study the documents on my desk. Crux told me that I’m meeting the investors in three days, and I’ve been preparing since. It will be an intimidating meeting, but I will try for Cuero, the girls, and Winter.
◆◆◆
When the dreaded day comes, I wear a traditional Le’vris dress, braid my hair, and adorn it with shiny clips. When I looked in the mirror, I didn’t see myself, so I removed most of the jewelry and pulled my hair down. Now I look more human. My eyes have bags, and my face is sullen, much like when I was starving on Earth. I still stand tall. I hope the investors recognize that although we humans are physically weary, we are spirited.
They will be here in mere minutes. I have the paperwork prepared but no fancy speech.
Before I know it, dragons of all ages step in. Some have their wings spread as if they’re uneasy.
There are some Le’vris women here. They wear dresses, while the men wear tunics, sleeveless vests, and hide pants of various lengths. Their clothes are dull browns, creams, and greens, but most of them are armed to the teeth with jewelry. Crux didn’t care to put a single ring on, unfazed by the need to impress.
They remain standing, neglecting the beautiful chairs around an elaborate table.
“I thank the goddess Vella that you all made it to my home. This is Myra, my match. She will oversee the next wave of females for the program.”
I remind myself to breathe. “Suns.”
Most of them remain quiet. Only two of nine bother to nod.
“I’ve graduated from Madam Cuero’s first class. Integrating into Le’vris life was hard, but it’s possible. I’m happy and safe with Crux, and I think more matches can survive.”
“Can we rule the program as successful if none of the first five participants have gotten pregnant yet? The whole point of this program was to increase the population.” An older dragon with fiery red hair crosses his arms over his chest.
I nod. “We were the first wave—the testers. Please understand our hesitation. No other woman has done this before and many testers are malnourished. There will be results in time. The future waves will be much bigger. We started with just five, but I can see classes growing to twenty women.”
He grumbles.
“Tell us about these changes,” another elder asks.
“I saw the list of requirements and thought they could be loosened. Why is the age limit set to twenty-five? I suggest pushing it to thirty.”
“We need viable women. That is the best age frame.”
I’m no doctor, but I know thirty is not a death sentence for fertility. “There’s no harm in letting more women qualify. Thousands of Le’vris men need a match.”
“And if an older female gets into the program but cannot get pregnant? What then?”
I shrug. “Let the matches decide if they wish to stay together or break apart. It’s not like they can be forced to make either choice.”
“We will think of it,” a female says.
I share my remaining suggestions and receive everything from intrigue to uncertainty. Crux remains behind me, his shadow casting a blanket of comfort.
In the end, there’s a question I wasn’t expecting.
“When will you make your first trip to Earth to oversee the transitions?”
For this, I have no answer.
Chapter 21
MYRA
Once the mysterious founders leave, Crux palms my fidgety hands. “You did very well. I’m proud of you.”
“You think so?”
I started the presentation strong, but with every question, my demeanor cracked.
“They were not expecting my small diamond to be this tough under pressure.” He smiles. “You showed them you are to be respected.”
Emotions surge, but I keep my composure. I’ve been getting better at regulating myself.
“I will plan our first trip to Earth. I cannot give you a certain date, since it takes a lot of coordination to get that portal open, but I will aim for seven nights from today.”
I nod, although the thought that I won’t have a home to return to is daunting.
“Thank you, Crux. For everything.”
◆◆◆
Over the next week, I write a new protocol for the embassy. Once I arrive on Earth, I’ll be in full business mode. There are friends I plan to visit to encourage them to enroll in the matching program. Girls I’ve worked with that deserve a new opportunity. I can’t guarantee a ticket because it’s all up to the lottery, but they deserve a chance. The same chance I got.
I pack my bags. Then, seven nights later, we’re staring down a portal. There are five older humans in gray lab coats. Three men and two women. They mess with paperwork and equipment. Crux looks around, curious about the technology. Meanwhile, the two female scientists drool over him.
“If you want one of these aliens, you need to get in line, sweetheart,” Cuero tells one onlooker.
I bite my bottom lip to cage my laughter. I understand the girls’ infatuation. Crux is extremely attractive.
“It would help their concentration if you wore a shirt,” I tell Crux.
He rolls his shoulders. “Impossible. I must show all males interested in you what they must defeat to earn you.”
I sigh. “For the last time, no human man will approach you and demand a fight. Humans don’t do that. It’s solely a Le’vris custom.”
“Of course they won’t,” he agrees. “Not when I am displaying my muscles. It would be a suicide mission.”
“I’ll cheer you on, Crux,” Cuero encourages.
I rub my forehead.
“T minus five minutes,” an engineer announces throughout the room.
“Five minutes until he challenges me?” Crux asks.
“No. The portal is activating.”
The room is cleared of unnecessary items, and then everyone stares down the portal that crackles with red mystery. The engineers cross first, then Cuero, and then it’s my turn. I didn’t realize how terrifying this stage would be. I could get separated from Crux, and I can’t lose him.
I look worriedly at him, my hands clammy as they grip my bag.
“Go,” he encourages. “No portal or god will keep me from you. I will always find you.”
I smile and take the leap. The change is instant. I’m disoriented, feeling bittersweet memories of the first time I crossed this portal.
Then everything stops, and I’m in the embassy. I don’t have to see Crux to know where he is. I feel him. His solid and supportive hands cling to me.
The loud human chatter makes my head spin. I focus on Crux. His heartbeat, his breath.
“We made it,” he says.
I nod, but that only makes me dizzier. Like Le’vris is trying to drag me back to its domain.
“Humans, leave this place,” Crux booms. “Give us space.”
Sweet apocalypse.
“This room needs authorized personnel at all times,” an engineer dares to speak.
Crux unrolls his wings. “Have you ever wondered what it would be like to fall to your death? Don’t make me pick you up and show you. Leave!”
That’s the end of that. Everyone, even Cuero, leaves before I can utter a word. It wouldn’t surprise me if Crux scared them back underground.
“Crux…”
“Yes, yes. You can complain about my behavior when you feel better.”
I rest my forehead on his chest, giving up hope of ever taming him. Once I’m stable, he allows people back into the room.
I have to meet many engineers. Cuero knows the lay of the land, since she was the previous manager of the program, but I can’t find her, so it’s up to me to distribute the changes I’ve drafted.
“Excuse me,” I call out to the engineer. He must be high in rank, since a group of humans is addressing him.
He looks at me, unimpressed. “Yes, Myra?”
So he knows of me, great.
“I was hoping we could go over the changes.”
His expression doesn’t change. He doesn’t take me seriously, but that’s all right. He’ll learn to.
He’s frowning one second and vigorously nodding the next. It’s like a switch flipped. “Yes, ma’am! Of course.”
I wasn’t expecting to be called ma’am, but I’ll take it over his indifference. “Today at seven?”
“Yes! I’ll clear my schedule for you! Do you need anything else?”
Huh, maybe this won’t be too hard. All I have to do is stand my ground, and they’ll respect me. I greet the man in charge of communications. He spreads word of the program by publishing posters all over the city and sending out spokespeople.
He looks just as annoyed. As I speak with him, my eyes catch a reflection on a panel. I see myself, the engineer’s back, and Crux looming over me.
“Can you get me a copy of the latest poster?” I ask.
“Listen, lady. I don’t need no pointers. I’ve been doing this job for…”
In the reflection, I see Crux expand his wings and flash a menacing snarl.
The engineer pales. “I mean…yes, miss. I’ll do that. I’ll do it right now!”
Well, maybe standing my ground isn’t what’s getting me respect around here. It turns out that I have a little devil on my shoulder, terrorizing the poor engineers.
I swear, Crux is adorable sometimes.
After I speak with a few more people, Crux and I retire to our room. The bed is small, and the table holds our belongings and a tablet I don’t know how to use.
There’s no way Crux will fit on the bed, but we will have to make it work.
“Are you comfortable?” he asks, his breath tickling my neck. He’s curled up behind me, almost spooning me.
“Yes. Are you?”
“I will confess, I longed to embrace you on my bed many nights.”
I dare to ask, “Then why didn’t you?”
“Because I couldn’t control my body’s excitement. I did not want you to feel forced, so I stayed away.”
Why is he so thoughtful?
“I appreciate you, Crux. Especially for your help today.”
“What do you speak of? You did all the work by earning the respect of your subordinates. You are a formidable female.”
Right, because it definitely had nothing to do with him threatening them.
“You know, I saw your face contorting with weird expressions all day. Did you want to see a doctor about that?”
His muscles grow taut. “I just had something in my eye.”
I laugh. “Right.”
We wake up early. Today is my last day on Earth, and I have many places to visit. I change into old clothes and convince Crux to wear a shirt. It was hard, since he still expected a human to demand a gladiator-style battle.
I visit my old apartment first. I bring flowers and find so much destruction that I leave with teary eyes. The visit took so much energy that I nearly return to bed, but that’s not an option. There’s still work to do.
We twist through the busy streets. A few merchants recognize me and toss hellos. I enter a building and go up the steps. The wood creaks under my feet, roaches lurk in the daytime, and water damage has painted half the walls green with mold.
I knock on Lindsey’s door and cross my fingers. Nowadays, people don’t stay in the same spot for long. It’s safer that way. Chances are she moved on.
The door opens, and there she is. She looks the same—frail and pale with hunger.
“Hey, Lindsey.”
I met her at the diner. She was a cook who would sneak me food that the boss wanted to throw out. She was a quiet but trustworthy friend.
Her wary eyes stay on Crux. “Hi, Myra. Long time no see.”
“This is Crux. I’m working at the embassy now and wanted to pass you some info.”
Although she’s freaked to have a dragon at her doorstep, she widens her door. “Nice to meet you, Crux. Please come in.”
We enter the small studio. Lindsey heads for the cupboards, which only have two cans of beans. She’s running low on food but doesn’t hesitate to offer it to others.
“You don’t have to cook for us,” I tell her.
“It’s all right. I was going to cook for myself, anyway. Please make yourself comfortable.”
“Thanks.” I sit on her couch and welcome Crux to join me. The poor guy stands with his head slightly tilted because the ceiling is too low. He sits beside me, and the couch’s boards snap under his weight.
I gasp, and Crux quickly gets to his feet. “I apologize,” he says. “I will replace it.”
Lindsey raises her hands as if afraid he’ll breathe fire. “It’s fine!” she squeals.
“We’ll replace it. Sorry about that.” I pull out the folded slip of paper I have in my pocket. “A lot has happened. Did you hear of the matching program?”
“Of course.”
“Great. Well, I got selected, and I met Crux. We’re together now.”
“Congrats!” She smiles. “Did Winter apply too?”
Pain strikes my gut. “Winter passed away recently.”
“Myra.” She palms her chest. “I am so sorry.”
My shoulders sag. “I’m doing this for her. I’m trying to get opportunities for women, and I think you should enlist. The application process is quick, and if you’re chosen but change your mind, you’ll be returned to Earth.”
She shakes her head, and a blonde curl escapes her bun. “That program is not for me.”
“That’s what I said, and here I am. You deserve a chance, so I’ll leave this poster and hope to see you at the embassy.”
She wrings her hands. “You should give it to a girl that will consider it. I would never be chosen. I, um, don’t qualify.”
My eyes flicker as I struggle to understand. “Why do you think that?”
She looks at Crux nervously.
“Crux.” I touch his arm. “Could you excuse us for a second?”
The giant shrugs and walks out, almost smacking his head on the doorframe.
When the door closes, I turn to Lindsey. “Is someone threatening you? Is it a loan shark?”
She bites her lip. “No. I’m sick.”
I gasp, and she quickly adds, “It’s not life-threatening. I’m not going to die from it. It’s just…” She wrings her cleaning rag. “It’s disgusting. Women like me are tainted. I don’t deserve the program.”
I frown. “Why are you saying these horrible things? You’re not tainted; no woman is. Do you want my help? I could get you a medic.”
“There is no cure for this. No doctor would help.”
“Can I know what it is?”
Her face flushes. There’s a war in her mind. She looks at the door with teary eyes and then at me. “A sex disease. I saw a doctor once. She says they call it the herpes. It’s very contagious.” A tear streaks down. “I’m disgusting. Better off dead. What man wants a filthy, rotten woman?” she sobs.
I walk past the table and pull her in for a hug. She cries into my shoulder, and I hang on tight. “Stop saying these things. You are not disgusting. You deserve love.” My voice is firm. I learned a little about this condition in my teen years when girls gossiped about sex. It doesn’t make me think less of her.
“If you apply, we will note your record, tell your match about your condition, and let him decide what to do. If he declines, that’s all right. You keep moving forward.” I wipe her cheek. “It’s the apocalypse, Linds. All of us have baggage.”
“I don’t know…” She wavers.
I nod. “That’s fine. Take your time. I’ll accept whatever you choose.”
“Thank you, Myra.”
I can tell she needs space, so I leave the poster on her table. “You’re welcome. I hope to see you soon and will send you a new couch. Take care.”
I find Crux waiting outside. He takes my hand, grips it tightly, and stares at me intensely. My lips twist into an awkward smile. I’m not sure why he’s looking at me like I put all the stars in the sky.
We’re silent as we blend into the crowd. There’s another old friend I want to visit and encourage to apply—Kaoru. I find her in the market behind her fruit stand. She’s frail, but there’s something more alarming in her gaze. She has the stare of a thousand miles.
I approach her, and Crux keeps his distance to avoid intimidation.
“Myra,” she recognizes me instantly. “What damn rock did you crawl under? I haven’t seen you in months.”
“Hey. How have you been?”
She shrugs. “Alive. Can’t complain.”
I pull the last poster from my pocket and tell her about the matching program.
She looks amused by the suggestion. “You’re sweet, but this sort of thing just isn’t for me. Look at me. I’m too ugly for that.”
It’s amusing how society was obsessed with thin women in the Old World. Now we consider heavier, thicker women to be the sexiest forms of femininity. Beauty is in the eye of the struggle.
In the slums, we’ve all known depression, but Kaoru’s experience is unique. She has lost it all—her parents, her siblings. Now it’s just her and dark humor. Somehow, after all the tragedy, she never lost her good nature and helped whoever she could.
“Think about it. I can get you one of those head doctors for the ‘therapy’ thing I heard about.”
She laughs. “If you got me one of those fancy shrinks, they would need a therapist after getting secondhand trauma.”
She has always had this knack for escaping conversations by using humor.
I hand her the poster. “Think about it?”
She accepts it. “All right.”
“And here.” I dig into my pocket and give her my pouch of coins. “Can you split this with Lindsey? I give it to you because I know she would have never accepted it.”
Her eyes widen. “Are you sure? Damn, girl. Did you rob a dragon or something?”
I chuckle and bid her farewell.
◆◆◆
After our trip, we return to Le’vris. On our first night back, I get the courage to ask Crux if we can share a bedroom. He agrees, and I sleep in his arms every night after that.
The sexual tension practically fogs the room. It’s our third roommate. A shameful, persistent thing I pretend to ignore. Crux never pressures me, even if he falls asleep with painful erections every night. It’s his respect and thoughtfulness that makes me desire him even more.
Soon I’m going to lose the fight.
Chapter 22
MYRA
Four months have passed. I’ve recruited many women and redesigned procedures. I made new friends and learned new things—like how to use the fancy tablets. The next class of the matching program has been selected and will soon come to Le’vris.
It feels like, for months, my relationship with Crux has been paused. The passion is still raging as hot as day one, but we have bent backward trying to ignore it.
Today, as I was sorting through a chest of my belongings, I came across the damn dildo. After staring at it for a few minutes, I took it out, cleaned it, and smuggled it into Crux’s room.
Perhaps this is enough to break the ice between us.
I warily eye the long, thick toy. This thing can break far more than ice. I drag a finger over it, getting familiar with the ridges and textures. My imagination drifts, and the desires I’ve repressed for months surface with a vengeance.
My eyes flicker to the entrance, where a curtain drifts back and forth as the wind gently blows. Every time the curtain shuts, I push my skirt up my thighs. This dance goes on for minutes, the danger making my sex clench.
My back arches when the toy’s cold tip finally touches me. I push it against me, enjoying the pressure, but then I get more curious, greedier. After much trembling and panting, I wedge exactly one inch of the toy inside but get too afraid to push more. This is a cold, mechanical object that I have complete control over, but it’s still menacing. How will I survive the real thing it’s modeled after? The warm, pulsing, fleshy cock that’s attached to a man that was made to conquer.
I stare at the lewd view between my splayed thighs. My entrance is stretched open by the long, thick toy. I’m connected to Crux. I trail a finger over the wetness of my lips and spread it to the toy. After a while, I hear the distant sound of footsteps.
Crux is coming.
With my breath caught, I pull my skirt down.
“Suns, my sweet angel,” his voice comes.
If only he knew his angel impaled herself—that although she’s smiling, her southern lips are gaping, swollen, and dripping onto his bed.
I reach for my skirt, and his glance follows. He looks worried, probably expecting to find an injury.
Slowly, I peel the skirt back. The end of the dildo is shown first, and Crux’s eyes spark with realization. Next, he sees the small wet spot on the sheets. Then, a few inches later, my lewd connection is revealed. I spread my thighs to show what his angel has been doing.
When his shocked eyes flicker to mine, I smile. He’s astonished, and that makes me feel powerful. The sensation only lives for a moment. I quickly return to reality when Crux lurks forward. After his scandalous words and the sinful things he has done, I should have learned that he is the apex predator between us. A male that morphs the world as he desires—even my cunt that’s stuffed and contorted by the molding of his monstrous cock.
He closes the space between us. In my anxiety, I dig my heels into the bed and push myself up, and the toy inside me follows.
Crux kneels on the bed. “Where are you going?” he asks gruffly. His voice could shake mountains. It’s low, rumbling thunder, and that makes him terrifying because thunder is supposed to be loud and alerting. Crux offers no warning. I don’t know what he will do, but it will be more than electrify me.
“Did you think you could flash treasure at a dragon and expect him not to be greedy?”
He’s straddling me now, his hands caging my head, his knees beside my hips, his molding embedded between my parted thighs.
“You did not think you could start a fire in me and not expect me to exhaust it by drinking from your cunt. Did you?”
My breast trembles, and I grip his biceps. “Um…”
He leans in and licks my neck. I feel pressure between my legs and realize he’s gently twisting the toy into me. He’s in control now. I caught him off guard, but he is ready to retaliate with both his cocks.
“You wear my gift so beautifully, Myra,” he rasps.
My opening stretches and shrinks as he prods me with the toy. The pleasure makes me more desperate with every thrust. It’s not enough that he’s fucking me with an extension of himself. I want the real thing. Flesh, not plastic. Gold, not pyrite.
He moves his face to my chest and tears at my clothes with his teeth and fingers. Then he latches onto a breast and sucks with so much force that I nearly explode. He twirls his tongue over my nipple frantically, writing a story on my chest—how to mind-fuck a woman into obsession. He has taken over, and submission has never been this natural—this willful.
I writhe under him like a possessed woman, groaning and whimpering. Crux drinks my sounds. He bunches my breasts together so they’re perky and feed him more. With every lap of his tongue, he unravels me. Going past my skin, my reservations, and my nerves to imprint the memory of his touch so that every time our eyes meet, my body will tingle with recognition.
This talent couldn’t have been gained through practice. He must be the reincarnation of a sex god.
I squirm my hips in search of friction. My clit is swollen, begging for attention.
“More,” I groan and widen my thighs to beckon him inside.
He ignores me.
“Crux…”
“I am not done,” he huffs, lapping at my nipples. “You will be patient.”
“But I’m so wet,” I whine.
He pauses, unplugs the dildo from me, and moves his face between my legs. I cry with relief when he flattens his tongue and drags it up my sex. “There,” he declares, emerging from between my thighs and licking his lips. “You’re dry now.”
He rubs his face between my breasts before latching onto the nearest nipple and driving me crazy. I cling to his biceps, run my fingers through his hair, and squirm beneath him. Then, when I think I can’t take any more, he grips my hips and spins me onto my belly. If the hard bulge against my thigh is any indication, he’s ready to stop emptying me of breaths and start filling me with cock.
I widen my legs until I feel a stretch at my hips to offer everything to him.
Crux turns my world upside down when he pushes my torso off the bed. I’m hanging off the edge now, my hands on the ground and my legs propped on the bed. I’m spread wide like never before, giving him an angle that denies him nothing.
“Crux?” I call out shakily.
He has no interest in conversation. His wicked lips lick my ache, making me tremble so hard I would have fallen off the bed if not for his hands at my hips. He doesn’t lovingly massage my cunt like he did my breasts—no, there’s an onslaught. He laps at my swollen clit and presses his face flush to my sex like he’s trying to fuck me into the bed.
I’m panting, burning from the inside out as hot, red passion floods my veins.
I’ve never wanted something more. I thought I knew hunger, but the more tongue Crux feeds my pussy, the hungrier I become. I want release. I want to make those lips of his glisten with my orgasm so his deplorable, teasing words become even filthier as they’re spoken from honeyed lips.
When the pressure dulls, I realize Crux has pulled away.
“Crux?”
“Patience. I will take my time.”
I want to sob. I’m upside down and inside out with desperation. Blood rushes to my head while my wetness defies gravity and spills out of me.
Crux is playing with me, testing my endurance, as he slowly drags his wicked tongue down my throbbing cunt. After many minutes of torture, he takes my hips and drags me back to the bed, never disconnecting his mouth from me. His thick tongue slushes up and down in a rhythm that has my body rocking.
I never imagined I would beg until I had a dragon drawing his name on my pussy with his tongue.
Crux, Crux, Crux.
“Crux!”
He’s lapping fast now, promising a fire.
The sweet taste of release swells in my belly, lowering my inhibitions. This pinnacle moment always makes me feel reckless—like I’m the one with wings, like I could do anything, like I could let this dragon pump me full of his seed. That thought is so dangerous that it pushes me off the edge. Pleasure swirls through me. I am no longer on Le’vris or Earth. I’ve ascended into the night sky, my orgasm birthing a new star.
Crux keeps sucking. I grip two handfuls of the blankets and squirm my hips. Crux follows, refusing to let go. When he pulls back, giving me mercy, I’m undone.
I thought there was only one heart in my body until Crux lit up my pussy and left it throbbing.
Something prods me from behind. It’s not a finger, not a tongue, not a plastic toy. This warm, thick thing gapes me wide, demanding I make space for it—that I respect it. So I arch my back and lower my head to the bed to present myself. I never thought I would bow down until I met a man that promised to raid me and give instead of take.
My heart beats so fast I’m sure he can feel the vibrations on his cock. He has pushed an inch inside me, stretching me. I burn with every centimeter he claims, but I persist. My palms sweat, and my brow creases as I concentrate. As I suspected, no toy could have prepared me for the real thing.
His hands grip my hips roughly, a warning of what’s coming.
“Myra?” comes his guttural voice. He’s offering one last escape.
“I’m okay,” I groan. “Keep going.”
He fills me with another inch, stretching me to my limit, and thrusts those first few inches in and out of me.
“Deeper.”
“Patience. I will not rush and risk hurting you.” His voice is hard, just like the cock inside me.
“I can handle—”
Something taps my cheek. I look up and realize he’s holding the toy to my face.
“Open your mouth. I’ve had enough of your insolence.”
I look at the thing warily. “But…”
“Open now, or I will end this and leave you wanting. The choice is yours.”
I gape, and he wastes no time gagging me. Now both of my ends are full—my face and cunt. Breathing becomes harder. He has taken my oxygen and feeds me only his cock to survive. I’m speechless, but if he continues fucking me like this, he can keep my breath, my voice, my pussy, and my very soul.
He strokes my sex with one hand as he plunges into me, stimulating me with the texture at the underside of his length. He goes deeper than ever, and his methodical, slow strokes become erratic as he loses control. My breasts swing under me, and my head bobs wildly every time he claps into me, making it hard to think. He grips the back of my neck with his free hand and holds me firmly in place, wanting me to pay attention to the reckoning he has brought upon me.
I’m being rutted by a statue chiseled to perfection, built of stone to rule on battlefields and in cunts. A particular stroke has me gasping, releasing the toy from my mouth to compensate for the lack of space in my cunt. My pleasure is mixed with a tinge of pain. They swirl together, making the sweetest taste.
Crux releases my neck and rubs my sex harder. There’s a wet sound from his palm stroking my cunt, a rumble in the air from his grunts of pleasure, a short rasp as I breathe, and a resounding clap from where he rams into me. He knows how to make music with my body.
I cry out and crumble under his hand when an orgasm returns. I’m in the stars again. My body is stiff as pleasure ripples through it.
I was right. I never knew happiness until I was perched on an alien cock.
Crux pulls away, and my body is instantly cold. The feeling is washed away when warmth splatters on my back. I turn and watch him fall apart. He beats his swollen, veiny, thick cock in his fist, spilling endless ropes of seed on me. His head is thrown back, his teeth clenched as he grunts louder than ever.
I lean in and lock my lips around his tip. Crux’s body jolts like he didn’t expect this, and a final spurt fills my mouth. I swallow, and then I smile with all my shiny teeth.
Chapter 23
MYRA
I lie beside Crux and trace my fingertips over the swirls of his tattoos. His hand strokes my spine that’s still sticky from his seed. Our third partner, the dildo, rests on the other side of the bed.
There’s a sweet soreness deep within me that makes me curl my toes with delight. Crux blew my world and my back. I chuckle at the thought.
“What is it?” he asks.
“After Cuero played a sex video in one of our classes, she joked that the actress limps to this day. I think I’ll suffer the same ailment. You’ll have to forget about the obstacle course and make me crutches instead.”
He shifts me to my side and kisses my forehead. “You are willful, always fighting back. That is why I chose you. I knew your cunt would be just as resilient. You were made to take,” he says, cupping one breast. “Take my breath, my heart, my thoughts, my seed. That tight cunt of yours is a greedy little thing for squeezing me dry.”
I groan. For some maddening reason, his words are arousing me. He says these naughty things even after having his way with me.
“And I was made to give. Give protection, love, and pleasure.” With a growl, he pins me and drags his teeth down my neck.
I laugh. “I’m exhausted!”
“Rest, then. Tomorrow is another day, and I’m craving you for breakfast.”
I snuggle against his brawny chest. “And you call me the greedy one?”
“Be greedy, Myra. I’m here to spoil you.”
I fade to sleep with my lips curved. When I open my eyes the following day, I find Crux staring at me mischievously. I suspect he has been thinking about breakfast this entire time.
Knowing that only my sex would sate his thirst, I shyly suggest cleaning up in the bathroom first, but he only scoffs at the idea and grabs me. I’m on hands and knees, back arched and head tossed. Crux laps and sucks until my slick and his saliva drip down my thigh. This man devours me any way he can—in the sky where no one can see, on my hands and knees, and with my body draped over the bed’s edge. His eagerness makes orgasms all the more explosive.
I’m lying beside him when my belly growls. Crux pecks my lips and helps me sit up. After two embarrassing stumbles, I get my sore legs to work. I pull the blankets around me, and Crux trails a hand across them. “I will never wash these,” he murmurs.
“What!”
The impossible dragon smirks. “Those furs are where I first had you. They are precious. I will add them to my hoard.”
“Gross!”
We stop by the baths and dunk into the pool. Crux can’t keep his hands off me and sucks my breasts until I’m dirty again. We are inseparable the entire day and work together in the archives. On our way to the kitchen, we pass Trenne.
“Suns,” she greets. “Mistress, I was cleaning and came across your toy. Would you like me to clean it along with everything else?”
My legs are already weak from Crux’s thrashing, but Trenne’s words nearly bring me to my knees.
“The…the toy?”
Sweet apocalypse. The poor woman found the dildo, and not even her blindness protected her from the long monstrosity.
“Yes, Mistress,” she replies, her expression calm.
Crux is trying his best not to erupt with laughter.
“You mean my back scratcher!” I force a laugh. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it.”
“As you wish, Mistress,” she says before walking off.
“Myra, you know that toy and I were scratching more than your back.”
I scowl at Crux. “This damn gift of yours has only tormented me.”
“You didn’t look tormented when I found you with your legs spread and half the toy missing.”
I run away like a second apocalypse is coming for me, headed for his bedroom. I find the toy where I left it, wrap it in a scarf, and shove it into a trunk. It’s only a matter of time before it’s discovered by someone else. I swear that thing chases my skirts just like the man it’s modeled after.
I peel the sheets off the bed, praying Trenne didn’t notice their condition. I set them in the trunk because I know Crux would be upset if I sent his precious trophy to be washed. Every crease and wrinkle tells the story of how the master of the estate thoroughly screwed me. They’re proof a dragon can be placed in an elegant castle, but savageness can’t be taken out of him.
◆◆◆
The next few weeks are a dream. I find meaningful work within the matching program, often write to my friends, and have a man that looks at me like I’m the sun.
Winter’s case is still pending, but I have hope. After months of working on myself, my mental health has improved. The matching program keeps me centered. It has donated thousands of food sacks and medical supplies to Earth. Some fathers of fire even volunteered for community service to get special consideration for the matching program. With Cuero’s guidance, we have brought the next class of girls to Le’vris. Once they graduate, we’re expanding to twenty girls.
I have grown and sprouted a set of wings. The wind under them sometimes falters as insecurities try to bring me down, but Crux is always there to keep me steady.
I enter the archives and find him crunching numbers. Without looking up, he pushes his chair back and tugs me onto his lap. He kisses my forehead, rests one hand on my lap, and entwines the other in my hair. His gentle, absent-minded caresses quickly become rougher and purposeful—flint to fire. The hand in my hair glides to my chest and pulls at my top until one breast is bared. The hand on my thigh slithers under my skirt. He sucks my nipple into his mouth and strokes my sex with his fingertips. With his attention still on his paperwork, he kneads my body—multitasking like the sexiest businessman on Le’vris.
The sounds of my groans, the smacking of his lips, and the crackling of my slick slide between the pages of every book in the room.
Crux pulls his soiled fingers out of me to flip a page on his desk, wetting the paper. Then he slips them back into my wanting, warm sex, where they belong.
This is a little ritual of ours—I visit him while he’s working, and he’ll pull me to his lap. Shadows dance on the important documents on the table when he bends me over and makes my breasts swing and my body jolt. We stamped so many letters with the shadow of our passion that we reached every corner of Le’vris.
Today is no different. He bends me over the desk and thrusts into me, rattling the table with every powerful thrust. Even when I shatter, he keeps fucking me. Then, as I lie exhausted on his lap, he plays with the wet mess he created between my legs—his trophy.
He chuckles.
“What’s so funny?” I ask, my words slurred and my eyes hooded.
“I fucked you so hard that the words on my scroll imprinted on your face.”
I gasp and rub my cheek. Surely enough, black ink stains it.
“Did you want me to spill white ink on your face instead? Because I’d be happy to oblige.”
“Crux!”
He laughs and wipes my cheek. “I’ll have to rewrite this letter.”
“Who are you writing to?” I ask as I rub my cheek, finally reading the letters that were blurred when he had me bent over them and brought an earthquake to my world.
“To Aldrek.”
“The man that was here months ago? Why?”
He inclines his head. “We need to open the portal from his territory because it’s placed in just the right coordinates. I offer him ridiculous amounts to buy or rent his land, but he never writes back.”
I read this report, but I thought the engineers would have worked something out weeks ago.
“What are you offering him?”
Crux shrugs. “Everything, but he has little interest in wealth. His land is grand, but he never cared to build anything larger than a cabin. He is alone. He has no servants and rarely allows anyone in his territory. I have only been there once.”
The more Crux explains, the more anxious I become. Without the portal, we can’t transport any more supplies or people. The matching program would die for good.
I blow a breath. “What are we going to do? It sounds like you have known him for a long time. Did you try coming to him as a friend, not as a businessman?”
Crux shakes his head. “We are not friends.”
We aren’t entitled to Aldrek’s territory. The father of fire worked hard to buy his land, and only he can dictate what happens on it. Still, it would be generous if he negotiated a deal with us.
Crux rests his chin on his fist. “I will keep writing to him, although I don’t think he’s interested in my money,” he muses.
I bite my lip. “What about a match?”
“Absolutely not,” he counters. “Aldrek is unhinged. He prefers solitude.”
“Why do you say that?”
He leans back and rubs my thigh absent-mindedly. “Because he is quick to temper. He is not like the fathers of fire you have met.”
Oddly, I’m stricken with sympathy for this unknown man. “Would he ever hurt a female?”
He purses his lips. “Not physically, but he doesn’t have the best reputation for patience. Besides, the cultures are so different that he will struggle to adapt to a relationship. I doubt he would be interested in taking Cuero’s classes.”
“Wouldn’t he warm up if we found the right match for him?”
Crux hesitates. “Who could he be matched to? It will take weeks before the latest females in the program graduate.”
I reach for a fresh sheet of paper. “I already know of a graduate.”
A sound of displeasure rumbles in the back of Crux’s throat. “Who? All the females in your class have been claimed.”
“Not Jasmin. She’s on Earth, probably struggling to keep her head above water. If she decides to give him a shot and things go well, she could build herself a home and convince him to continue the matching program.”
My head is spinning as I scribble on the letter. Before I finish, a sharp pain in my abdomen steals my breath. I stiffen, and Crux notices.
“What is it?” he growls, his hands coming around me.
I calm my breathing, a suspicion crawling up my spine. “Nothing. I just have to use the bathroom.” I smile, and surprisingly, he doesn’t suspect a thing.
I straighten my clothes and rush into the bathroom. It takes a minute before I’m brave enough to look at my underwear, but I find nothing on the soft material. I wipe my sex with three petal sheets, and when I pull back, I find a drop of blood. The shiny, crimson color is what I had expected, but it still startles me. Blood? I haven’t menstruated in years.
After months of eating full meals, my body has regenerated its potential. I can get pregnant now. The idea of making life with the man I love scatters butterflies in my belly.
Crux will be thrilled, but I can’t tell him yet. I’ll conceal my cycle until it passes.
After making a makeshift pad and using potent oils to mask my scent, I wash my hands and return to the archives. I pull a chair beside Crux and rewrite my letter to Jasmin. Crux wraps an arm around my back and uses his free hand to flip between paperwork.
My secret has survived.
After finishing the letter, I fold it and clench it tightly. It will be unlikely that Jasmin and this dragon will fall in love and support the portal. I’m practically asking for stars to align, but I have to hope.
◆◆◆
A week passes. My cycle ended, but Crux never suspected anything. Work keeps me busy. The latest class of the matching program has been brought to Le’vris. I watch the girls from a distance. They’re frail but full of life, just like I was.
Poor Cuero can’t catch a break. The latest dragons are as deadly as the previous ones. I pity her, but I can’t help laughing at their antics. During the latest incident, one girl got upset at her match and told him to kiss her ass. The confused dragon took the words literally. Needless to say, he ended up in a choke hold and Cuero in cardiac arrest.
“It’s like their blood flows to their dicks instead of their brains,” Cuero said. Sometimes, I have to agree.
I’m laughing at the memory when Crux approaches me and hands me a letter. It’s from Jasmin. With my breath caught, I rip the letter open.
Myra,
Romance may not be in the cards for me. I’m still figuring out life. I’m sorry, but I can’t make any promises about meeting this man. Will you tell me more about him?
In my response, I ask to see her. I don’t know how Earth has been treating her these past months, so I want to ensure she’s all right. I have to explain that she owes me nothing, and there’s no pressure to approach the enigmatic dragon. Her well-being comes first.
In her reply, she writes that she’ll visit in a week. I swell with excitement because it has been a while since I hung out with a friend. Sometimes it can feel lonely in Crux’s mansion.
Later in the day, Crux surprises me with a mix of blue-and-pink flowers, like he knows I’ve been stressed.
I beam at him. “Thank you. You’re so good to me.”
“The day I’m not, bleed me dry.”
My smile fades. “Don’t be dramatic. We will have good and bad days, but I’ll always be grateful for meeting you. You taught me to change who I am for the betterment of myself, not someone else.” I close my eyes and think of my past. Then I whisper, “On Earth, there was a man I thought I loved.”
Crux doesn’t like where the conversation is headed. He corners me, hands slapping against the wall. He looks murderous. The flowers in my fist shift with his angry exhales, but I don’t fear him.
“Tell me his name,” he demands.
I cup his cheek with my free hand. This magnificent male has enthralled me with his nature. He calls me his treasure, but to me, he is a wooden chest—sturdy, protective, and full of gold inside.
“He wasn’t the one for me. You are.”
He wraps his arms around my waist, slamming me against his rumbling chest so hard that a few petals fall off. Then he stamps his unamused lips against mine, and I revel in his warm, electrifying embrace.
We stare into each other’s eyes for many minutes, and it feels like I’m floating in space.
The moment ripples when someone barges into the room, slamming the doors. I jolt, and Crux protectively gives me his back.
“What?” he snarls at the invader.
“There is trouble!” a worker says in Le’vris. I’m lucky to understand the words.
Crux takes a few steps forward and unrolls his wings. His expression is solemn as he turns to face me. “Stay here.” He lifts a hand as if to keep me put, but my feet rush after him before I even give them the command.
On my way out, I pick up a letter opener. Crux exits the house and flies north, with two men following. I run to meet them at the edge of the territory, my lungs pinching with pain and my forehead beading with sweat.
I lean against a tree and catch my breath as I take in the scene. A furious Aldrek grips Jasmin, who tries to get away but can’t match his strength. The sight of my friend in distress strikes panic. Why is this happening? Jasmin wasn’t supposed to have met Aldrek yet. She first had to meet me and discuss things.
I jog toward the scene, the letter opener gripped in my fist.
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Crux’s head snaps in my direction, and his glare narrows on me. He’s pissed that I disobeyed him, but I’m not leaving until I ensure he and Jasmin are safe.
He extends an arm to keep me back when I reach his side and drags his glare to Aldrek. “Aldrek!” he shouts, the powerful sound shooting birds into the sky. “What are you doing? Release her!”
The man across the field emits a coldness I feel from here. His nostrils are flared, and his exposed chest is flexed.
“Stay out of my damned life, Crux. Don’t write to me, don’t summon me, and don’t send women to do your bidding!” He releases Jasmin’s bicep, and she comes barreling across the territory and trips.
Although it was subtle, I saw Aldrek step forward when she hit the ground, like he wanted to catch her.
I open my arms to accept Jasmin, and as soon as I embrace her, she rambles apologies.
“What did you do to her?” Crux snarls.
I might have imagined it, but I swear I saw Aldrek’s fist flash red.
“You accuse me of hurting her?”
“This is no accusation. I judge what I see. A scared, frail female that can’t wait to get away from you. You hurt her, you shameless—”
Aldrek jumps into the sky, his wings unfolding, and nothing holds Crux back. The sound of their collision startles me, and I drop the letter opener. “Help him!” I plead with the two workers.
They stand their ground, unable to tear their eyes away from the fight. “Intervening would be dishonorable.”
A whimper of despair rips from my throat. All I can do is shift my antsy feet and watch the men brawl. Dust kicks up, making it harder to see who has the upper hand, but their feral growls leave no doubt that two apex predators are going for the throat.
Crux dodges and throws equally devastating blows. The body that many times curled around mine with passion, kissing and touching me until I was undone with pleasure, is now a machine of destruction.
Aldrek is no easy foe. He swings madly, his handfuls of rage whipping the wind, and his feet are swift to get him up whenever he’s kicked down.
“I’m so sorry,” Jasmin rants.
I squeeze her hand. “It’s not your fault.”
It’s mine. What was I thinking by playing matchmaker? I should have never gotten Jasmin involved with this dangerous dragon.
Jasmin whimpers. “He’s not bad. He just…”
Her words surprise me. I didn’t expect her to defend Aldrek.
Crux is tackled out of the cloud of dust, and Jasmin cries out Aldrek’s name when he lands three punches across Crux’s face.
Aldrek looks up at her, and his raging expression softens. The distraction is fatal because Crux reaches behind and yanks his wing. The loud crunch makes me cringe. I run toward the men even as Crux yells at me to stay put.
There’s no way I’m listening. I crossed a galaxy for my sister, so a fight won’t keep me away from him.
I grip his biceps, afraid he’ll return to the skirmish. Aldrek is walking away with one wing skewed. He flaps them once, twice, and flies into the sky, distressing his broken wing further.
I exhale shakily, adrenaline pumping through me like I was the one fighting for my life. “Why did you fight him? You could have killed each other!”
His dirty, bloody expression remains schooled beneath the chaos. “To defend Jasmin’s honor. He hurt her.”
“He didn’t hurt me,” comes Jasmin’s frail voice. Her fingers are protectively entwined in front of her belly. “Thank you for worrying, Crux, but you don’t have to fight anyone.”
“Let’s go home.” I gently cup his face. The other side has swollen. “We need to treat you.”
He huffs. “I’m fine. I must ensure Aldrek clears my territory.”
“Please, Crux.”
He shifts his weight from one leg to the other, looking torn, like fighting me is more challenging than going against Aldrek. Eventually, he slumps his shoulders.
The three of us return home, and I fuss over Crux’s wounds while Jasmin sits in silence. Crux insists he’s fine, but I stand between his parted thighs with pursed lips and stubborn hands that won’t let him go.
Once I’m done, Crux heads for his office to deal with Aldrek. I’m left with Jasmin, who has no injuries, to my relief. She looks thinner than ever, but I won’t point this out because I know she has been trying her hardest to survive.
“Jasmin…” I sit beside her and touch her hand. “What happened? How did you get entangled with Aldrek? I thought you were seeing me first.”
“Long story,” she whispers. “I came to Le’vris to see you as planned, but the portal malfunctioned and dropped me in the wrong location. Somehow, I landed on his territory.”
That’s an insane coincidence, but it’s not impossible. The portal has been unstable.
“Why did it take so long for him to bring you here?”
“A severe storm kept us locked in his cabin.”
I think there’s more to this, but I won’t force her to share. “Are you sure you’re not hurt anywhere? Are you hungry?”
We spend the rest of the day together. I make her lunch, and she tells me about her life on Earth. Times have been tough, and I’m glad she’s safe beside me. We work together in the archives, but she’s somber and distracted. She cheers up when I tell her my bleeding cycles have returned. On Earth, cycles are so rare that we always consider them good fortune—a sign that good times are coming.
Jasmin and I spend the rest of the afternoon in silence, thankful we’re together and clinging to the one thing we are rich in: hope.
Over the next month, Crux and I scramble to fix the portal. It becomes more unstable with every passing day. At the end of this week, I’m meeting the next class of the matching program. Given the portal’s situation, I’m unsure how I will face the girls and smile, but I will find the confidence. I have to.
After many nights under candlelight, wondering about our uncertain future, I realized that Crux and I would be together no matter what. No news makes us blink anymore, because we got used to plans never going as expected. I became desensitized to panic, but my affection for Crux only becomes more gripping with every passing day. He deserves the world: more than Le’vris, more than Earth. I can’t give him that, but I can give him the world within me: my womb.
The next time he touches me, I will ask him for the unthinkable. I will ask my moody, protective, witty dragon to fill me with his fire.
◆◆◆
Crux flies us to the matching program’s training grounds, where twenty applicants wait eagerly to meet us.
I’m not a big fan of the spotlight, but Cuero thinks meeting this latest class is important because the girls will appreciate my encouragement.
I pace outside the dining room, where everyone waits for me.
“Must I wear this infuriating rope? If you want to strangle me, do it already.” Crux scowls and pulls at his tie for the umpteenth time. I thought he would look cute in human attire, so I had him wear a tie and a button-down shirt that can barely contain his biceps.
I laugh. “You can take it off. Sorry, honey.”
He tears the tie in two as the door opens. I face twenty young women that look at me like I’m their savior. Little do they know I had an existential crisis a few months ago. I still don’t have life figured out. The only things holding me together are Crux-induced orgasms and my duty to keep the program alive.
“Myra?” Cuero calls.
I take a deep breath and walk into the room. One small step for a woman, one giant leap for Earth.
I stand beside Cuero, and Crux stays outside. “Hey, everyone. I’m Myra. I was part of the alpha class, along with four other girls. Congratulations on winning the lottery.” I clear my throat. “Your matches were carefully vetted. There will be misunderstandings due to culture, but they will often be innocent and lighthearted. As badass as they try to seem, they’re terrible at understanding us, so anything from ‘break a leg’ to ‘kiss my ass’ will have them scratching their heads.”
The girls smile, and Crux grumbles outside. He’s likely remembering the few times he fell victim to confusing English idioms.
“This is new to them too. They’re trying to learn how to communicate with you, so enjoy the journey and have fun.”
Cuero flinches like the thought of dragons having fun triggers her trauma.
Crux enters and scans the room of breathless women. He stands with his arms crossed like he’s the king of the planet. Maybe he should have given the speech.
“Suns to you all, females. I am Crux, a graduate of this program. I have mastered the arts of seduction and the infernal ‘idioms’ you humans are so fond of. Feel free to wish that I break a leg. I will take no offense to it.”
They laugh like they’ve never heard a joke before. I’m sure half of them have fallen in love with the dragon that proclaims himself as a master of the program. If only they knew he’s still building me an obstacle course because he took Bry’s words literally.
I grin. “What women love most about dragons is their modesty.”
“Hmm…,” Crux muses. “I would argue we are most loved for our generous coc—”
“Thank you, Crux!” I blurt. “And thank all of you for meeting us. We wish you well in the program.”
The women applaud, although I suspect the praise is mostly for Crux. I give Cuero a respectful nod and walk out.
“You did well,” Crux tells me as we prepare to fly home.
“Yeah, but you stole the show. Good job.”
He nods, agreeing with me, and I can’t help but fall a little deeper in love with the endearing, confident man. Tonight is the night. Tonight, I accept him fully. I will bare my body and soul and ask him for a seed that will spread roots to connect Earth and Le’vris forever.
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Once we get home, I greet Jasmin and ensure she’s well. Then I search for Crux. He’s in our bedroom, undressing for a shower. His tanned, toned skin raises awareness in my fingertips—a realization of how lonely they are and how his bulk could satisfy them. I want this male. I want him hovering over me, inside me, everywhere. I want him to sensitize my body until the pleasure becomes so sublime I want to run from it and be chased by it all at once.
He meets my eyes. “What are you thinking of so intently?”
I clear my throat and dig my nails into my palms. It’s easy to imagine the things I want him to do, but requesting them is another story. This will surely blindside him. It’s brazen and unexpected, but nothing about our journey has been conventional.
“I wanted to ask for something.”
He shrugs. “Then make your request. You know I can’t say no to you.”
I laugh nervously. “How about a clone of yourself?”
“I do not understand. I have no brothers.”
“We could make one,” I reply, feeling so awkward that I can only speak in riddles.
He shrugs. “All right.”
That was easy. How generous of him.
“Really?”
“Yes. If you are interested in making a sculpture of me, then fine. I will secure the clay materials. Although, I must admit I’ve never been fond of art.”
Seeing that this is going nowhere, I walk to his side and take his shirt. “Crux, I’m not interested in clay sculptures. I was asking, uh, for a baby.”
His expression is blank. It’s like he didn’t even hear me. He steps away, muttering as he paces the room. His wings unfold, but he’s so distraught that he doesn’t notice.
I wring my fingers and cringe. I’m embarrassed, but I understand his panic. Maybe I came on too strong, or maybe I asked too early. Whatever the reason is, I want to put this behind us. I clear my throat. “Never mind. Forget I asked.”
He snaps his head up, his wide eyes alert. He folds his wings and approaches me to cup my cheeks. “Let’s not talk crazy. I didn’t say no. Now lie on the bed and spread your thighs wide. I want full access to your womb.”
His hands slide down my face to fuss with his pants. Now I’m the one that’s shocked. The man has done a one-eighty!
“Wait. We have to talk about it first.” I reach for his hands, but he grasps me around the waist and lays me on the bed.
“We can talk about it once I put the hatchling in you so that it will be a group discussion. The more, the merrier, right?”
“That’s not how it works!”
It takes a minute of wrestling to get him to settle down. He sits at the corner of the bed as I negotiate, his arms crossed and erection thick between his legs. I lay down my terms. I won’t travel to Earth while pregnant, and I’d like him to take a break from work once the baby is born. He agrees to everything, staring so intently that I could probably ask for every cent to his name and he would give it to me.
“Are you done?” he asks, his voice dark like a warning of what’s coming.
I think of an excuse to stall. With a smile, I add, “One last thing. I won’t ever wear a semen diaper.” I expect him to laugh, but he’s dedicating all his energy to holding himself back. I know that strain in his biceps, the grit in his jaw, the tendons in his neck that are like threads stringing his withering control.
I walked into this situation playfully, but Crux is not amused. His gaze smothers me, just like the day we first met. Some things don’t change.
“Are you done?” he repeats.
I suspect I will be once he gets his hands on me. Completely done. Exhausted. Fulfilled.
I dip my chin, and down I go. Crux grips my ankles and drags me. He slips between my legs and lowers his lips to give me a soothing, loving kiss. He tugs at my blouse until my breasts are exposed and sucks one into his mouth. “I am a jealous male,” he says, flicking my nipple with his tongue, “but I will share this treasure with my child.”
I wonder what I’ve gotten myself into. This father of fire intends on using my body until he’s a father of something else.
My heart thunders, and Crux slips a hand down my navel in search of ways to make my heartbeat spike higher. This is a game for him. One he has mastered, and I’m always willing to play.
“On your knees or your back. How should I impregnate you?”
I want to tell him I’ll take whatever he gives, but I can only pant.
Crux takes my hips and props me on my knees. I cry out when he face-plants on my exposed sex and inhales deeply like the beast he is. Then his scalding tongue comes out to brand me. It slowly slides from my clit to my entrance, like he’s enjoying me for the first time.
I glance down between my legs, past my breasts, and watch his jaw work as he eats. His cock is jerking, searching for me. The sight makes me whimper. I want my cunt to be found and pumped full of inches.
With his thumbs, he spreads my sex wide to make space for his face. He dives into the darkness between my cheeks, and sparks light behind my closed eyelids with every lick. His strong rhythm shocks my nerve endings with pleasure, but he wants more than shocks. He intends to electrocute my entire being.
“Spill on my tongue. Empty yourself, and I will fill you with my seed,” he commands.
I moan inconsolably, the sound entwining with squelching as Crux works his lips on my pussy. I grip the blankets below me, shut my eyes, and hold my breath, but there’s no escaping the ravenous dragon.
I come with a shout. My hands clench tighter as my sex does the opposite—it blooms open. Crux is there to catch every drop of my wetness, slurping filthily. His touch fades for a second, leaving my sex convulsing and my chest heaving. But then he returns, gripping my hips. There is no warning as he slips inside me. He enters slowly and quietly—not muttering a single grunt. He’s like a thief, but I want to be pillaged.
Although he’s gentle, there’s no taming his girth. He widens me with a burning stretch that challenges me—that tests if I’m worthy of his seed. I respond by arching my back to give him better access. As he feeds his fat cock into me, he massages my outer lips with his free hand.
After a minute, his leisurely thrusts become manic. There is no more mercy. He plunges into me with purpose. My breasts bounce, my groans stutter, my thoughts scatter, and my vision jerks, but there’s no mistaking who is riding me.
“Crux!”
“Take it,” he growls, fucking me faster. He lowers his face to the back of my neck, kissing me with lips still wet from my slick.
“The fire in your cunt will only be extinguished with my seed.”
He’s a man on a mission. My moans and orgasms aren’t enough; he wants my womb.
With his cock still deep in me, he wraps an arm around my waist and carries me off the bed. He sets me down by the window where the warm sunlight blankets our feverish bodies. I barely have time to secure my hands before he pounds into me again.
“Let the goddess Vella watch you get rutted.”
He grips my hair to make me look out the window. I’m blinded by the light, denied sight. The only senses I’m allowed are hearing to capture the sound of our slapping skin, taste to thirst for his seed, and touch to feel this thick cock chisel its imprint into my walls so I’ll never forget him.
Knowing what we’re plotting, what we’re doing, is incredibly erotic. There are no reservations, just this innate need to breed.
His hand rubs my sex, and his plunging cock makes me come apart and melt through his fingertips. My moan fills the estate, but I don’t care. My pussy clenches around the cock inside me, beckoning for more.
Crux’s growl answers my call. I sense the vibrations through my sex. Warmth erupts deep inside me, the pressure feeling like a final thrust. He stays embedded in me, not allowing a single drop of semen to escape.
This is it; I am his.
I collapse on his lap with a satisfied smile. Crux cradles and kisses me. We stay under the warm glow of the sun for a while. I feel rejuvenated and safe. Like Vella is watching over us after all.
I see a dragon fly high above. They’re but a dot in the sky. Crux and I are just as small in this world, but what we feel for each other knows no universe.
“You are spilling everywhere,” comes his husky voice. “You should lie on the bed with your legs up.”
I chuckle. “That is not how it works. There’s also a chance there will be no impregnation today.”
“Nonsense,” he scoffs. “My seed is as potent as it comes. If you want me to fill you again, just ask. There is no need for lies.”
“Oh, Crux. Will you ever stop being cocky?” I ask him this, but I don’t mean it. I wouldn’t change a thing about him.
“You were not complaining about how cocky I am when you were getting fucked.” He helps me up and grins at the thick white semen between my legs. “You look beautiful in white, my bride.”
“Uh-huh.”
He pulls me back into his embrace.
“Thank you for trusting me, Myra.” His words strike me. Tears flood my eyes. I’m content and at peace, and it’s all because of this dragon that arrogantly declared I was his and snatched me from the arms of my original match. Crux wrote our own story and inspired growth in me I never imagined.
For that, I am the thankful one.
◆◆◆
Crux is an enthusiastic fan of baby making. He has devoted his time to keeping me in bed, neglecting his duties around the estate. I’m sure I gained a few pounds from all the seed I’ve been taking in. Not that I’m complaining.
Jasmin spends much time in the library, enjoying the scrolls with illustrations, since there are no English books. She’s quiet like she fears disturbing us. I try to engage her in conversation, but she’s distant.
Today, I bring her lunch in the archives, but there’s no sign of her. A stray piece of paper sits atop a pile of books on the grand desk. I pick it up and scan the familiar English characters.
Myra,
I’m returning to Aldrek. I know you won’t understand, but please trust me. I need to see him again. I’m sorry for sneaking out, but I knew you wouldn’t have let me go. Don’t come after me, please. I’ll be okay. It’s important for me to settle some things with him. I’m forever grateful for the support you and Crux have given me, but I must grow. Only he can help me do that, and only I can help him.
See you soon,
Jasmin
The plate clatters onto the desk as I drop it. I run out, crying for Crux with the letter clutched tightly in my hand. While we were messing around, a troubled Jasmin ran back into danger.
Crux practically slams into a corner as he comes after me. His wings are expanded and his fists clenched, ready for battle.
“She’s gone!” I rasp and outstretch the letter. “We have to…we have to…” An internal battle rages within me. Jasmin begged me to give her space. I’ve always overbearingly chased people, refusing to let them go. Maybe if I hadn’t followed Winter, she would still be alive.
I desperately want Jasmin to be safe, but she asked to be free. Who am I to dictate what battles she wages or demand where she stays? She’s an adult who knows Aldrek better than I do and must have considered leaving for a long time.
My voice is broken as I say, “I should have never sent her that letter asking her to get involved with him. This is all my fault. What do I do, Crux?”
He holds me tight in the middle of the hall. His expression is solemn but his hold steady. “Whatever you choose, I will reinforce.”
If we go after her, it won’t come without bloodshed. Trespassing on a dragon’s territory is grounds for a fight.
I read the letter again. With knots in my belly, I realize the right thing is to let her choose her path. I can’t keep chasing people because I’m afraid of losing them.
Crux sees I’ve made my choice. He stays with me, patient, as he wipes a stray tear. After some time, I assure him he could go. I check Jasmin’s room, and surely enough, it’s empty of her few belongings.
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It’s five weeks before Jasmin sends a brief note telling me she’s safe. I quickly write back, encouraging her to return to us anytime.
I’m in the archives, writing new procedures for de-enlisting girls who quit the matching program, when I hear a knock. I call out without looking up.
“Damn, girl, you look good behind that desk. Like the president of Earth or something.”
“Holy shit!” I run around the desk to greet Bry and Callisto. My last correspondence with them was a few weeks ago, but we never planned to meet.
We excitedly babble all at once.
“How did you two get here?” I ask.
Crux appears, offering his famous smirk. “I was reading about human customs. Apparently, your kind celebrates dates of birth. I also read about a tree with lights and a fat man that trespasses into homes. I figured I could compensate for all the missed celebrations by surprising you. You have been working hard and deserve it.”
I smile at him. Just when I’m convinced I can’t love him more, he proves me wrong.
“Wow, Crux, you would make Cuero proud. You really paid attention in those classes.”
He rolls his shoulders arrogantly. “I also made one of those mountains of sugar they mentioned.”
Bry laughs. “A cake?”
An excited Crux walks out and returns with a monstrosity of a cake. It looks like a pile of blistered marshmallows. We all smile to spare his feelings.
I step closer, but when the scent of the burned cake hits me, I gag and reach for my mouth. I accidentally smack the cake, tipping it off his hands. “Crux, I’m so sorry!”
His shoulders sag. “It’s fine. I’ll clean this.” He leaves, and I panic. I don’t know what got over me. He spent so much time preparing this day for me.
I turn to face the girls and find them smiling. I run a hand through my hair. “Damn it. How do I make it up to him?”
“Well, you’d be overcompensating with a kid.”
I frown. “What?”
“When was your last cycle?”
My heart teleports out of my chest and returns to Earth. I didn’t think Crux would impregnate me so quickly—a naive mistake. I shouldn’t have underestimated that virile, overachieving male.
“Well, it looks like we will need to cut our trip short to let the lovebirds plan baby names,” Callisto says. “Or you could save time and name them after me.”
My fingers weave into my hair and pull anxiously. I take a seat, disoriented by my joy and fear.
Seeing my distraught state, the girls step closer. “It’s going to be all right, Myra. You’ll be an amazing mother,” Callisto assures.
Mother.
This is what I wanted, what I begged for when I was spread under Crux. But now that it’s happening, now that it’s real, reality is swallowing me. This is a half-Terran, half-Le’vris child we will bring into an uncertain world.
I squeeze my fists and clench my teeth. Our child will have a loving mother and the spirit of a mighty dragon. Everything will work out.
I exhale shakily and smile at my friends. “Thank you.”
“So other than multiplying, what have you been up to?” Bry asks.
I rub my face. “Jasmin was here weeks ago, but she ran away to be with that dragon. I should have never written that letter and dragged her into this.”
Callisto rests a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. If she went to him, it’s because she wanted to.”
My voice is small as I admit, “I didn’t chase after her. I let her go. Did I do the right thing?”
She squeezes. “That’s what I would have done. She’s smart, so don’t worry. You shouldn’t stress in your condition.”
“What condition?” Crux asks.
I jerk in my seat. Seeing my panic, Bry answers, “She’s hungry. Are you not feeding our friend, Crux?”
He gives me a knowing look. “No. I’ve been filling Myra’s belly every day.” He probably thinks he’s making an inside joke. Little does he know the joke is on him.
The girls leave at night. Then it’s just Crux, me, and our secret seed. He knows something is on my mind. I try to confess, but it doesn’t seem like the right time. For the next three days, I walk on eggshells. Today, I decide this can’t go on for longer. I must tell him.
“Myra.”
Crux’s voice startles me. I nearly drop my watering pot.
He wraps his arms around me from behind. “I have great news. Your playroom is almost complete.”
I chuckle. Crux and his silly playroom. In my condition, I won’t be swinging around poles anytime soon. “I’m sorry, but I can’t use it.”
“Why not? Is it not to your liking?”
I dip the pot, watering the purple flowers in front of us. “It’s probably unsafe for the seed.”
I can’t see his face, but I feel him become rigid. Even his breath hitches to a stop. Without replying, he sets the pot on a table, then takes my hand and leads me through the hallways. I glance at the side of his face. His jaw is set, and the columns we pass cast shadows on his stoic face. I can’t tear my eyes away, afraid of missing his expression whenever light splashes him.
We enter the archives. Crux locks the door and pulls out a fresh sheet of parchment. I stand beside him, disappointed by this reaction. My fingers entwine in front of my belly protectively. “Crux? What are you doing?”
Without meeting my eyes, he replies, “Sending orders. I need doctors, security, hatchling food, hatchling clothes, and miniature furniture. Will the hatchling need books for entertainment?” He nods as he writes furiously. “Yes, I will get that too.”
This isn’t what I expected, but Crux is unpredictable. He has always been a curve ball. His endearing panic is a perfect reaction because it’s so him—overprotective and dramatic.
I chuckle. “You don’t need to prepare all this today. By the way, infants can’t read.”
“Don’t undermine our child’s intelligence, Myra,” he says and adds “miniature books” to his growing list.
With a smile, I sit on his lap. He wraps an arm around me as he scribbles on the parchment. “I will order a new nursery wing to be built. Can you sketch the blueprints?”
I sigh. “You’re building a wing for a single infant?”
“You’re right,” he says, tapping his hand on the wooden desk. “We need a second estate.”
“No, Crux!”
◆◆◆
A month later, Crux is still in overdrive. His mood swings erratically as if he’s the pregnant one. It’s as amusing as it is tiresome. My belly has a gentle swell, and although doctors say everything is going well, we expect the pregnancy to be short.
I received a mysterious letter from a woman named Lucky. According to Cuero, she built the foundation for uniting dragons and humans a decade ago. My pregnancy has been kept a secret, so I’m unsure how she heard the news.
Congratulations, Myra. Hard times are coming, but you will do well. Know that the world is watching you stand every time you fall. You are a representation of us humans. We might not have wings, but we carry on just fine. So keep falling and getting up. Keep breaking because that’s how humanity builds. We break the mind-sets of past generations to climb higher.
Lucky
I wish I could reply to her, but there is no return address. I treasure her message. She has given me a precious gift: faith. This woman, Crux, and my friends trust that I will do well, even when I struggle to believe in myself. They are the light at the end of the tunnel whenever I feel like I’m tumbling down a portal of dread.
Chapter 27
MYRA
I keep working on the matching program, although I try not to let the stress get to me. The portal becomes more unstable each day. Supplies we send to Earth don’t always arrive at their designated locations, and scientists have been getting lost upon crossing it. We continue our research to stabilize it, but the road is long.
“My love.” Crux enters my bedroom with one hand behind his back. “I have a few surprises for you.”
I push my translation book aside and stare at the solid brick of gold in his outstretched hand. “Oh, cool. What’s this for?”
“For when the hatchling is teething. They can chew on it!”
I rub my temples. I love this dragon, but sometimes I wonder if he inhaled too much smoke and caused permanent damage. “Honey, I thought we agreed there’s no need for extravagant items? No one uses gold bars as pacifiers.”
His eyes drop to the bar. “But this is not excessive.”
“It’s a brick of gold! Please put it back where you found it.”
He throws it on the bed, ignoring when it falls to the ground with a loud clunk. “Time for your second surprise.”
I reach for the brick, but he takes my hand and tells me to ignore it. Excitedly, he leads me outside and shifts into his greater form. After I’m secure on his back, we fly slowly for an hour, gliding through the warm air. I could never get used to flying. It’s almost as peaceful as staring into Crux’s eyes.
In the distance, I spot a gold-tipped mountain glittering proudly under the sun. The same one Crux and I admired from the matching program’s grounds. Crux lands right where the green soil turns to gold. I carefully climb off him, landing on the green side, and he shifts back. I look around in awe. “Why are we here?”
“I wanted to ask the gods for their blessing.” He falls to his knees and removes my sandals. Taking my hand, he leads me across the gold grass, but he stays on the green side.
My feet tingle like there’s life under them. The supernatural feeling raises goose bumps all over my skin.
“Thank you,” I blurt. “I don’t think I say it enough. Thank you for choosing me despite my stubbornness, for being patient through every misunderstanding, for bringing me on adventures, and for helping me grow.” I shake my head. “I left an apocalyptic Earth, but you were the one who dragged me out of the apocalypse within me.”
The warmth at my feet rises to cocoon my belly, but Crux’s arms are the most magical place.
I inhale deeply, pulling him into my lungs and hoping our seed senses his father. The past year has been erratic. I can’t picture what the future will hold, but knowing Crux, it will never get boring.
◆◆◆
Time passes and swells me with life. Every time the girls see me, they say I’m much bigger. But I look and feel the same. Having morning sickness, aching feet, and a psychotic man running after me all day is the new normal.
At one point, Crux worries the fetus will drown if I drink too much water. His mania makes me immune to panic, so when my water breaks, I remain sitting until I finish eating my lunch. Two minutes later, I call for him.
He enters the room and looks at the small puddle under my chair. With a smirk, he asks, “Did you wet yourself?”
“No. Your child did this.”
“Nice try, but you won’t trick me again. Hatchlings can only urinate if their mother is tickled. I read about this.” He confidently crosses his arms over his chest.
“Uh-huh. So will you spend the day schooling me, or will you get the doctors?”
His face drops. “You are serious?”
“As serious as my concern about the books you’ve been reading lately.”
He runs away before I finish my sentence and returns with the two doctors that have stayed here for the past few months. My surroundings change dramatically. Many faces flash as people rush into the room with medicine and tools. Trenne, Crux, and the doctors ask various questions, and I answer absent-mindedly. I’m distracted, watching the scene unfold before me behind a glass.
My cool demeanor melts over the next four hours. My skin is hot, my fingers and toes curl like claws, my teeth flash, my roar fills the room, and puffs of air swirl out of me like smoke. But it’s at the end, when I look at my child through hazy, hooded eyes, that I become a dragon. A ferocious instinct to protect this small baby boy burns inside me.
His name is Keegan, just Keegan. He bears no surname like his father, because his first name is strong enough alone. He has ten little fingers and toes and a scalelike pattern that surrounds his left eye and temple. He is the perfect mix of both worlds, and I helplessly orbit around this small sun. He burns with life and cries with such an earnest desire to be heard that everyone’s attention gravitates toward him. I tread in unfathomable love. Love that comes in waves, flooding me with so much elation, disbelief, and intimidation that my eyes nearly overflow. The waves are so cold that I am frozen save for my racing heart.
I want to stare at him all day, but my exhausted body drags me into sleep. Crux is weary too. He cursed, paced, and sweat when I was in labor. The doctors check on me periodically, and Crux feeds spoonfuls to me. Breastfeeding is more complicated than I expected, but when our son latches on, both Crux and I stare with amazement. We’re mostly silent, tuned in to his breathing and coos. Peace and warm sunlight fill the room.
Over the next two days, friends, founders of the program, and Crux’s parents send us flowers. They have uprooted the rule that flowers can only be picked on certain days to celebrate the birth of this baby, who promises hope.
On the third day, Cuero, Bry, Callisto, and the guys visit us. The women are wide-eyed as they hover over the bed and stare at him. I am just as magnetized. My pregnancy had all sorts of ugly—morning sickness, doubt, pain—but I still created this perfect child.
I sigh with relief.
“It’s all right, Myra. Don’t feel bad,” comes Reth’s soft voice.
“What?”
“Well, the hatchling is pink. You must have eaten too many red fruits, but that’s fine.” He beams at me. “Pink or not, he is a fine boy.”
“And his head,” Wrenton adds. “I am unsure of what Myra ate to make him bald, but he will be handsome regardless. Baldness is very in style right now.”
“Get out!” Cuero seethes, turning red. “Get the hell out!”
“But—”
She stomps her foot. “Out!”
The confused men file out and murmur complaints. I chuckle. “Let them be, Cuero. They don’t mean to be rude. They just don’t know better.”
She scoffs. “They know nothing. No number of lectures will make them socially fit. The nonsense they babble!”
“They just need education. I will give them my books about childbirth and pregnancy,” Crux says.
“Please don’t,” I beg. I don’t know where he found these books, but they have only caused trouble.
“Crux, my boy!” An unknown older man appears at the door, wearing gray clothes and holding a basket clanking with bottles.
Crux glares. “Gill, what are you doing here?”
I pat his hand to calm him. “Suns,” I greet the stranger.
“Suns, Mistress! Congratulations on the little spawn. I am Crux’s business partner. He commissioned me for your toy, which I hope you enjoyed.” He winks and turns to the other women. “Please, ladies, make your commissions.” He reaches into his basket and hands out business cards.
I’m mortified. This is the guy that created Crux’s infamous “molding”?
Gill approaches and reaches for me, probably to palm my chest in greeting as their people do. Crux slaps his hand away. “Get the fires out of my house!”
Gill raises his hands. “Please. I came all this way to offer the mistress my concoctions. They will help her bounce back from childbirth. Oh! I even brought some for the little one. If he takes a sip, he’ll start running overnight.”
I chuckle, amused by the merchant that offers to poison my baby and me.
“Commissions for toys, you say?” Cuero examines his business card. “I might have to take you up on that.”
The girls stand beside her, and they collectively whisper plans for their science experiments. The ridiculousness of it all makes me burst with laughter. I never thought life would be so electric, but here I am, surrounded by friends, family, and Crux’s con artist friend. My life may not be conventional, but there is life and beauty in the chaos.
Chapter 28
MYRA
For the past six months, I haven’t had a dull day. Keegan keeps me on my toes during the day as I fuss over taking care of him. At night, Crux lifts my legs and points my toes to the sky as he takes care of me.
It has been a joy watching the two of them grow. Crux is an amazing father, and he makes me feel heard. Whenever I’m frantic because I can’t console Keegan’s crying or when I’m exhausted, he notices and steps in. I couldn’t have asked for a better partner.
Keegan is a flame. An energetic baby whose laughter lights up my world. The doctors have been monitoring him closely because his wings are developing much earlier than expected.
Crux is ecstatic that his little boy is growing wings so young, but I dread the day he flies out of my reach. I imagine all the ways he can get hurt. I’m not a dragon that can fly after him. Only an anxious human mother. Crux tells me it’ll all be all right, and I believe him because he has never failed me. We’re taking it one day at a time.
If only Winter could see him; she would have loved him. I’m still furious that they took her from us, and I haven’t given up on avenging her. Her killers run into every hole they find, but we have cornered them. Soon they’ll face justice, and it will be as red as my love for my family.
Keegan keeps me going. He’s a sweet boy and will soon have a play buddy to share his babbles with. Bry is expecting, and I couldn’t be happier for her.
Jasmin rarely writes to me. She’s still with Aldrek, but those two keep to themselves. All my friends are safe, and that’s all I could ask for.
Keegan’s cries distract me from my thoughts. I pick him up from his crib. As soon as he’s in my arms, his cries settle, and his golden eyes light up.
“Did you trick me?” I grin and take one of his little fists. Oddly, his fist is hot, but the rest of his body has a normal temperature. Feeling uneasy, I rush outside, where Crux is helping his men bring down a tree.
“Hey! Keegan’s hand is too warm. Is he sick?”
Crux wipes his palm on his trousers and reaches for the baby. I watch him closely. His hair is dusted with bits of wood, and his sweaty forehead is wrinkled. When he sighs, the gentle blow of air nearly knocks me off my feet.
“It’s a condition. Rare but harmless to him.”
Horrified by the diagnosis, I clench our baby tighter as desperation clenches me.
“What condition? Is there a cure? Please.”
Crux’s arms envelop us. “This comes from the gods. There is no fixing it. He will summon fire in any form. He won’t have to shift.”
“But dragons can already do that. I’ve seen you do it when we were intimate.”
“That rarely happens when I’m aroused, and I can’t control it. Keegan is different. He will summon fire in his lesser human form whenever he wishes. The fire is chaotic in childhood, but I’ll find the best trainers. He will become a powerful father of fire.”
I used to be able to keep tears at bay, but when it comes to Keegan, my feelings are magnified. Knowing he has many trials ahead of him tears me apart and leaves me a mess.
Crux’s eyes plead with me to stop crying. “I’ll call for Aldrek. He has the same condition and grew isolated because he didn’t have the childhood support to control it. But it will be different with Keegan. I’ll take care of him. I swear it.”
I grit my teeth and remember Lucky’s letter. I’m falling, but I must get back up for Keegan.
“And…when will his fire manifest?”
“We have many years to prepare. Don’t worry.” He kisses my forehead. “The gods have sent a gift to him. Just like they sent you to me.”
I smile, and a tear trails to my lips. The bittersweetness of life has never been so pungent.
I study the precious baby in my arms. He is tiny, but the stars of two different universes swirl through his veins. I can catch glints of them in his eyes whenever they glitter with mirth. Our son was forged in red-hot passion, blushing pink love, and warm yellow pride. It’s because of these hues that fire will erupt from his fists. His condition doesn’t have to be a curse; it can be a gift.
“Did you hear that, Keegan? You’re a special boy.”
He flaps his arms and grins at his tearful mother. His innocence only feeds my tears.
Crux’s hold tightens, securing our small family. “He already knows he’s special. We don’t have to remind him.”
I sniffle. “I can only pray that he doesn’t inherit your pride.”
“You know, instead of mocking me, I prefer when you use your lips to kiss me or wrap them around my—”
I raise an eyebrow, and he smiles sheepishly.
“You can mock me all you want, my love. Even Keegan knows I’m a fool for you.”
He gives me a lopsided grin. The one I sometimes see on Keegan. This man took my heart, and his son took what little remained, but he makes my empty chest thrum with so much love that I don’t feel incomplete. Whenever our eyes meet, fireworks explode in the darkness in my chest, casting a spectacle for the butterflies in my belly.
I smile at the relentless, alluring dragon, and I rise to kiss his cheek.
Unsatisfied with my peck, Crux cups my face and devours me. The sun rises above us, warming my skin. But nothing—not the air, the sunlight, or the water in the nearby river—can replenish the breath this man steals.
I traveled across the universe, flew high in the sky, and walked far across planets. After so long, I learned that home isn’t a place on Earth or Le’vris. It’s a time, a moment. All the times I laugh and smile with my family and friends—that is home.
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