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      “An incident has occurred,” Kirov, Ambassador of Luxiria, told his Prime Leader the moment he entered the command center.

      Vaxa’an regarded him with eyes of stone, his jaw stiffening, as he strode to the war room, Kirov following next to him.

      His Prime Leader had just returned from Lopixa, Vikan’s outpost.  And judging from the fact that Vaxa’an returned alone, without the human female that Vikan had stolen away, Kirov knew what it meant.

      Another human female had awakened a Luxirian’s Instinct.  His warrior brother, his fellow Ambassador, his friend Vikan had just been gifted a luxiva, a mate, from the Fates.

      Kirov didn’t know how to feel about this knowledge, so he kept his mind focused on the task at hand: informing their Prime Leader of the incident that had happened in his absence.  An incident that Vaxa’an would be furious over.

      “I wish to see my female, Kirov.  Make it quick,” Vaxa’an replied.  Vaxa’an had a human female of his own, a pregnant one.  And as with any mated Luxirian who had been away from his luxiva, who had not mated her in a couple spans, it was best to keep a wide berth, for they were easy to enrage.

      His usually level-headed friend seemed on the brink and Kirov questioned whether he should tell Vaxa’an right then or perhaps wait until he had a mating session with his female first, to calm and center him after his journey to Lopixa.

      Nix, he knew.  The news needed to be shared.

      The doors to the war room opened and Kirov nodded at Cruxan, another of Vaxa’an’s Ambassadors.  The other male was waiting, his arms braced across his wide chest, his expression grim.  They were two of five of Vaxa’an’s Ambassadors.

      The remaining two, Kirov couldn’t help but think, searing envy arrowing through his body.  The other three, Lihvan, Rixavox, and now Vikan, had found their fated mates in the human females.

      “Tell me,” Vaxa’an ordered once the three males were alone, sequestered in the war room, away from the ears of the warriors stationed at the command center.

      Kirov always preferred directness, so he said, “The crystal is missing.”

      “What?” Vaxa’an hissed, his pupils flaring even in the low light.

      That Luxirian crystal was the only crystal large enough to power a vessel to the Fourth Quadrant, where the remaining human females were from.  In order to return them to their home planet called Earth…they needed that crystal.

      The females had been scheduled to depart from Luxiria the moment Vaxa’an had returned to the Golden City.

      Now, that precious and rare fuel was missing.

      Cruxan spoke, “There were seven warriors on duty last night, all of which denied any knowledge concerning its theft.”

      “We need to find that crystal,” Vaxa’an growled, his eyes hardening.  “Without it…”

      The Prime Leader shook his head, a rough sound of frustration tearing from his throat.

      Vaxa’an took a long breath, staring past the both of them for a moment before saying, “I fear that I have handled this situation poorly with the human females.”

      Kirov shared a look with Cruxan.

      Cruxan said, “We all agreed, the elder council too, that it would be best for the females to remain sequestered and out of sight during their time here.”

      Vaxa’an didn’t respond for a moment, but seemed to be battling a decision in his mind.  Kirov didn’t envy Vaxa’an his position, the pressure of being Prime Leader to a warrior race.  And while Kirov had his own duties, had his own outpost in the east to oversee and run, it paled in comparison to what Vaxa’an dealt with every single span.

      Finally, Vaxa’an said, “Vikan has won his human female over.  Her name is Taylor.  She chooses to stay with him, here on Luxiria.  She will not be returning to Earth with the others.”

      Kirov’s lips tightened.  Just as he’d suspected.  That ugly feeling in his chest threatened to rear its head, so he kept it tamped down.  Tightly.

      “While I was in Lopixa, she told me my treatment of the remaining females has been poor.  My luxiva has also said she disagrees with the way we have kept them sequestered.  Taylor said the females are frightened, restless.”

      Kirov’s muscles tightened.  Luxirian males loathed the idea of harming females and he could hear the pain in Vaxa’an’s own voice, as sharply as he felt it in the discomfort of his chest.

      Again, he locked eyes with Cruxan.  Out of all the Ambassadors, only Kirov and Cruxan had not been exposed to any of the human females.  Vaxa’an had put them in the command center the moment they landed and only the males who had been on the rescue mission to save them from the Krevorags, whose Instincts had not awakened for them, were allowed to serve them and protect them.

      Kirov would be lying if he said he wasn’t…curious.  Insanely, maddeningly curious.  He’d been curious since the moment he’d been born into this world and his single-mindedness made it especially hard not to assuage that curiosity.

      But then he remembered his loyalty to Vaxa’an, to Luxiria.  As an Ambassador, he would respect his Prime Leader’s decision.

      Even then, he felt the tendrils of his mind wrapping around the need to see the females.  The need to see if one of them was his.

      He shook his head hard, fighting against that pull.  Kirov had always been different.  But his obsessions had catapulted Luxiria’s technology further than others thought possible.  And the toll those obsessions took on him was worth that, to see his race accelerating, despite everything they’d endured.

      Kirov said then, “We all know why this has happened.  The males are hearing stories of fated mates, that the human females are awakening Instincts.  This is something we should have foreseen.  Males would want the remaining females to stay here, not return to Earth.”

      “I did not expect my sworn warriors to betray my orders in this way,” Vaxa’an said, his horns straightening in frustration.

      “Desperation leads to action,” Kirov said simply.  “I must say…we do not know when we will recover the crystal, Vaxa’an.  If we recover it.  Perhaps it has already been destroyed by a desperate male.  Because we do not know, we need to decide their accommodation until we do.  As you said, I have heard reports from their guards that they are unhappy.  Other arrangements need to be made.”

      Vaxa’an puffed out another frustrated breath and looked between the both of them.  “Tell me honestly, my friends, do you think I have been unfair and hypocritical in this matter?  In keeping them hidden away, away from males whose Instincts would potentially awaken for them?”  Vaxa’an looked to the door of the war room.  “I am Luxirian.  My main purpose in seeking out a female was for the purpose of breeding, of continuing our race.  Instead, I found my luxiva.  Is it my right to prevent another male from finding his own?”

      Kirov’s jaw tightened and bitterness rose in him, surprising and cutting.  Again, he tamped it down.  Cruxan stood still beside him, unmoving.

      Vaxa’an continued, “Should I simply let them out, let them see our planet, let them see our males, and decide for themselves?  I thought I was protecting them, giving them a choice, but now I wonder if I have been giving them the wrong one.  A mated Luxirian would treat them better than any human male possibly could.  That I say with absolute certainty.”

      “Give them that choice,” Cruxan advised.  “That is the only way you will know for certain.”

      “We can have one of the Ambassador dwellings at the top of the Golden City outfitted for them, if necessary,” Kirov said.  “Vikan’s perhaps.  It is still private and we would post guards, but it would be better than the quarters they’ve been in.”

      Vaxa’an jerked his head in a nod and regarded the both of them.  “And do you think I should allow them to be seen?”

      The answer was on the tip of Kirov’s tongue, but he couldn’t decide if it was a selfish answer or not.  Denying his initial reaction, he said, “No.”

      Cruxan cut him a sharp look.

      Vaxa’an said, “I confess, your answer surprises me, Kirov.  I thought you would want to see if your own Instinct awakened for one.”

      “What I desire and what is necessary conflict within me,” Kirov answered.  He thought it only fair Vaxa’an knew.  “I battle with it, every span.  But like I said, desperation leads to action.  We simply cannot predict what desperate males would do.”

      “And you?” Vaxa’an asked, eyeing him.  “Do I need to worry about you and your actions?”

      Kirov thought about it, all too keenly aware that Cruxan was watching him too.  “I will obey your initial orders, Vaxa’an,” Kirov finally told him.  “I will not actively seek them out.”

      Strangely enough, Kirov couldn’t decide whether Vaxa’an seemed relieved or disappointed in his words.

      “However, my own dwelling in the Golden City resides on the higher terraces where I suggested they be housed,” Kirov continued carefully.  “If I happen to catch sight of my female, if my Instinct does awaken for her…”

      Longing so intense assaulted his body, tensing every single muscle.

      Kirov growled and finished with, “If that does happen…nothing will keep me from her.  Not even your orders, Prime Leader.”

      Vaxa’an regarded him carefully with the same expression he wore whenever they had time to spar in the training rooms.  Like he was calculating whether he could defeat him that span and if so, how.

      Kirov returned his stare but Vaxa’an turned to Cruxan and asked, “And you?”

      Cruxan’s grin was slow and languid.  No doubt the same grin he used on the few available Luxirian females left when convincing them to warm his furs for the night.

      “My answer is the same as Kirov’s,” the other Ambassador replied, his arms still crossed tightly over his chest.  “I will respect your wishes in remaining apart from them.  But I think we all know…sometimes the Fates have other paths for us.  I will leave my fate in their hands.”

      Vaxa’an blew out a sharp breath, taking a brief moment to collect his thoughts.

      “I will go speak with the females now.  Kirov, have a dwelling outfitted properly.  Vikan’s old dwelling will suffice.  It is the furthest from the others and he will not need it in the immediate future,” Vaxa’an said, though his lips tightened as he said it.

      Betrayal never sat well with Vaxa’an.  The fact that Vikan stole a human female right out of the command center—fated female or not—must sting, especially considering that all of them were as close as blood brothers.

      “Cruxan,” Vaxa’an addressed.

      “Yes?”

      “Find that crystal,” their Prime Leader growled.

      With that, Vaxa’an strode from the war room and down the corridor, in the direction of the quarters that housed the remaining human females.

      Cruxan regarded Kirov when he turned to look at him.

      “He took it better than expected,” Cruxan noted.

      A buzzing in Kirov’s ears started up, now that his immediate task had been satisfied.  His fingers twitched at his sides, his mind drifting back towards the room Vaxa’an was no doubt entering at that very moment.

      Only a small glimpse and Kirov would know for certain.

      Nix.

      He clenched his fingers into his palms, feeling his claws cut into his thick flesh.

      Cruxan grinned again.  “It hurts, does it not?”

      “What hurts?”

      “Not knowing,” Cruxan said.  “And you, Kirov…you are perhaps one of the only Luxirians who does not know what that feels like, genius as you are.  You have lived your whole life knowing everything.  Knowledge is easy for you to absorb.  I confess that I like seeing you slum it like the rest of us down here.”

      Kirov growled.  Cruxan was one of his closest friends and he knew that he could count on him for anything, that he would be loyal until the end.

      But Cruxan knew which buttons to push.

      “Tell me honestly,” Kirov said.  “Do you know who took the crystal?”

      “I do not,” Cruxan said, his expression sobering.  He ran a hand over one of his black horns that curled around his skull.  “But I will not lie and say I am unhappy that it happened.”

      Kirov’s jaw clenched and unclenched.  Ever since the females had arrived, he’d made almost no progress on the specialized armor he was creating for their warriors.  They were a distraction.

      One he wanted to thoroughly investigate but couldn’t.

      And it was driving him to madness.

      Cruxan observed him carefully and advised, “Find a female tonight, Kirov.  A Luxirian female.  Let her release some of this tension.  You’re wound tight.  We all know what happens when you go too long like this.”

      Kirov stilled, thinking over Cruxan’s suggestion.  Perhaps a warm, eager female would do him well.  He hadn’t mated one in over a lunar cycle and Luxirians were known to be carnal beings.  Cruxan released his tensions nightly with a seemingly endless stream of females at his beck and call.

      “I will consider that,” Kirov said.

      “For all of our sakes, do,” Cruxan replied.

      That buzzing was getting louder in his ears and he turned to the door of the war room.  “I will see you in the training room tomorrow.”

      He didn’t wait for Cruxan’s reply.  Out in the long corridor, he took in a deep breath, but then straightened when he noticed the warriors posted along the hallway were watching him.  Like he was a weapon about to go off.

      Kirov couldn’t help turning his head down the corridor…to where the females were housed, as he often did whenever he was in the command center.

      Temptation, in its purest form.

      With a growl, he turned away, stalking towards the set of the doors that led to the outside.

      Perhaps Cruxan was right.

      He needed a female that night.
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      Another one bites the dust, Lainey couldn’t help but think as their dwindling group of women huddled in a tight circle, whispering together.

      “What do you think we should do?” Crystal asked.

      The ordinarily upbeat blonde seemed quiet and unsure and her gaze flitted from each of them, trying to gauge reactions.

      Lainey looked over her shoulder, her eyes narrowing.  The leader of whatever planet they’d been brought to—Luxiria, it was called—stood with his arms braced at his sides, speaking with the guards that had come in with him.

      His tone seemed terse as he spoke in his language, giving the women privacy and time to make a decision.

      “I don’t trust them,” Lainey said, whipping her head back around to their small group.  Only Erin, Crystal, and Bianca remained, including herself.  They’d already lost Cecelia and Taylor to these Luxirians…not to mention Beks, who had also been rescued from the other aliens with them all.

      Bianca was quiet.  The news that the leader brought—that the fuel necessary to power their spaceship home had been lost—sent her into hysterics and she’d only just begun to calm down.  She’d been so happy lately, thinking they would be sent home any day.  She missed her daughter, her husband.

      “It’s a little too convenient that this fuel has mysteriously disappeared the moment we were supposed to leave,” Lainey pointed out.  “Not to mention that suddenly Taylor hasn’t come back, even though that alien claims that she decided to stay behind with her ‘mate.’  Puh-lease.  They’re playing us!”

      “Lainey,” Erin said softly, catching her eyes before darting her gaze to Bianca’s slumped shoulders.

      Lainey felt a sharp twinge of guilt and looked down at the floor of the room they’d been ‘housed’ in ever since arriving on this godforsaken planet, her jaw ticking.

      Housed, Lainey thought, with a bitter twist of her lips.  More like kept imprisoned.  No windows.  One door that was locked from the outside.  Only two guards that came and went at scheduled meal times.

      Needless to say, they were all going a little crazy.

      “I think he’s telling the truth,” Erin said quietly, her gaze going to the alien leader again.  “I believe it when they said they were sending us home.”

      “Why move us then?” Crystal asked, with a nervous dart of her gaze.  “I thought the whole point of us being here was so that…that none of the males would…be awakened or whatever they call it.”

      Because that was what Cecelia told them.  That these Luxirians had something inside them that could potentially choose a life-long mate.  Something dormant that came alive when they saw this mate for the first time.

      If those stories were to be believed, then that was what had happened to Beks, Cecelia, and now Taylor.  Not to mention Kate, the alien leader’s mate.

      Cecelia had told them that was why the leader—called Vaxa’an—had housed them there.  So other males wouldn’t be awakened, so the women would be free to go back to Earth without any attachment.

      Load of bullshit, Lainey thought.  She liked Cecelia, but it was a little hard to believe.

      Erin answered Crystal’s question with a helpful, “I don’t know.”

      Lainey was just about to open her mouth and say something she’d regret later when she caught sight of Bianca again…and managed to swallow the words down.

      Her lips pressed together, as if it would keep them inside, before she spun on her heel and stalked towards Vaxa’an.

      His head cocked to the side when he noticed her and straightened.

      “Have you come to a decision, fem—”

      Lainey cut him off with, “Why should we trust you?  Because frankly, buddy, you’ve given us no reason to trust you.”

      Vaxa’an frowned, seemingly in confusion, at ‘buddy’ but replied, “The events that have happened are unfortunate, female, but one of my Ambassadors is looking for the crystal at this very moment.”

      His calm tone irritated her.  “And what happens if it’s never found?”

      His pupils contracted.  “I do not know,” he said quietly.

      Realization hit Lainey and she took a step away.  Was it possible he was telling the truth about the crystal?

      She cleared her throat and asked, “And why move us?”

      Vaxa’an’s eyes drifted past her to the very curious group of women still standing in a circle and he raised his voice when he said, “The decision is yours.  You do not have to move quarters.  You may stay here until we locate the crystal or you can move to a dwelling in the Golden City.  It is private, but it will afford you a view of Luxiria, fresh air.  You may go outside onto the terraces, enjoy our suns, and our moon.”

      Longing filled Lainey, her breath hitching.

      Moonlight.

      Vaxa’an continued softly, “It has recently been brought to my attention by your friend, Taylor, that you are unhappy and restless in these quarters.  I thought a dwelling might make you…happier.  More pleased.”

      Lainey blinked and she turned to look over her shoulder at the other women.

      She turned back around and asked, “And what about this Instinct we keep hearing about?”

      Vaxa’an made a guttural sound in the back of his throat and said, “It is a risk, tev.  But only two of my Ambassadors live on the same terrace where you will be housed and you will have Horex and Vixron,” gesturing to the same guards that had brought in their meals from the beginning, “stationed at your dwelling.  No other males will see you.”

      Lainey retreated back to the circle.

      Moonlight, she couldn’t help but think and she wondered if the longing for it was written all over her features.

      “Look, I’ll be honest, I’m willing to risk being some alien’s mate to get some fresh air and a damn window,” she told the small group.  “I mean…we have to be vitamin-D deficient by now.”

      A whisper of an amused smile crossed Erin’s features, but she turned to look at Crystal and Bianca.  The diplomat of their group said softly, “I agree, but it should be a unanimous decision.”

      Crystal’s eyes turned to look around the room and she blew out a sharp breath.  “I’m from LA, okay?  I’d kill for some sun right now.  I say we move.”

      “Bianca?” Lainey asked, eyeing the brunette, who was still looking down at the floor.  “What do you say?”

      Bianca shook her head.  “This means we give in.  No, we need to demand that they send us back home now.  I’m sick of waiting!”

      “By all means,” Lainey said, stepping aside and gesturing to Vaxa’an, “go for it.”

      Erin leveled her another look and then said to Bianca, “You know they have the power in this situation, B.  We just have to stick it out.  Anything is better than being back in those cages…on that other planet.”

      Lainey swallowed hard.  Yes, anything was better than that.

      “We were s-supposed to leave soon,” Bianca said, her voice hitching.  “Cecelia said we were leaving soon!”

      “Well, we’re not.  Obviously,” Lainey said, frustration fraying her nerves.  For weeks, Bianca had done this, swinging from one emotional outburst to the other.

      And maybe Lainey couldn’t empathize with her.  Lainey didn’t have a daughter or a husband…or hell, a family.  Maybe Bianca rubbed her the wrong way because Lainey was jealous of her, wanted what she had.

      “Shut up, Lainey,” Bianca snapped, her eyes teary but angry.  “I’m sick of hearing your sarcastic and bitter and mean remarks.  I gave you the benefit of the doubt at first but you’ve shown me that you’re only pretty on the outside.”

      Lainey would never admit to anyone how much that comment stung.  Never in a million years.

      But she straightened her spine and smiled—though it was more like a baring of her teeth—as she said, “What a coincidence.  That’s what my mother always told me too.”

      Her mother had often said, “It’s a good thing you’re beautiful, Lainey, because no one else in their right mind would love you otherwise.”

      But Nadine had loved her.  Nadine, who was the complete opposite of Lainey.  Nadine who was sweet and shy and nice, who’d been like a sister to her, the family she’d never had.

      Only Nadine had left too.  Or at least the cancer in her body had taken her away.

      “Okay, stop it,” Erin said, sighing, like they were two petulant children.  “Bianca, don’t you think getting out of this room might help take your mind off things?”

      “Nothing will take my mind off getting back to my family,” Bianca said, tears dripping down her cheeks, but determination shining in her eyes.  Lainey’s throat felt tight as she looked at the mother.

      “Being locked away in here isn’t doing any of us good,” Crystal pointed out.

      “And I don’t want one of those aliens stealing me away from my life,” Bianca cried out.  “N-no, I’m staying here.  Right here.”

      Erin blew out a long breath, her eyes connecting with Crystal’s and Lainey’s.

      “I’m not,” Lainey said quietly, shaking her head, looking at the group.  “He doesn’t know when they’ll find that missing fuel.  If they ever do find it.  It could be a day, it could be weeks until they figure out something else.  And until then, I can’t be in this room any longer just because Bianca wants to stay.”

      “Good.  Leave.  No one wants you here anyways,” Bianca said, before stalking over to the other side of the fire pit and sitting down among the cushions.  The brunette drew her knees to her chest and Lainey saw her shoulders begin to shake.

      Lainey’s jaw ticked, her heart squeezing in her chest.

      “I’m going too,” Crystal said softly, looking at Erin, an apology written in her eyes.  “These walls are driving me insane.  I’m sorry.”

      Erin would stay with Bianca.  Lainey knew that as well as they all did.  She was too kind-hearted, too soft-hearted not to.

      Erin looked down at the floor.

      “Erin,” Lainey said softly, “you can’t help everyone, especially when they don’t want to be helped.”

      “I can’t just leave her, Lainey,” Erin replied, meeting her gaze.  Lainey’s heart squeezed again and she felt guilty for leaving someone she considered a friend behind.  “She’s fragile.  She can’t be left alone here.”

      Lainey’s dislike for Bianca deepened.  She couldn’t help it.

      “She’ll come around,” Erin said, a small smile on her lips, trying to reassure the both of them.  “You guys go for now.  I’m sure we’ll see you soon.”

      And if they didn’t?

      Lainey didn’t voice that thought.  She glanced over at Crystal, who went to embrace Erin.  When Crystal stepped back, Lainey did the same, her heart pounding in her chest.

      Erin squeezed her hand when they pulled away.  “Be nice,” Erin said, with a small teasing smile.

      “I’m always nice,” Lainey said, with a returned smile.  “Others just don’t think so.”

      Erin shook her head in amusement and Lainey watched as Crystal went to say goodbye to Bianca.

      Erin saw her watching the two and said, “She didn’t mean what she said, Lainey.  You know that, right?”

      Lainey looked at Bianca and said quietly, “No, for once I think she said exactly what she felt.”

      With that, Lainey approached the brunette and Crystal gave them space to talk.  Lainey crouched in front of her, knowing that what she was going to say would be brief.

      “I know we don’t like each other very much,” Lainey said softly, so softly no one else could hear except for Bianca, “and I agree, I’ve given you no reason to like me.  But Erin is a good person.  Perhaps the best, most selfless person I’ve ever met.  Don’t punish her because you’re afraid.  This room is affecting her too.”

      Lainey stood and Bianca stared up at her, her expression caught between anger, sadness, and guilt.  No fond farewells, but Lainey had a feeling they’d be seeing one another soon anyways.

      With that, Lainey nodded and stepped back, reaching out to squeeze Erin’s forearm as she passed her on her way to Vaxa’an.

      “Crystal and I will leave,” Lainey told him, tilting her chin up.

      Judging from the look in his eyes, he’d heard their little discussion and he regarded her in a way that made her feel like a lab rat.

      She cleared her throat, refraining from tapping her fingers on her thighs to a silent melody, an old nervous habit.  “Erin and Bianca will stay.  For now.”

      Vaxa’an’s gaze slid past her and Crystal to the other two women.  He jerked his head in a sharp nod and said, “Horex will stay behind as their guard.  Vixron will accompany you to your new dwelling immediately.”

      The guard whose name she now knew as Vixron stepped forward.  She’d seen him more times than she could count and had never thought to ask his name.

      “Alrighty then,” Lainey said, looking up at him, before sliding her gaze to Crystal, who stood slightly behind her, not quite meeting the eyes of the Luxirians.  “We’re ready to go.”
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      “Toto, I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore,” Lainey breathed once Vixron landed a freaking hovercraft onto a wide stone terrace at the top of a mountain city.

      So this was Luxiria…

      Lainey and Crystal stumbled off of the hovercraft, declining help from the hulking Luxirian acting as their bodyguard and raced to the long, stretching balcony of the terrace, their bellies pressing into the hard, warm stone.

      Luxiria was…darkly beautiful.  Lainey hadn’t expected that.  In her mind, she’d imagined a stark landscape or perhaps a jungle of thick trees, humid, suffocating air, a forest filled with odd sounds from strange monsters and creatures with four or five or six eyes and a thousand legs.  Then again, she only ever had Star Trek and Star Wars to fuel her imagination for what an extraterrestrial planet would look like.

      But Luxiria wasn’t like anything she’d imagined.

      It was striking.  Black sand billowed out from the mountain they were high upon, flowing over and covering the land as far as Lainey could see.  In the seemingly never-ending distance, she saw tall, jagged black mountains, impressively majestic.

      Lainey had been to Scotland once, had remembered the striking landscape of the highlands, of Glencoe, beautifully melancholic and haunting, like her favorite concerto.

      But Luxiria’s landscape was like Glencoe on steroids.  And she found that she could look at a view like it forever.

      Next to her, Crystal said softly, “You know, for some reason, it never seemed real before right now.”  When Lainey managed to peel her eyes away from the scene to look at her, the blonde shrugged and said, “None of it seemed real.  But how can I deny this?”

      The abduction.  Alien life.  Being on another planet, so great a distance from Earth that Lainey didn’t know how to quantify it with numbers she knew.

      That was what Crystal was talking about.

      Lainey knew the feeling.  Because she was experiencing something very, very similar.

      Another thing that registered was the heat.  The moment they’d stepped foot outside the building that had housed them for a few weeks, thick heat had settled over them.

      It didn’t bother Lainey.  While she was sweating bullets underneath the two suns, high overhead in the sky, anything felt better than the cool, circulated, sterile air of that goddamn room.  She felt the heat on her skin and the suns on her face, felt a hot breeze blow strands of her red hair across her eyes…and she was happy for the first time in a long time.   She was free, unshackled, in open air.

      And it felt like music.

      “Ready to go check out our new digs?” Crystal asked after they’d been standing there for longer than Lainey realized.

      She looked over her shoulder, saw Vixron standing near the entrance to a domed…house?  Or at least what Lainey assumed was a house.

      The terrace was quiet, deserted.  Five houses in total lined that particular terrace, but Lainey had seen that the entire city—which Vaxa’an had called the Golden City—had been lined with terraces, carved out of the mountain.

      “Yeah,” Lainey said, turning her back on the spine-tingling view to approach the place they’d be staying at for who knew how long.  “Let’s go.”

      Passing through an arched metal door, the two women examined their temporary home.  And already, Lainey knew it was a tremendous upgrade.  Not only because it was spacious, but because it was flooded with ample natural light pouring in from the large windows.

      Inside the ‘living room’ was the same fire pit set-up they’d had in the other room, a place they’d often gathered at meal times.  And despite the heat, there was a fire flickering in the very center, as if someone had come to prepare the house for them.

      Vibrant rugs were spread out over the floor, in varying patterns and colors to protect their bare feet from the stone.  Lainey approached the back of the house, to a labyrinth of a hallway, that revealed two rooms that had been outfitted as bedrooms, complete with actual beds—two in each room—instead of padded mats on the floor.  They were piled high with furs and plush cushions and Lainey wanted to sink into one, but continued exploring instead.

      The last door revealed the holy grail of bathrooms.

      Behind her, Crystal said, “Oh my God.”

      Because the bathroom was huge.  In its very center was a large, sunken in pool, with steam rising from its surface.  The largest bathtub in history.

      “I know what I’m doing tonight,” Lainey muttered, her eyes wide.

      That was when the guilt hit her.  Hard.

      “Erin should be here,” Lainey said.  Only at the last moment, did she add, “Bianca too.”

      “She’ll come around,” Crystal said, placing a hand on her shoulder.

      When they returned to the living room, Vixron was still at his place by the front door, legs spread apart in a wide stance, arms straight at his side.

      He was watching Lainey warily and her lips almost twitched.  Admittedly, she hadn’t been the best behaved under his watch and had ripped him a new asshole a time or two once she’d discovered he understood and spoke English.

      Even still, she straightened her spine and sniffed, “This will do, Vixy.  I suppose.”

      Vixron’s lips pressed together.  “I will inform the Prime Leader of your satisfaction when I see him next.”

      “So,” Crystal said quietly.  “What now?”

      Lainey sighed, her eyes straying back out the window, at the impressive view of Luxiria.

      She was itching to go back onto the terrace, but already, her skin was turning red and blotchy from the intensity of the two suns.  Being a redhead, nine times out of ten, meant fair skin.  Fair skin never agreed with the sun.  She’d always been jealous how easily Nadine had tanned during the summertime, when Lainey had to cover herself with large brimmed sun hats and the highest SPF money could buy.

      “We wait,” Lainey said, shrugging her shoulders and going to stand at one of the larger windows.  There was a ledge right at its base and Lainey couldn’t help but notice that it was the length of a 76-key keyboard.  “Like we always have.”

      Her eyes found the jagged peaks of the mountain and she traced their outline with reverence.

      Crystal sighed, “I’m going to take a bath.  Might as well swim in there while I’m at it.”

      Lainey heard her retreat down the hallway they’d just come from.

      As she looked at the view, her hands rested on the wide ledge.  She placed her fingers in the starting position, imagining black and white keys in place of stone.  And she began to silently play Chopin’s Nocturne Op. 20 in C sharp minor.
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        * * *

      

      “I have sent Cruxan back to his outpost,” Vaxa’an told Kirov later that night in the war room, the moment he stepped inside after receiving summons.

      The door closed behind him.  Kirov frowned.  “Why?”

      “He received news from some of his guards stationed there.  That they heard about a Luxirian crystal arriving with a relief batch of warriors earlier this morning.”

      “He thinks one of them has the crystal?” Kirov questioned, but he already knew.  “But how?  We’d already questioned all the warriors on duty here multiple times.”

      “Perhaps they lied.  Perhaps they handed it off to a warrior who could take it out of the Golden City,” Vaxa’an growled.  “I am questioning my decision to let those two females out.  I cannot completely trust my warriors anymore.”

      Kirov’s jaw tightened.  “Only a few know they left.  They will be safe.  I will be there during the nights when I return to my dwelling and I will be diligent in ensuring no males come near them.”

      Vaxa’an watched him carefully.  “You will need to return to Troxva soon for the lunar celebration.  You have been away from your outpost too long.”

      Kirov inclined his head.  “I will leave in a few spans.  I wanted to finish the armor technology I have been developing.”

      Vaxa’an’s eyes went back to the Com screens in front of him.

      “Besides,” Kirov added, “if I leave, there will be no more Ambassadors left in the Golden City.  You should call on Lihvan or Rixavox to return in my absence.  As a precaution.”

      “As if I could tear them away from mated life,” Vaxa’an said, huffing out a short breath.  With a tap of his fingers, he powered off the Coms and Kirov realized that he probably hadn’t left all span.  Again, Kirov didn’t envy Vaxa’an his role, his responsibilities.  “But you are right.  This is not the time to leave the Golden City without at least one Ambassador.  I will call on Lihvan to return once you leave.”

      Kirov jerked his head in a nod.

      “Go,” Vaxa’an said.  “Get some rest.  You look as if you have not slept in a rotation.”

      Kirov felt like he hadn’t slept in a rotation.

      “Cruxan suggested I go find a female to mate,” he muttered.

      Amusement poured off his friend.  “That would do you good too.  Nothing will take the edge off more.”

      Kirov eyed Vaxa’an and before he turned to leave, he said, “Perhaps you should take your own advice and return to your luxiva.”

      Behind him, Vaxa’an growled, “Planning on it.  She will not sleep tonight.”

      Once outside the command center, Kirov boarded a hovercraft and shot up into the sky, flying towards the terrace where he resided.  Once the five Ambassadors’ dwellings came into view, his eyes immediately sought out the one where the human females now lived.

      The windows spilled out a golden light and through one window he saw Vixron, standing watch.  He didn’t see the females.  He assumed they were sleeping.

      That buzzing curiosity returned full force, but he tamped it down, stomped it out like a fire, remembering that Vaxa’an didn’t take well to betrayal.

      He thought he saw a flash of red on the terrace in front of the dwelling, but when he refocused his gaze, he saw nothing out of place.

      Kirov landed the hovercraft smoothly in front of his own dwelling and powered it down.  The gentle hum of the technology he’d helped create faded into silence and he was met with the calmness and coolness of a Luxirian night.

      After he jumped down off the hovercraft, he stood for a moment, looking over his home planet, brightly illuminated with a silver light from an almost full moon.  He looked towards the east, towards his own outpost of Troxva.

      A familiar tightening encased his muscles and he closed his eyes.

      Troxva and all the weighted responsibilities and old guilts that came with it.

      Troxva, where Kirov was not a technology advisor, where he could not spend his spans in his labs, but rather…he had to be a leader.

      Troxva, a place he both loved and loathed.

      Troxva, where his sire lived.

      A sigh escaped him, though it sounded more like a rough growl to his own ears.

      A soft sound near the human females’ dwelling drew his attention, his eyes snapping open, his body tensing, preparing.  Peering into the darkness, he scanned the terrace, listening, completely still.

      But he heard nothing else, sensed no other Luxirians except Vixron.

      Kirov shook his head, taking one last look in the direction of Troxva, one last longing look at the human females’ dwelling, before turning to go inside his own.

      Frustration made his shoulders ache and he rolled his head around his neck, trying to ease the pain.  Once inside, he remembered he was supposed to find a female to mate that night, to help ease that frustration before it drowned him.

      With a curse, Kirov closed the door behind him.  He would just release some tension manually.  Maybe then, he’d finally be able to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      There were moments when Lainey knew her life had changed forever.

      Like sitting down at a piano for the first time at four-years-old.  Like hearing thunderous applause reverberate in her ears after the completion of an old, beautiful concerto at fourteen.

      Like the moment when she caught her father cheating on her mother.  Like the moment when her mother acted like nothing was wrong for her socialite friends.

      Like moving out of her parents’ house the moment she turned eighteen, feeling freedom and relief and genuine happiness for the first time.

      Like the moment when her best friend, the person she loved most in the entire universe, died of breast cancer at the age of twenty-five.

      Like being abducted by aliens for a human trafficking ring.

      And like this moment, hiding in the shadows between two domed houses with bated breath, watching a Luxirian male climb down from his hovercraft.

      When he turned to look out over the same view Lainey had been admiring before she heard a hovercraft approach, her heartbeat tripled in speed.  His skin looked silver in the moonlight, his sharp features almost regal.  His obvious strength, the bulk of honed muscles, made her breath hitch.

      Her eyes were drawn to him like her fingers were drawn to ivory keys: unavoidable, a compulsion, a need.

      Lainey reached out to the wall of the house next to her to steady herself when her head spun with dizziness, when her knees shook.  To her mortified surprise, arousal arrowed down her body, pooling between her thighs.  So intense and sudden that Lainey thought she might orgasm right there and then.

      Her hand slipped on the wall, but she caught herself at the last moment to keep from falling on buckling knees.  When she snapped her widened gaze back to the alien, she froze.  His body was turned in her direction, his eyes—the color of which she couldn’t determine—seemingly right on her.

      She only breathed again when he turned away and bright relief made her sag against the wall.  She craned her head to watch as he entered into the dwelling at the very end of the terrace, three houses down from the one they were staying in.

      Vaxa’an said only Ambassadors lived on this terrace, she remembered.  Whatever ‘Ambassador’ meant.  Was he one of them?

      Lainey waited another moment, her heartbeat pounding in her ears.  She knew she should turn tail and go back inside the house.  She could take a long, hot bath once Crystal was done and then tumble head-first into the plush bed she’d seen earlier.

      But she wanted to see what color his eyes were.  Needed to.

      Besides, Lainey never did anything she knew she should do.

      Except for when it came to her music, she had no discipline.  She’d always assumed she’d used up all her discipline, sitting at her piano bench, practicing for hours and hours a day, perfecting every note until it rolled seamlessly into the next perfect note.

      So really…who could blame her when she pushed away from the wall, emerged from the shadows, and crept three houses down?

      Lainey’s heart was threatening to pound right out of her chest when she slowly stepped down the alley between the Ambassador’s house and the one right next to it.

      Her skin felt flushed and her arms tingled, knowing that what she was doing was potentially risky and dangerous.  She knew next to nothing about Luxirian males.

      That thought almost made her pause, but something inside her, deep within her, forced her feet forward.

      She had to know.  But what she had to know—other than the color of his eyes—remained a mystery.

      A sense of foreboding rose in the back of her mind.  Something Cecelia had told the group of women when she’d returned, with a new Luxirian mate in tow.  Something about when she’d seen him for the first time, she’d felt…a pull, a weird sense of connection that hadn’t made sense to her at the time.

      Lainey shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts, trying to bring her treacherous body back until control.

      No, the whole ‘Instinct awakening,’ the whole ‘fated mate’ thing…it was ridiculous.

      No, she thought, her body humming.  This mysterious Ambassador was just the first Luxirian to tickle her fancy, coupled with the fact that she hadn’t had sex in almost two years.  Her body wanted to end its dry spell and it seemed like her body had chosen him.

      That was all it was.  Sexual interest and attraction.

      Not that she would have sex with him.  He could have a Luxirian wife and a baby on the way for all she knew.

      She ignored the way her gut tightened at the thought.

      No.  She was simply…curious.

      Which was what she told herself when she found herself slinking towards the back of the house like a total creep, briefly glancing in any windows she passed.

      Wow, Lainey, she thought to herself, if only Mother could see you now.

      The two windows at the front of the house revealed no one, so Lainey slowly approached where she knew the bedrooms were, if the structures of the houses were at all similar.

      With her heart drumming in her chest, she peeked around the very last window into the house.

      He was there.

      He was undressing.

      Lainey’s eyes went wide.

      Throughout her life, she’d seen plenty of drool-worthy, sculpted, masculine bodies.  Hell, all of her ex-boyfriends—though to be fair, she only had three—had spent at least an hour in the gym most mornings and got in their fair share of protein.

      And Lainey had seen their guards shirtless at times, knew that the Luxirians she’d seen—including Vaxa’an—were absolutely stacked.

      But this alien…

      Nothing prepared her for how her body would respond.  Underneath her ‘uniform’—what all the women called the grey, soft tunics they were given every morning—her nipples pebbled tight, goosebumps broke out over her skin, and her arousal revved up about 110%.

      The Ambassador’s skin looked blue in the darkness, but she knew that Luxirian skin reflected light in a strange way.  It was ever-changing.  He was already shirtless and when he shifted, Lainey could see the small, metal bars that were pierced through his flat, dark nipples.  Her mouth watered wondering how he would taste there.  His pecs were perfectly square and led down to his taut abdomen, not an ounce of fat on him.  Only muscle.  Pure muscle and pure, uninhibited strength.

      Dark horns, almost the exact color of the black mountain ranges she saw far in the distance, curled around the crown of his head, though the longer she looked at them, she noticed that they had begun to lift up and straighten slightly.

      Fascinating, she couldn’t help but think, pressing closer to the window.

      Black, long, loose hair hung to the center of his shoulder blades and it swayed as the Ambassador made quick work of his pants, unstringing the laces with efficiency and precision.

      And when he pushed them down the thick, muscled length of his thighs, when he stepped out of them, and then rose to his full height, completely and utterly naked…Lainey forgot how to breathe.

      His cock was semi-erect…and rising.  And thickening.  It was the goddamn size of a baby’s arm and looked like there were small, round knobs lining the top and bottom of his length.

      Oh my God.

      Lainey was so close to the window her nose was practically pressed against the clear glass-like material that stretched across the opening.  She took a deep, silent breath, nourishing her lungs with much-needed oxygen.

      Her eyes flickered up to his face.  He was turned so that Lainey could only see his profile and it was still much too dark to see the color of his eyes.

      Her heart leaped in her throat when he turned and went to go recline on the bed against the far wall.  It was piled high with furs, just like her own.  And as he lay back against the cushions, Lainey saw his eyes slide shut.

      For a moment, she thought he was going to sleep for the night, but then she saw his hand move and she sucked in a breath.

      A beam of moonlight filtering in through the window opposite the bed illuminated his movements.  Lainey felt her cheeks flush a hot, deep crimson, probably a similar color to her hair, as dawning realization washed over her.

      He was masturbating.

      Jerking off.

      Rubbing one out.

      Spanking the monkey.

      And dear Lord, Lainey was watching.  A regular Peeping Tom.

      She never wanted to look away.

      So she watched.

      She watched as the nameless Ambassador—if that was even who he was—slowly began.  His strong fist clenched around the base of his impossibly thick cock, his hand so big that it actually fit all the way around, and he stroked…up, down, up, down, up, down.

      Lainey’s eyes were glued to his movements.  Rapt.  Whispers of her ragged breath fell from her lips as she spied.  She shuffled a little closer, moving slowly so that she didn’t alert him to her presence.

      Within a few short moments, she spied something glimmering on his cock head, lit up by the moonlight’s path.  Pre-cum, she realized, but unlike anything she’d seen.  It shimmered, like the inside of an abalone shell, iridescent and gleaming.

      Lainey licked her bottom lip, clenching her thighs together when she felt a swift, punishing wave of sharp pleasure.  The Ambassador’s chest began to rise quicker.  His horns began to straighten further.  His naked thighs began to tense and tighten.

      Lainey sensed he was holding back.  She sensed that he ached to fuck his fist, fast and hard, but he was teasing himself first, drawing out the beginning of his pleasure, inching closer and closer to the edge.

      Or perhaps it was wishful thinking, her own fantasy.  She’d never watched a male masturbate, except in porn.  It felt…naughty.  It felt surprisingly intimate.

      Lainey’s fingers couldn’t help but drift down to the hem of her shirt.  Underneath, she was bare, since they’d been given no undergarments to wear.  She bit her lip, her nipples tingling, when the pad of her index finger brushed between her slick folds.  She was soaked for the alien male lying back on his bed.

      He groaned and she could hear it even through the closed window, though slightly dampened.  That sound made her brows come together as she almost let out a strangled whimper.  Her head went dizzy and she steadied herself against the wall.

      God, that sound…

      She wanted to hear it over and over again, preferably as she made him cum.

      Lainey shook herself.  Even in the haze of her pleasure, she knew her thoughts were dangerous.

      It didn’t stop her, however, from sliding a finger up her pussy as her thumb moved over her clit.

      Lainey didn’t know how long she stood at that window, keeping herself on the edge of orgasm, watching him do the same thing.

      It felt good.  Lainey missed the feel of her flesh, missed the way arousal made her ache.  She hadn’t masturbated in what felt like ages.  She never wanted it to end.

      But Lainey’s control was shattering like glass.  And when the alien began to tremble, when a delicious, long, husky groan met her ears, and she perceived him lifting his hips to fuck his fist faster, harder, she knew she wouldn’t last much longer.

      Neither will he, Lainey realized, dazed.  He’s going to cum.

      Then she did something stupid without realizing it.  Just as she knew he was nearing the point of no return, her feet shuffled a step closer so she could see better.

      The slight movement caught his attention.  His head jerked in her direction.  And Lainey felt the world around her shift when their eyes connected.

      His eyes—which, in the stream of moonlight, she now saw were blue—widened.

      And then, with a roar that she felt shake the walls of the house, the alien Ambassador began to cum.
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      Disbelief.

      Disbelief so baffling, so incredible that Kirov’s brain—for a blissful, rare moment—completely shut down.  Quiet nothingness as he orgasmed so hard his spine arched off his sleeping platform.

      Yet, he never looked away from the human female watching him from the shadows outside his dwelling.

      His gaze was locked tight on her own, rapt, ensnared, as his dormant Instinct awakened for the first and only time in his lifespan.

      His mate, his luxiva.

      Fates, he’d found her!

      A revelation.  A before and an after, so clear and startling that already Kirov wondered how he’d lived before that moment.

      From the time he’d been a youth, he’d heard that the awakening of a Luxirian’s Instinct was like coming to life.  A breath of life, straight from the Fates.

      But Kirov didn’t think it was like a breath from the Fates.  No, it was more like a shroud being ripped from his eyes, from his body, one he’d been cloaked in, smothered in for his entire life without realizing it.

      True freedom, true purpose.  That was what he felt at that life-altering moment.

      When the last pulsings of his powerful orgasm died down and after he’d sufficiently covered his abdomen in cum, he was still wrapped in that haze of disbelief.

      That moment of brief inaction cost him.

      The female fled from her spying place before he could blink.

      Nix!

      Kirov growled, springing from his sleeping platform and tearing from his quarters, towards the central hub, and to the front door of his dwelling.

      He almost tore the door off its tracks in his desperation to reach her.

      He saw her.

      The human female was just rounding the alley between his and Cruxan’s—thankfully empty—dwelling.

      Kirov didn’t think.  How could he when all the blood had rushed from his mind to his cock?  When his Instinct—a strange, dizzying, powerful force within him—demanded that he claim his rightful mate?

      Kirov lunged for her before she could fly past the alley corner and grabbed her around the waist, hauling her against his still naked body.

      He almost groaned when he scented her, a scent so delicious, so right, that his cock gave a responding throb that threatened to bring him to his knees.

      Her shocked gaze collided with his.  Kirov growled as his pupils dilated, as his eyes roved over his female’s features for the first time, memorizing them with care.

      Her eyes were blue, similar to his own, though she had white surrounding their color.  Her features were delicate, her nose was small, her lips lush and pink.  Her skin was pale, little dark dots peppering her cheeks and the bridge of her nose.

      And her hair…

      Fates, her hair was the color of fire embers, unlike anything he’d ever seen before.

      She was his.

      Kirov purred low in his throat and, still acting on Instinct, wrapped his arm just beneath her lush breasts.  Later, he would curse himself.  Later, he would wonder where his mind had been.

      But right then, he could think of nothing but her and the knowledge that she was his fated mate.

      “Luxiva,” he growled softly, down to her, noting that she only came up to the middle of his chest.  Vrax, how tiny she was.  “Vellixa.”

      Beautiful.

      His head jerked back when she screamed, his muscles tightening at the harsh sound.  His ears rung.

      “Female!” he rasped.

      “Let go of me!” she screamed, bucking against his body, though she didn’t budge him.  “Let go of me!”

      Kirov’s mind froze.  Unfortunately, so did his body, so he didn’t do as his female requested.  If anything, his arms locked tighter, more in fear that she would slip out of them and away from his reach forever.

      In the distance, he heard a male sprinting towards them.  Kirov’s head snapped up.  It was Vixron, the warrior that had been assigned to the human females, as their guard.

      Vrax!

      Kirov couldn’t help but growl at the sight of him.  And his reaction was shocking.  It was his Instinct, he realized, threatened by another male, so close to his female when she was unmated and unmarked.

      Kirov shook himself, straightening, but not releasing his grip on his luxiva.

      Vixron drew up short, his eyes narrowing, as he took in the sight before him.  The red-haired female stopped struggling in his arms when she saw Vixron and jealousy cut through Kirov like a blade.

      Did she trust this male, over him?

      Then his female snapped, “Well, it’s about time!  What if I was being kidnapped or murdered?  Talk about a lackluster response time!”

      Kirov’s brows knitted together and Vixron straightened at the female’s words.

      “You are…unharmed?” Vixron asked hesitantly, his eyes flitting to Kirov, wariness evident in his gaze, his hand hovering over the weapon sheathed at his hip.

      Kirov growled darkly at the implication.  “Remember who I am, warrior,” he said, his tone measured and careful.  Which surprised him because Kirov felt anything but measured and careful.

      He felt…unhinged.  Wild.  Reckless.  Like nothing made sense anymore.

      Vixron’s spine snapped at the words, words Kirov purposefully spoke in English, his female’s language, though the language, which he’d rarely used, still felt muddled on his tongue.

      “Yes, Ambassador,” Vixron addressed, lowering his head just slightly as he greeted him.  Not as low as Vixron would greet Vaxa’an, but still low enough to show respect for Kirov’s high rank.  “Forgive me.”

      It took until that moment for Kirov’s mind to catch up to the situation.  And it looked bad.  Very bad.

      There he was, naked, hard for the female struggling in his arms, and his cum, which had covered his own body after he’d orgasmed, now covered her tunic.  Some even glimmered off the flesh of her inner arm, from when she’d fought against him.

      A savage, primal part of Kirov craved that sight, needed to mark her further with his cum.  Oh, the wicked ways he would do it…

      The logical, somewhat intelligent part of Kirov knew that unless he acted fast, this situation could spin out of control.

      Though he loathed it, Kirov released the red-haired female immediately, making sure she was steady on her feet before letting her go completely.  He felt the loss of her touch like a physical ache and he clenched his fists to keep from reaching out for her.

      It pleased him when the female didn’t turn towards Vixron, but rather went to put her back to the building of Cruxan’s dwelling, assessing the situation in her own way, with a wary gaze that flickered over him.  Kirov could see how her nipples were hardened underneath her tunic.

      He drew in a deep breath and froze.  Because underneath the alluring scent that was simply her, he smelled something else.  Arousal.

      Kirov’s fists clenched further until his claws bit into his flesh and he felt the sting as his blood surfaced.

      She’d been aroused watching him masturbate.  She’d liked watching him.

      The knowledge filled him with relief.  With lust.

      Then he shook himself.  He needed to deal with Vixron first because the warrior was looking at him with poorly veiled suspicion.

      Like all Luxirians, Kirov wasn’t ashamed of his nudity, so he hardly blinked an eye as he addressed Vixron directly, still naked, “You ought to keep a better watch over the females, warrior.”

      Vixron inclined his head again.  “Forgive me, Ambassador.  She said she wanted to go outside onto the terrace.  I—”

      “You did not think to check on her whereabouts?” Kirov growled, his muscles shifting and growing.  From the shadows, he heard the female’s slight gasp.  “You are their protector here, warrior.”

      Beyond his lust, beyond the haze of disbelief, Kirov knew that Vixron should’ve been out on the terrace the moment Kirov returned.  He should’ve heard a hovercraft approaching, should’ve checked on the female.  Had he been any other male…or a desperate warrior…

      He shook himself and then he inhaled a quick breath, his mind beginning to race.  His eyes drifted over to his female, saw that she was watching him with those stunning blue eyes from the shadows, the moon casting shafts of light across her cheekbones.  Her gaze drifted down his body and he straightened unconsciously at her blatant perusal.

      Her gaze snapped up, her eyes widening, when Kirov said to Vixron, “I was pleasuring myself to release some tension.”

      Vixron made a sound in the back of his throat, though Kirov felt no embarrassment at the omission.

      Then he continued by saying, “She was spying on me from outside my window.  How long she was there, I do not know.”  He turned to her.  “How long were you there, female?”

      His luxiva’s mouth dropped open and a flood of red washed over her cheeks.  “You…you…I…I never—”

      “Possibly from the beginning,” Kirov continued, holding her gaze as he said, “until the very end.”

      Her breath hitched at his unspoken meaning and he wondered if she was replaying the moment of his orgasm in her mind, when he caught her gaze.  Because he was.

      The breeze shifted and Kirov almost groaned when he caught another hint of her arousal.  His mouth watered.

      The female blinked and then seemed to shake herself.

      “How dare you!” she seethed suddenly and Kirov watched, in complete rapt fascination, as her cheeks only reddened, as her lips puckered with frustration, and her eyes glittered with anger.  “I was not spying!”

      Kirov almost grinned.  She reminded him of a disgruntled baby privixi.

      Kirov widened his stance, crossing his arms over his chest.  It pleased him when her gaze dropped between his legs, her lips parting at the sight of his cock.

      “Then what were you doing, standing outside the window of my sleeping quarters as I pleasured myself?”

      “Will you stop saying it like that?” she hissed.  Out of the corner of his eye, Kirov saw Vixron shift again, clearly uncomfortable with the situation he’d found himself in.

      “Like what?” Kirov asked, tilting his head to the side.  He reached up to slide a hand over his straightened horns and his hand trembled at the restless energy stored up inside him.

      Fates, his luxiva was standing before him.  His luxiva!  And he had to act like he was indifferent to her when all he wanted to do was steal her away to have his wicked way with her, to see what other maddening words he could make come out of her mouth.

      Vrax!

      “You…you keep saying ‘pleasuring yourself’!” she hissed.

      “Tev.  And?” Kirov said.  “That was what I was doing.  Do you not agree, female?  You were there, after all.”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake!” the female burst out, throwing up her hands.  “Fine!  Yes, I was there.  I was spying on you like a total perv.  So, sue me!”

      Kirov blinked, amusement warring with lust inside him.  This female had a tongue on her and he wanted her to use it on him, in whatever way she pleased, even if it was to spew confusing words he didn’t yet understand.  One span, however, perhaps she would use that tongue on him in a much more mutually pleasurable way.

      “Who are Pete and Sue?” he asked.  “And what is a ‘perv’?”

      “Jesus H. Christ,” she muttered under her breath.  Before he could open his mouth, she turned to Vixron and said, “Look, this is just a big misunderstanding.  I’m fine.  Nothing happened.  He just startled me is all.  I want to go to bed now, okay?”

      Kirov tensed when she pushed off the wall, everything in him rebelling at the thought of letting her out of his sight.  His chest squeezed in panic simply at the thought.

      What if he never saw her again?  What if she was just a hallucination, a cruel trick by the Fates?

      Kirov became aware that Vixron was still watching him and though it was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do, he jerked his gaze away from his retreating luxiva and focused it instead on the suspicious warrior.

      “Ensure the female makes it to the dwelling safely,” he said.  “And stay posted at the door for the remainder of the night.  I will see about relief duty for you in the morning since you are clearly in need of rest.”

      “Yes, Ambassador,” Vixron said, jerking his head in a nod.

      Kirov’s body relaxed, the tension in his muscles releasing when Vixron turned his back, striding down the terrace.

      Kirov could still see her.  He watched the graceful sway of her body as she walked, a longing ache building inside him.  It joined his restlessness, his excitement, his fear at discovering his fated mate.  Vrax, how did Vaxa’an, Lihvan, Rixavox, and Vikan stand this worry, this despair?  The awakening of his Instinct had been like an extraction.  A vital part of him had been torn out of his body and buried within her.  Forever.

      And she was walking away from him.

      He could do nothing about it, lest he make Vixron even more suspicious about what had just happened between them.

      “Vrax,” he rasped under his breath.

      Then, just before the female slipped back inside the dwelling, she paused.  As if she could feel his eyes on her, she turned to look at him over her shoulder.  Her red hair swayed down her back and though he couldn’t see the color of her eyes, for she was too far away, he knew they shone with beauty.

      Feel it too, luxiva, he urged silently.  Feel what it will be between us.

      His luxiva looked at him for one, two, ten moments.  Then Vixron stepped between them and the connection was ended.

      Kirov felt the loss of it, of her, like a severed limb.
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      The hot water from the giant bathtub/pool greeted her when Lainey sunk in, neck-deep.  The muscles in her body loosened, lengthened, and she sighed, though it sounded more like a shuddering gasp to her own ears.

      Reaching up a trembling hand, she pinched the bridge of her nose, squeezing her eyelids shut.  Her heart was still racing and her body…her body was still humming.

      She was reeling from her encounter with the Ambassador.  Everything about it seemed like a strange dream, an out-of-body experience.  Not only could she not believe that she’d actually watched the alien masturbate to a shattering orgasm—so powerful that she felt like she’d had one with him—but that he’d caught her and confronted her about it.

      Lainey wrapped her arms around her naked, shaking body, running her hands up and down from her elbows to her shoulders.  Her gaze strayed to the grey tunic lying in a heap at the steps of the stairs leading into the bath.

      It had been covered in his…his cum.  It was something that should repulse or disturb her, but Lainey felt decidedly…undisturbed.

      In fact, she felt quite the opposite.  Which didn’t make sense.  Which was why she was trying to calm her mind, to get it on straight before she headed for bed, so that she could wake up in the morning the same person she’d been before.  Not this strange, altered woman, who felt like something cosmic had just shifted.

      Because something had happened the moment she saw him.

      And it had happened for Cecelia too, Lainey couldn’t help but think.  It had also—most likely, most definitely—happened to Taylor, Beks, and Kate too.

      No, no, no, no.

      Lainey put a halt to her thoughts, to the strong sense of dread and foreboding, and ignored the way her body still tingled from feeling that alien Ambassador’s strong arms wrapped around her.  His smell, his massive height, the way his eyes gleamed with something sensual, something wicked, something unknown when he’d looked at her.  Those goddamn piercing blue eyes would haunt her dreams if she let them.

      Get a grip, she told herself.

      Lainey took a deep breath, distracting herself instead with the peace she’d felt standing outside on the terrace, soaking in moonlight and fresh, cool air, before the alien had crashed into her life.  She’d felt free then.  After being locked away in cages on the alien fight club planet they’d come from, to being locked away in a room on this strange planet called Luxiria.  Even being in the bathroom made Lainey antsy.  She wanted open air, to feel no walls surrounding her.

      But she was afraid that if she went back out to the terrace, she’d do something stupid.  Like try to catch another peek of the alien that had sent her heart skipping.  And no man in her entire life had ever made her heart skip.  It was almost a badge of pride, that no man had control of her heart.  Only Lainey did.

      She made a frustrated sound in the back of her throat and grabbed a handful of soap granules that Crystal must’ve found somewhere.  At least she hoped it was soap.  And she scrubbed and scrubbed and scrubbed her body until her skin was pink and she felt a little more like herself.

      When Lainey retreated to her room that night, she couldn’t help but look at the window, almost half-expecting to see him standing there.

      It took her a long time to fall asleep that night, but once she did…she dreamed of him.  In the middle of the night, she woke up in the midst of an orgasm, her mouth opened in a silent cry, her hips grinding into the furs.  And as she looked up at the ceiling of her quiet room, her chest heaving with the force of it, Lainey knew she was in trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Lainey yawned as she walked in the living room the next morning, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.  Her stomach had woken her, growling, and not for the first time she wondered if these Luxirians had anything that remotely resembled coffee.

      She’d had it sparingly back on Earth.  Caffeine made her hands shake and shaking hands didn’t make for an effective session at her piano bench.

      But with no piano in sight, all Lainey wanted was coffee.  Black coffee with half a teaspoon of sugar, just the way she liked it.  Bitter with a slight sweetness she had to search for.  Just like me, she thought with a twist of her lips, though her chest felt hollow at that thought.

      As she stepped into the living room, the hairs on her arms stood on end before she even heard his voice.  Or saw him.  Like her body sensed him before her mind did.

      It was unnerving.  She stopped just on the threshold of the room, frozen in place.  The alien Ambassador’s back was to her and he was speaking with Vixron near the front door of their house.  The strange, guttural words and sounds that streamed from his lips were oddly mesmerizing and the rich, deep tones of his voice made a shiver of awareness race down her spine.

      God, why did he have to sound so delicious?

      With strange fascination, Lainey watched as his shoulders stiffened.  He stopped speaking.  He shifted and suddenly, those blue eyes were on her and that regal, fucking beautiful face was turned towards her.

      Lainey’s knees actually shook and she had to force herself not to nervously adjust her Sleep Hair as his eyes seemed to memorize every inch of her.  She hadn’t been prepared for this.  Not this early in the morning, not when she was coming off erotic dreams of him.

      Something became clear: he was even more devastating in the sunlight than he’d been in the moonlight.  His skin had taken on an almost blue, silvery hue the night before—all Luxirian skin shifted with changes in light—but now, it glowed a subtle gold.

      Mentally, she shook herself.  She’d seen plenty of men in her life that had left her speechless.  None quite like the alien standing in front of her, but still.  Lainey could deal with this until they got off Luxiria and returned to Earth.  No problem.

      So, true to her nature, as she did with any major problem in her life…Lainey ignored it.  She deflected.

      “Vixy,” she said, turning her gaze from the Ambassador, whose name she still did not know, to the guard behind him, “who do I have to bang around here to get some breakfast?”

      Poor choice of words, perhaps, she realized the moment they slipped out of her mouth.

      Oh well.

      Vixy frowned, but she swore the Ambassador’s lips quirked up a bit, as if he was amused by her.

      Lainey didn’t know why, but that grated.

      “Vixron is leaving, female,” the Ambassador said, stepping forward.  Lainey’s eyes ran down his body, almost unconsciously, and she was both relieved and disappointed that he was dressed.  Tight, leather pants, and a soft grey tunic that molded to his generous, bulging muscles.

      Lainey’s hard swallow seemed to echo around the room.

      “Why?” she asked.  Why did her voice sound so nervous?

      “He has had no relief in three spans.  He needs rest,” the Ambassador said, taking another step towards her.  “I will stand guard until he returns.”

      Alarm flashed through her and without realizing it, she began to pick at the skin around her nail beds.  A disgusting habit she’d never been able to break.

      “Crystal and I are fine on our own,” she argued, her back straightening.  “We don’t need a babysitter.”

      He frowned at ‘babysitter,’ the confusion evident on his ridiculously sculpted face.  Lainey wouldn’t ever call him pretty per se, but the alien had the bone structure of a model.  And not just any model, but like a high-end, ‘I just did a shoot for Vogue,’ type of model.

      Why were Luxirians so freaking attractive?  It simply wasn’t fair.

      He didn’t respond to her, however.  Instead, he looked over his shoulder and addressed Vixy with, “You may take your leave now, warrior.  Before you return to your dwelling, have a meal sent up for both females.”

      “Tev, Ambassador,” Vixy replied, inclining his head.  “I will return when the suns lower to continue my duty.”

      The Ambassador didn’t reply and Lainey watched with mild panic as Vixy swept out of the room, out of their house.  His footsteps echoed on the terrace and a moment later, as the Ambassador found her gaze again and held it, she listened helplessly as a hovercraft revved up and then…left.

      Well, shit.

      Lainey forced herself to stop picking at her cuticles and pressed the palms of her hands to her thighs.  She took in a deep breath, still standing in the same place.

      His voice was like molasses, rich and slow and absolutely sinful, as he said, “Tell me what you are called, female.”

      “My name?”  Her eyes narrowed on him.  “You first.”

      He didn’t hesitate.  “I am called Kirov.  I am the technology advisor to the Prime Leader and Ambassador to Troxva, in the eastern lands.”

      Kirov.  Like Key-rah-v.

      Again, the sound of her swallow filled the room as she wondered about the alien standing in front of her.  Lainey wondered things like what a technology advisor did and what Troxva was and what he did there.  Mostly, she wondered why she felt the way she did about him, why she didn’t feel in control of her own body and mind.  Was it something in the atmosphere?  Something in the goddamn water?

      One corner of his lip ticked up again, as if he could read her mind, and she found that sexy, though she didn’t want to.  She realized she’d been standing there in silence like a loon as she wondered those things.

      Kirov took another step towards her and she shuffled to the side immediately, like a skittish feral cat, passing him to stand at the window, the one with the 76-key ledge.  Her fingers tapped on the stone, though she didn’t know what she played.

      Lainey’s heart throbbed in her chest as she perceived him moving.  He came to stand next to her, to look out over the same view of Luxiria.  Out of the corner of her eye, after several moments in silence, she saw him look at her.

      A deal was a deal, she supposed.  Without returning his gaze, still gazing out the window, she said softly, “My name is Lainey.”

      She heard him exhale a sharp breath through his nose.

      “Lani,” he repeated, his thick accent morphing her name, softening it.  Like Lah-nee, instead of Lay-nee.

      Her fingers continued to shift over the ledge.  She realized she was playing a song she’d composed herself and for a brief moment, his gaze was drawn down to her fingers.  But not for long.  Soon, it returned to regard her profile.

      “Close enough,” she whispered.

      His arm brushed against hers when he turned to face her and her breath hitched at the contact.  Her skin tingled and warmth pooled in her belly.  She couldn’t believe she was getting turned on from a single touch.  She seriously needed to get laid.

      “Lani,” he said again softly.  His tone made her fingers still and she looked over at him, feeling the pull of his eyes.

      Those eyes were dangerous, she realized.  Suddenly, she couldn’t look away.

      Kirov reached out a hand, slowly as if the movement might scare her away, like she was animal that needed taming.  And in a way, perhaps that was true.

      Lainey didn’t know why, but her eyes fluttered shut when his thumb touched her cheek.  His touch was gentle, soft, and his fingers were surprisingly warm.

      “You are…” she heard him say, his voice deepening, going a little rough.  It made her nipples pebble tightly under her tunic, so hard that it hurt.  Her eyes opened and she saw his pupils dilate.  “Vellixa.  Beautiful.”

      That word hit her hard.  Struck something inside her that made her want to cry, that made her want to immediately protest and retreat.

      Instinct demanded that she push him away, that she get away from his soft touch and his beautiful eyes.  So why wasn’t she doing it?

      Push him away, push him away, her mind screamed.  But her body was frozen, locked tight, confused by his touch and his pretty, pretty words that she desperately wanted to be true.

      “Stop,” she whispered and she heard the fear in her voice.  It turned her tone ragged.  “Stop, please.”

      His brow bones lowered, confused, his lips pulling downward.

      “Good morning,” came a soft, hesitant voice from the hallway.

      Crystal.

      Lainey blinked, surfacing from whatever spell he’d put her under.  As if burned, she jumped back from Kirov’s touch and his hand fell away from her cheek, the connection gone.

      Only then did she feel like she could breathe again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Crystal kept giving her the side-eye.  All morning long.  But all throughout breakfast—which consisted of smoked meat, smoked meat, and more smoked meat—Crystal thankfully kept her mouth shut about whatever she’d seen between her and the alien Ambassador when she’d interrupted them.

      Lainey could tell she was itching to say something about it, however.

      All throughout breakfast, Kirov watched over them from his spot near the front door, with his arms crossed over his chest and his legs spread wide.  Most of the time, Lainey could feel his eyes on her, though she did her best to ignore it.  To ignore him.

      Other times, whenever she peeked up at him and he wasn’t looking at her, she found him…lost in his own mind.  But it didn’t seem peaceful, though his gaze seemed far off.  He would shift from side-to-side, his fingers would tap a rhythm on his folded arms, and his lips would downturn every so often.

      He seemed restless in those moments.  Though every time Lainey happened to glance up at him—which, to be perfectly honest, was more often than not—and she found his gaze on her, he was still.  He seemed…present.

      Lainey couldn’t help but wonder what he thought about in those moments of restlessness.  She wondered what made him like that, what worries and responsibilities a male like him had to deal with.

      Then she would shake herself, tell herself to stop thinking about him, even though he intrigued her on a level she’d never felt before.

      After breakfast, Kirov actually left them alone for a brief moment.  It was during a moment of restlessness and without a word, he went out the front door, though he left it open behind him.  Through it, Lainey saw him go to the balcony on the terrace, where he gripped it with both hands, his head dropping between his shoulders.  As if he needed a moment of quiet to recompose himself.

      Lainey was watching him, her eyes glued to him, when Crystal suddenly whispered, “What the hell is going on with you?”

      Lainey swallowed, her attention jerking from Kirov to the blonde sitting beside her on the cushions surrounding the fire pit.

      “Nothing,” Lainey immediately answered.  “Why?”

      “Why?” Crystal repeated slowly.  “You’ve been weird all morning.  Not to mention that I walked in on you and that alien…having a moment, or something.”

      Lainey scoffed.  “We were not having a moment.  Please.”

      “That’s not what it looked like to me,” Crystal argued, her tone serious.  She was usually playful and upbeat, but right then, her expression wasn’t either of those things.  “Please tell me you won’t be the next one.”

      Lainey played dumb.  “The next one?”

      Crystal sighed.  “Beks, Cecelia, and now Taylor.  Not to mention this woman named Kate.  One-by-one, they’ve left with these aliens and they’ve come back…different.  Completely and utterly infatuated.  In love.  Whatever you want to call it.”

      “Not to mention high off alien dick,” Lainey tried to joke.

      “I’m serious, Lainey,” Crystal said.  “The way you were looking at him this morning…”

      That wiped the teasing smile off Lainey’s face.  She looked down at her empty plate.

      “You have nothing to worry about,” she said, trying to reassure the worried blonde.

      Lainey decided in that moment not to tell Crystal what had happened the previous night.  Not to tell her what she already feared, that something had shifted in her the moment she’d seen Kirov.  That what Cecelia had said about an undeniable connection might be true.

      Because Lainey felt it too.  And that scared her most of all.

      “They will find that fuel source,” Lainey said, noticing that Kirov was pushing away from the balcony and returning back to them, to her, “and then we will be off, back to Earth.  And I’m going to come visit you in Los Angeles and you’re going to take me to the beach and the Walk of Fame and the Disney Concert Hall, just like you said you would.  Okay?”

      That brought a smile to Crystal’s face, the longing for her home city evident in her eyes.

      “Okay,” Crystal said, her shoulders sagging with relief.  That twinkle that Lainey had witnessed often during the past few weeks reentered the blonde’s eyes and she whispered, “Tell me the truth though.  You totally want to bang him and see what all the fuss is about.”

      Lainey laughed.  Kirov was a few steps away from the front door but he froze when he heard her laugh, his blue eyes zeroing in on her.  She shivered at his look because everything about him was just so intense, so focused.  She wondered what a male like that would be like in the bedroom and she decided right then that he would be good.  So damn good.

      Lainey couldn’t help but let her eyes run down his body because let’s be real…he was a fine male specimen.

      “I never say never,” she whispered back.
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        * * *

      

      Kirov shut the front door behind him before approaching his female.  She was standing at the terrace edge, her arms draped over the balcony, her backside on full display, which had maddened him from the very first moment she’d positioned herself that way.  He’d kept sneaking peeks outside the window like an untried youth.

      The suns were just beginning their descent and Kirov knew that his time with her was running out.  At least for that span.  Vixron would return soon and already Kirov had had to field hailing calls from Vaxa’an to return to the command center.  Kirov didn’t relish the thought of lying to his friend, but he knew that if Vaxa’an knew the truth about his Instinct awakening for Lani, the Prime Leader would be put in a very difficult situation.

      Lani’s shoulders stiffened at his approach and he frowned, wondering if there would be a time in their future when she reacted differently.  Because there would be a future, that much Kirov was certain of.

      “Where’s Crystal?” she asked when he appeared next to her, throwing a nervous glance back at the dwelling.  Kirov leaned his back against the balcony so that he had a direct line of sight to the house.  It was still his duty, after all, to protect both females.

      “She sleeps,” Kirov said.  “She sleeps much of the time.”

      Lani’s eyes caught on his for a brief moment before she tore her own back to Luxiria’s landscape.  She fidgeted a little to the side, putting space between them.  Kirov allowed it, though his Instinct told him to be as close to her as possible.

      She replied with a shrug and said, “There’s not much else to do.  It’s not like you have Instagram or books or Netflix.”

      More human things, he decided, that he might not ever grasp the meaning of, but he liked hearing her voice.  Liked hearing the softness of it, the way her tongue pronounced words differently than he did, though he was becoming more comfortable with her language.

      She surprised him when she continued, softly, “She likes to draw.  She told me that.  Maybe you can find her a notepad and a pencil.  Do you have something like that here?”

      “Manual writing implements?” he asked, furrowing his brow.  “Nix, only perhaps at the archives.  But I can procure something that will suffice.  A slim Com…a…” he searched for the word in her language, “like a computer that she can make symbols and images on.”

      Lani’s lips quirked up and it sent his heart racing.  He would give her friend a million Coms if it meant seeing that small smile again.

      “Like an iPad?” she asked, her features beginning to relax.  It was obvious to Kirov that she was uncomfortable around him and it frustrated him that he didn’t know how to put her at ease.  His experiences with females tended to be firmly physical, for his mind was too preoccupied with his inventions and programs that he didn’t have space in it for a partner.

      “I am not certain,” he confessed.

      “No, of course you wouldn’t know,” Lani said, partially to herself.

      A slight shame filled him.  Not knowing something was novel for Kirov.  If he didn’t know something, he learned as much about it until he did.  He liked knowledge, he liked information, and he was used to knowing.  And the fact that he knew so little about her, about her culture, about her species and her world…it grated.  It frustrated him.

      Already he could feel an irritating buzzing in his mind at that fact and he shifted on his feet.

      Not now, not now, he told himself, closing his eyes briefly to regain control.  When it didn’t work, all he had to do was look at his female’s profile, the way her lips and nose softly curved, to quiet his mind.  His muscles relaxed.

      She saw him looking but quickly averted her gaze.

      Kirov had always been a direct male so he said, “I make you nervous.  Why?”

      Lani made a sound in the back of her throat and she looked over at him again.  Then he watched with fascination as her spine straightened and she turned her whole body to face him, turning away from the view she’d come to the terrace to see, as if to prove his words wrong.

      Maddening female, he thought, delighted, unable to look away from her.

      “You don’t make me nervous,” she argued, her tone barbed.  A warning, Kirov knew.

      But he wanted to push a little, to see what she gave back.

      “Is this because of this morning?” he questioned, taking a step closer.  Lani dropped her gaze between them, at the closing space, but she stood her ground.  He said more quietly, his voice going a little rough, “Or last night?”

      Again, she made a little sound in the back of her throat and it was enough to make Kirov smile.

      Lani sputtered, “Of course not!  Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I dreamed of you, female,” he told her, taking another step closer, delicious desire coursing through his body.  “My dream began with you watching me from the window, but you ended up somewhere else entirely.”

      She went silent, her mouth opening and closing, though no sound came out.  Her cheeks flushed that bright red again, coming close to matching her magnificent hair.

      That wasn’t what made Kirov growl.  Because a moment later, a heady, intoxicating scent met his nostrils and sent his Instinct onto the verge of a frenzy.

      Her arousal.

      Lani looked away from him, turning her body back to its original position, her front pressed against the balcony.  Kirov growled again, knowing that she was retreating when he wanted her claws.

      “I can smell your desire, luxiva,” he rasped, that word flowing from his tongue, as natural as breathing.  “You need to mate.  Do not deny it.”

      Lani sucked in a breath, her gaze widening.  “You can smell it?  God, is there no privacy anymore?”

      “Not with me,” he said softly.

      Her shoulders stiffened.  “What does that mean?” she asked, her tone quiet.

      “You feel it,” he murmured.  “After this morning, I know you do.  Perhaps the other females have already told you what it means.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”  She said the words quickly, as if she’d been anticipating saying them, as if she’d had them ready.

      “Denial will not help you, Lani.  Not with me.  I will not lie to you.”

      “I don’t even know you,” she cried.  “So I don’t care if you lie to me.  And I sure as hell don’t care if I lie to you.”

      Kirov blew out a breath.  “I do not think you understand what this means.  For both of us.  It does not change that my Instinct—”

      “Stop,” she said, her teeth gritted.

      He continued, pushing forward, needing her to understand, “My Instinct awakened for you.  For you, Lani.”

      “Stop!”

      “You do know what it means,” he said, his suspicions answered.

      Lani looked at him and his shoulders sagged at the fear in her eyes.  He hated seeing it there, wanted to take it away, but knew that he couldn’t.  Only she could take the fear from herself.

      “You’re mistaken,” she finally said, her voice breaking.  She cleared her throat and her tone was more even as she repeated, “You’re mistaken, Kirov.”

      It was the first time she said his name, but he vowed to the Fates that it wouldn’t be her last.

      She continued, “Besides, I’ll be leaving soon.  It won’t matter anyways.  Once you find that crystal, I’ll be gone.”

      Kirov growled, a frustrated breath escaping his nostrils.  She didn’t understand that this was forever, not just a temporary affliction.  Distance didn’t matter.  It would only ever be her.

      He needed to change tactics.  Kirov studied his fated female.  She was intelligent, that much was obvious.  She had a sharp tongue—which he loved—and even sharper claws—which he loved more.

      Kirov realized she liked to be challenged.  She liked to be tested.  He’d seen the spark in her eyes when he’d outed her for spying on him last night.  Despite her embarrassment, Kirov sensed he’d intrigued her, whether she admitted to it or not.

      He could play games.  To win her, he would play them very well.  And it was very clear to Kirov that he would have to win his luxiva, because she wouldn’t make it easy for him.

      “Even if that crystal is ever found and brought back to the Golden City,” he said, never breaking her gaze, “I guarantee that by then you will never want to leave my side.”  He leaned closer, dropping his voice.  “Or the warmth of my furs.”

      Shock widened her eyes, followed by outrage.  But Kirov searched for it in her gaze, what he was looking for, and he found it.  That spark he wanted, the one that made his lips lift and his cock throb with anticipation.

      He was further rewarded when her arousal became even more evident, perfuming the air around them, making him growl as his horns began to rise from his crown.

      Her blue eyes narrowed and then, ever so slowly, her pink lips curled into a smile, her tongue darting out to wet them.  Kirov’s pupils dilated as he watched that tongue, his muscles growing underneath his tunic.

      “Well, I’ve got news for you, darling,” she purred, leaning close, so close her hair brushed over his forearm.  Kirov stepped forward eagerly and he almost groaned when she ran a finger down the center of his chest.  His abdomen clenched when she stopped the descent there.  “No man has ever had that kind of control over me and none ever will.”

      Immediately, her smile dropped and she stepped back, leaving him reeling and frustrated and aching for her.

      Lani turned back to the view, seemingly unaffected by their brief conversation, as if they’d just spoken of how warm it was outside and not the prospect of them fucking.

      Kirov now knew better.  Her arousal still hung in the air and her fingers immediately set about the balcony, her graceful, long fingers moving across the stone like an intricate dance.

      He grinned.  He decided he would leave her alone, give her space to reassess their situation and how hopeless it would be to deny what was happening.  The Fates simply wouldn’t allow it.

      But before he left, he reached out a hand and curled it around the back of her neck, feeling the softness of her skin and her warmth.  Her eyes went wide and her fingers stopped dancing on the stone, stumbling to a halt.

      Against her ear, he rasped, “It is fortunate for me then that I am not a human man.  I am a warrior of Luxiria and I have earned every scar that crosses my body.  I have battled and warred.  I am used to victory.  I expect it.”

      She gasped and he pulled back to look into her flustered gaze.  Though Kirov could tell she desperately tried to steel her voice, it still came off breathless as she commented, “That sounds like a threat.”

      “Nix,” he said, her eyes so blue and dark that he saw his reflection in them.  “A promise.  And I promise you this, luxiva…I will win you.  I will win your soul, your mind…your body.”  Her breath hitched.  “And you will like it.”

      Then he stepped away, leaving her swaying.

      As he was walking back to the dwelling, he heard her yell, “Y-yeah…well…we’ll just see about that!”

      Kirov grinned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirov - 3, Lainey - 0, she thought, irritated.

      Ugh.

      Last night, that morning, and that afternoon, he’d gotten a leg up on her, had caught her off guard and used that to his advantage.

      Damn him.

      Lainey could feel herself pouting, like a petulant child, as she stared into the flames of the fire pit.  When she looked up, she half expected to see Kirov, with his stormy gaze locked on her, but Vixron had returned in the early evening.  Kirov had left a short while later, after ensuring that she and Crystal received their dinner on time.

      Lainey would never admit it to anyone that she felt disappointed when he’d left.  Disappointed but relieved, because without him around jumbling up her thoughts and sending her hormones into a frenzy, she finally felt like she could breathe.

      When she could breathe, she could finally think, without being distracted by him.

      And what she thought was that she might be in trouble.  Big trouble.

      She thought that maybe, just maybe, his Instinct—or whatever Cecelia had called it when she’d told them about it—had somehow been triggered.  By her.  Last night.

      He’d alluded to her already knowing this, as if it was obvious.

      What he didn’t understand was that she was human, not Luxirian.  Humans didn’t have Instincts guided by these ‘Fates.’  Besides, she didn’t want to trigger his Instinct.  She just wanted to go home.

      Lainey sighed, watching the flames dance.  Crystal was beside her, doing much the same.  After being cooped up together for the past few weeks, without anything to do, silences were normal and common.

      What she really needed was to talk to someone about what the hell was happening.  Whether it was even happening, or if her mind was just playing tricks on her.

      “Hey, Vixy,” she called.

      The warrior guard grunted.

      “Are Cecelia, Taylor, or Beks in the city, or are they all still away on their honeymoons?”

      Crystal cast her a sharp look, but didn’t say anything.

      Vixron frowned.  “All the mated human females are with their males at their respective outposts.”

      “So…no?”

      “Nix, female,” he grunted.

      Lainey sighed, figuring as much.  Then she alighted on another idea, but she had to play it cool, so Crystal wouldn’t get suspicious about her motives.

      “What about Kate?” Lainey asked next.

      “What about her?” Crystal asked, finally butting into the conversation, her eyebrows raised.

      Lainey shrugged, picking at the edges of the cushion wedged on her lap.  “I love you and all, but we’re both bored out of our minds.  Maybe she could spend the afternoon with us one day.  We could get to know her a bit.  We didn’t really give her much of a chance.”

      “There’s no reason to get to know her if we’re leaving soon,” Crystal argued.

      “But we’re here now,” Lainey countered.  “There’s no harm in it, if she’s willing to come hang out.  Besides, what else do you have to do?  Nap some more?”

      “Fine,” she grumbled.

      Lainey turned her eyes back to Vixron.  “So about our play date, Vixy…”

      Their guard was watching her with a narrowed gaze and she smiled at him, hoping it looked innocent and less piranha-like than it felt.

      His eyes narrowed further but he said, “I will bring it to the Prime Leader’s attention this next span.”

      Lainey relaxed.

      Now the only issue was how she would get Kate alone to ask her some very specific, very embarrassing questions, without Crystal or Vixy hearing.

      I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it, she decided, settling back into her cushions for another long, mentally stimulating night of fire-watching.
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        * * *

      

      “I hear from Vixron that you took over watch of the females this span,” Vaxa’an said, his tone a little too nonchalant that Kirov was immediately on guard.

      “Yes, I did,” he replied, his eyes never straying from the Com screen, though his fingers paused in his work of reprogramming the network.

      “There are other warriors that can provide Vixron’s relief.  It is not your duty as an Ambassador,” Vaxa’an said.  “It is beneath your rank.”

      Kirov stopped and turned to face his friend and warrior brother, eyeing him.  It was late at night and Vaxa’an was more irritated at the fact that he wasn’t with his luxiva at that moment, not about Kirov standing guard over the human females.

      “It was the easiest choice,” Kirov told him.  “I had already been exposed to the females last night and it seemed a waste of time to send for another warrior guard when my dwelling is on the same terrace.”

      A minor untruth, one that ate at him.  But his luxiva was involved in this and Kirov would not risk her being separated from him if Vaxa’an found out the truth.

      “You intend to be Vixron’s relief from this point on?” Vaxa’an asked, incredulous.  “No, I will not allow it.  Your time and your mind are better spent on your projects.”

      Kirov didn’t push too much, or else Vaxa’an would become suspicious about his motives.

      “Yes, you are right,” Kirov relented, eyeing his friend.  “I was eager to return to my projects.”

      Another untruth.  He would never choose his work over his luxiva, which was something he thought would never happen.  Kirov had always chosen his work, over anything.  It was a compulsion, his obsession.  His work was the only thing that centered him, that made him feel like he wasn’t descending into madness.

      Until he found her.  Already, she was a balm on his mind, a soothing presence that calmed him unlike anything else.

      And Lani refused to acknowledge what they were to each other.

      Give her time, his mind whispered, though his Instinct was restless.

      She was human.  And while he was right in his suspicions that the other mated females might have told the remainder of the group about Luxirian Instincts, Kirov could guess it was overwhelming information to process.

      So, Kirov would give her time.  Only he feared they didn’t have much time left.

      “Have you decided when you will return to Troxva?” Vaxa’an asked, confirming his thoughts.  “I have already alerted Lihvan that he will need to return to the Golden City in your absence.  The lunar celebration draws near.”

      Kirov swallowed and reverted his eyes to the Com screen.  The lunar celebration would take place in five spans.  All across their planet, in the Golden City and in all six outposts, Luxirians would celebrate the full moon with feasting and music and dancing, as they did after every lunar cycle.  And as Ambassador, it was his responsibility to oversee and appear at Troxva’s.

      Five spans. It would take him a full span just to reach Troxva by hovercraft, so Kirov only had four spans to win his female, as promised.

      Because he fully intended to take her with him to Troxva.  Kirov could not even fathom being away from her.  Even then, in the command center, his Instinct was prowling inside his chest and the buzzing in his mind returned full force.  Not even working on reprogramming the Coms could distract him from that buzzing.

      For the first time, doubt entered his mind.

      What would happen if Kirov couldn’t win her?

      What if Cruxan found the stolen Luxirian crystal in his outpost—where it was rumored to be—and Lani returned back to Earth?

      Kirov’s punched in an input code with a little too much force and the Com screen cracked, brittle under his fingertips.

      Vrax!

      Vaxa’an eyed the screen and then him.  Kirov would repair the screen in the morning, but he had a feeling that any further work that night would prove fruitless.

      He stood.  To Vaxa’an, he said, “I will return to Troxva in four spans.”

      “Three,” Vaxa’an said.  “You will need a span to prepare for the celebration and any issues that arose at your outpost in your absence.”

      Kirov blew out a breath.  Three spans.

      He hardly had any time left.

      “Have you received word from Cruxan about the crystal?  He should have arrived to his outpost by now,” Kirov said next, to distract himself from the rising panic he was beginning to feel.  He began to shut down the Coms for the night.

      “No,” his friend replied.  “He has made inquiries but so far, nothing.”

      Bright relief almost made his hand shake over the cracked screen.

      Vaxa’an’s gaze went to the crack and he said, “Find a female tonight, Kirov.  Slake your lust and your aggression.  You are beginning to worry me again.”

      Kirov almost laughed.  There would be no other female for him from now on.  No other female but his luxiva.  Just the thought of mating another made his stomach churn.

      Because Vaxa’an was watching him closely, he jerked his head in a nod.

      “I will try.”
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        * * *

      

      Lainey was lying awake in bed.  For the past couple hours, she’d desperately tried to get to sleep, tossing and turning in the comfortable bed, counting sheep, replaying songs in her mind from memory that always used to soothe her.

      Nothing worked.

      Eventually, she got out of bed and walked over to one of the two windows in her bedroom.  She debated going out into the living room, but she knew that Vixron would still be there.  As he always was.

      None of the windows in her room showed the impressive view of Luxiria as the ones in the living room did.  Her bedroom was at the back of the house, but one of them showed a sliver of it if she craned her head just right.  She went to that one, looking for a way to open it.

      Lainey eventually found a small button on the side and when she pressed it, the glass silently slid into the wall on metal tracks, completely hidden from sight.  When she pressed the button again, the glass reappeared.

      She smiled.  Cool.

      Lainey left the window open, letting the cool breeze from the night air soothe her face.  Her skin felt tight and hot and Lainey knew that she’d gotten sunburned from standing on the terrace too long that afternoon with Kirov.

      Despite her stinging skin, just thinking about him made her stomach clench with desire.  And frustration.  And unease.

      She shook her head, trying to erase him from her mind.

      Overhead, she heard the familiar whirring of a hovercraft engine, the sound growing louder as it approached.  Her breath hitched and she pressed closer to the window.

      Similar to last night, she heard the hovercraft land on the end of the terrace and Lainey knew that it was him, returned from wherever he’d been since he’d left earlier that evening.

      Even though she told herself she didn’t want to see him, she craned her neck out the window even further just to catch a glimpse of him.  But the house next door didn’t allow her a view and that frustrated her.

      Her breath hitched when she heard footsteps on the terrace stone, approaching their house.  And like a coward, Lainey ducked back inside the window, biting her lip as she heard him enter the front door.

      Would he come see her? she wondered, not sure if she wanted that or not.

      Stilling, she listened for his voice and heard him speak in low tones with Vixron.  Just checking in, it seemed, though she couldn’t distinguish the words, couldn’t even tell if they spoke in English or Luxirian.

      After another moment, she heard the front door open and close again.  Footsteps echoed, but disappointment made her sag when she heard them retreat back down the terrace.

      Lainey blinked, frowning, and she raced back to her spot at the window, craning her head out to see if he’d truly left.

      There was no sign of him.

      Lainey blew out a long breath, not sure what to think about that.  Shaking it off, she decided it didn’t matter whether he came to see her or not.

      So why did she feel so disappointed?

      It was better for her if he stayed away, right?  At least she wouldn’t be tempted to do something stupid.

      Lainey breathed in the fresh, cool air, letting it fill her lungs and clear her mind.  Nothing had ever felt so good, especially after the scorching afternoon.

      She closed her eyes, savoring it, trying to think about nothing at all except how wonderful it felt.

      A slight rustling sound reached her ears and her eyes flew open.  She gasped, her eyes bulging with surprise, when she saw Kirov.

      He’d come from the back of the house, not the front.  Probably so as not to alert Vixron.

      Lainey opened her mouth, but Kirov’s hand flashed out and he pressed his fingers to her lips to keep her quiet.

      He was wearing a black, tight tunic that hugged his body, his black hair swaying behind him, blending into the dark fabric.  But it was his eyes that caught and held her attention.  Those goddamn beautiful eyes that pinned her in place and made her think and want things she shouldn’t.

      Lainey licked her suddenly dry lips, forgetting for a moment that his fingers were there.  He stiffened when her tongue touched his flesh and Lainey saw his throat bob at his swallow.

      Slowly, he pulled his hand away, but he pressed closer, close enough that Lainey had to crane her neck up to meet his gaze.  His arms draped over the window sill, his posture relaxed, but his eyes held that intensity she’d grown familiar with.

      “I needed to see you, luxiva,” he said, his voice so quiet she hardly heard it.

      Lainey stayed quiet, not quite sure how to respond.  And when had she ever been at a loss for words?

      Practically never.

      But he had her tongue tied up in knots and that knowledge grated on her.

      When she didn’t reply, he asked, “Have you given any thought to our discussion earlier?”

      Her eyes narrowed and his lips quirked up.

      Maddening alien, she thought.

      “To which discussion are you referring to?” she whispered, her spine straightening, her chin lifting.  “The ridiculous part of me being your ‘mate?’” She made air-quotes, though she knew their relevance went over his head.  “Or the other ridiculous part where you think I’ll be ‘warming your furs?’”

      Just saying it made her feel a little breathless, which irritated the hell out of her.

      Because why did it sound so sexy, so primitive?

      Ugh.

      “Both,” he replied, his eyes glittering with something.  Amusement?  Desire?

      “You’re crazy, you know that right?” she whispered.

      His neck turned, his gaze sliding down the alley between the two houses.  Then his eyes returned to hers.

      “In three spans, I will need to return to my outpost.  To Troxva,” he said.  “You will be coming with me.”

      Lainey’s mouth dropped.  She would’ve laughed if she didn’t think Vixron would hear.

      Maybe it was best if her guard did hear, on second thought.  At least then he would burst into the room and break up whatever was happening between them.

      So why did she drop her voice even lower?  “You are crazy if you think I’m going anywhere with you.”

      Kirov didn’t seem put off by her words.  He had that same calm expression on his face and his body language told her just how relaxed he was, talking with her in secret at her window late at night.  It was only his eyes that showed how much he wanted her to agree.

      “I expect a fight from you about the matter,” he told her.  “I am simply informing you so you are prepared to leave when the time comes.”

      The nerve of this male!

      “You—you,” Lainey started, her heartbeat stuttering.  “No way.”

      Smooth, Lainey, real smooth.

      She scowled.

      Then she froze, her lips parting when he suddenly reached forward through the window to cup her cheek.  His fingers were rough, cold, but they felt good on her skin.

      He frowned suddenly, his thumb brushing over a sensitive spot on the bridge of her nose that made her wince.

      “What is this?” he whispered, his eyes suddenly intent on her.  “Did something happen?  Did someone harm you?”

      Lainey’s brow furrowed at the alarmed concern in his gaze, which quickly morphed to anger at the prospect that she’d been harmed.

      Stunned, she said, “No.  No, no one hurt me.”

      Kirov relaxed, but only slightly.  His fingers shifted to her cheekbone.  “What is this then?  It looks like you have been marked.”

      “It’s sunburn,” she said, still not sure why she was letting him stroke her cheek.  Any moment now she would pull away.  Any moment now she would tell him to leave.

      “Sunburn?” he repeated slowly.

      “Yes,” she said.  “I’m fair-skinned.  I burn easily in the sun and you guys kinda have two suns here, unless you haven’t noticed.”

      Kirov’s brow bone lowered.  “You burn from sunlight?”

      “That just makes me sound like a vampire,” she tried to joke.  Why did she sound so nervous?  When he didn’t even blink in comprehension, she sighed and said, “Usually I cover up with a hat, to keep the sun off my face.”

      “I will find you this hat,” he declared softly.

      Lainey almost smiled because her guard had lowered without her realizing it.  She wondered if he even knew what a hat was, but something told her that he would figure it out.

      “Does it hurt you, luxiva?” he asked, his other hand also coming up to cup her other cheek, until her face was cradled in his palms.  “Is there a way to heal it?”

      How did this even happen?

      And more importantly, why was she letting it happen?

      Because it feels good, she thought silently, as she looked at him.

      For once, it felt good to just talk with someone, someone who intrigued her, who kept her on her toes.  It felt good to whisper with someone in secret, at nighttime, through an open window.

      And it felt good that Kirov was watching her with concern, touching her as though he thought a mere sunburn was the worse possible wound she could endure.

      It felt nice to be cared for.

      Which was pathetic.  But Lainey ate it up like candy on Halloween.

      “I hardly noticed it,” she lied.  For some reason, she didn’t want him to worry.  Kirov frowned, his cool fingers brushing over the burns.  And she didn’t know why, but she whispered, “That feels good.”

      His fingers stilled.  Their eyes connected and held.

      Then, he began to press his fingers over her warm skin again, smoothing over it, learning the dip of her nose, the fullness of her cheeks, the slope of her forehead.

      It was surprisingly intimate and Lainey felt…too many things at once.

      There’s no harm in this, she tried to tell herself, closing her eyes for a brief moment and she was tempted to smile when she felt him brush her eyelashes, learning those too.

      There was no harm in letting him touch her.  There was no harm in dropping her guard, if only for that moment.

      It didn’t matter that her heart was stuttering in her chest, or that her nipples were tight with desire, or that she wondered if Kirov would explore other places of her body with equal reverence and patience.

      No, it was only for that night.  Because she was bored and lonely…and he made her feel decidedly not bored and not lonely.

      That was what she told herself, at least.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Lainey woke up late the next morning, judging by the bright light filtering in her room and the way she was already sweating in her tunic.  She’d kicked off the furs in her slumber and she simply lay there for a moment, the previous night coming back to her in a rush.

      “You’re a fool, Lainey,” she whispered to herself, still able to feel Kirov’s touch.

      She squeezed her eyes shut.  Why had she let him touch her?  Lainey was a sucker for touch, but she didn’t mean to let him know that.  Not that she verbalized it.  She didn’t need to.  She’d practically begged for it with body language alone.

      She blew out a breath.

      Lainey didn’t remember how long they’d stood there, in silence, as he’d touched her through the window, but all too soon, he’d told her he needed to leave.

      She hadn’t trusted her voice, so she’d simply nodded.  And with one last, lingering look, he’d disappeared the way he’d come, his footsteps so silent as he retreated that Lainey knew Vixron wouldn’t suspect a single thing.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid!

      Lainey couldn’t help but glance over at the window and her breath hitched when she saw something placed on the sill.

      Had he come back?

      Hurriedly, she pushed off the bed and rushed to the window.  The glass was still open, which explained why it was so hot in the room that morning.  Lainey realized she’d forgotten to close it, so dazed and confused from her encounter with Kirov as she’d stumbled back to bed.

      There were two objects sitting on the sill and both had her cocking her head to the side in puzzlement.  The first one was a vial of a clear liquid.  Curious, she uncapped it slowly, lifting it up to her nose to smell it.

      The scent was pleasant, but had an astringent quality.  Hesitantly, she dabbed a bit onto her finger and she gasped because it felt cool, like peppermint oil.  And suddenly, she knew what it was for and why he’d brought it to her.

      She dabbed it over the burns on her face and immediately sighed, feeling relief as the liquid absorbed into her skin.  Way better than any aloe vera gel she’d ever felt.  Carefully, she replaced the cap, not wanting to waste a single drop because she had a feeling she’d need it.

      The second object was far more perplexing, but if Kirov didn’t leave instructions than he must think that she’d be able to figure it out on her own.

      And that thought set her to determined work because Lainey was always up for a challenge—and she didn’t want Kirov to think she was unintelligent, especially since he was a quote unquote technology advisor, whatever the hell that meant.

      The object was a small metal sphere, but despite the material, it felt impossibly light.  It was iron in color and she turned the sphere over in her hands, looking for some sort of switch or button.

      Finally, she found a tiny circle outlined into the metal and she poked it with the side of her nail, dropping the ball in surprise when it suddenly unfurled in her hands, like a blossoming metal flower, until it resembled a small…well, a small UFO, if she was being honest.  It was raised slightly in the center, the sides flaring out.

      She gasped when a strange series of beeps emitted from the object and it hovered just in front of her.  She studied it warily but when it simply hovered, she relaxed.  Hesitantly, she reached out a hand, waving it underneath and around its sides, but the object was still.  It was silent, though a stream of some kind of energy flowed from the bottom, which was what Lainey assumed powered it.

      Eyeing the mini-UFO, she tried to make out what it could be, or why Kirov had given it to her.

      She reached out a hand slowly, placing her hand on the metal, wanting to turn it to see if there was another hidden button.  But before it could, another series of beeps sounded and her hand felt slightly hot as the metal reacted to her touch.

      Lainey jerked her hand away and then the UFO flew over her head, hovering about four inches directly above her skull.

      What in the world?

      She walked towards the bed, trying to get out from underneath it, but it followed her, zipping quickly to keep up with her.

      She darted back to the window, but again, the UFO stayed close.

      Was this some sort of joke? She wondered, staring up at the UFO in bewilderment.

      But then it hit her.

      She knew what it was and as realization dawned, she couldn’t help but laugh.  And when she was done laughing, a small grin remained on her face as she closed the window to her room and walked out to the living room, wondering if she would see him there.

      Disappointment made her smile drop a little when she saw Vixron standing near the door.  He straightened when he saw her, frowning when he saw her UFO friend.

      “About time, sleepy head,” Crystal remarked, though her voice was distracted and she didn’t look up at her.  As Lainey drew closer to the fire pit, where Crystal was sitting among the cushions, she saw something that resembled a tablet in her lap.

      Like an…iPad.

      Lainey’s chest warmed, her stomach fluttering in a way that made her press a hand to it.  Kirov had remembered what she’d said, about Crystal liking to draw.  He’d been true to his word and Lainey liked that he kept his promises.

      The blonde was drawing away.  Using a black, slim pencil-like device, she drew on a back-lit tablet in her lap.  Then, she clicked on a button and the tablet beamed up shafts of colored light and to Lainey’s amazement she saw the image that Crystal had been drawing—an intricate and detailed sketch of the Santa Monica pier—become a 3-D image.  Crystal manipulated and twirled the drawing, spinning it to see it from every angle.

      “It’s so cool, isn’t it?” Crystal gushed and Lainey heard the smile in her voice.  Finally, the blonde looked up, still beaming, but her smile faltered when she saw the UFO.  “Um, what the hell is floating over your head?”

      Lainey snickered and dropped down onto the cushions next to Crystal, wanting to see more of her drawing.  Her UFO buddy followed her.

      Smiling, Lainey answered, “It’s my hat.”  Crystal looked at her like she’d grown two heads…which was kind of true.  “Looks like Christmas came early this year.”

      All thanks to a certain alien Ambassador.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, Lainey was sitting on the balcony of the terrace.  The railing ledge was wide enough for her to feel safe, considering that the drop was considerable.  Vixron had protested when he’d first seen her perched there, but Lainey was stubborn, something he should know by then.

      Despite the heat, she had a fur blanket draped over her legs and a similar one wrapped around her shoulders to protect her exposed skin from the sun.

      Tilting her head back, she eyed her mini-UFO, which kept her face shaded from the sun perfectly.  It even seemed to sense where the sun was and adjusted accordingly to keep her in the optimal amount of shade.

      It was a cool little gadget and it made Lainey wish she had one back on Earth.  It would’ve saved her from a lot of painful sunburns.

      Her ears perked up, her back straightening when she heard a hovercraft approaching.  And sure enough, a moment later, a speck in the distance grew larger and larger as it made a beeline for the terrace.

      Lainey’s heart pitter-pattered in her chest and she took a sip of water from her pitcher, which she’d brought outside with her for her afternoon of relaxation.  All she needed was a lounge chair with a big umbrella and margaritas and she would be set.

      Kirov came into view, but his face was unreadable.  It surprised her when he landed his hovercraft directly in front of their house, not in front of his.

      Lainey didn’t even have time to think about that before he was hurtling off the hovercraft, his muscular body surprisingly lithe.

      “Come down from there, female,” he rasped, rushing towards her.  “Vrax, that is dangerous!”

      “Well, hello to you too,” she muttered and immediately went on the defensive.  She’d never liked people telling her what to do.  “I’ve been sitting up here all afternoon.  Chill out.”

      “Lani,” he bit out, his tone clipped.  “Come down now!”

      Ohhhh, no he didn’t, she thought, narrowing her eyes.

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” she hissed, like a child.  Even Lainey recognized she could be a brat sometimes, but there were some things that she really didn’t like.

      Kirov was standing only a couple feet away now and when he made to reach for her, she swayed away, planting a hand on the ledge to steady herself.

      She swore his face paled as he rasped, “Vrax!  Stop.”

      Lainey was scowling, but she studied him.  Slowly, she began to realize that what she was reading on his face wasn’t aggression, but fear.  Worry.

      Behind him, Lainey spotted Vixron and Crystal hovering in the doorway, come to see what the commotion was.  Again, Vixron was watching Kirov with an expression he often used with her: suspicion.  But the guard didn’t move towards them.

      Kirov ran a hand over one of the black horns protruding from his skull.  His blue eyes were drawn and she saw his nostrils flare.  “Lani, please.”

      She sighed.

      Figuring she could just return to her position when he left, she swung her legs around and pushed off the balcony, hopping down.  She let the blankets covering her skin slide off her body, pooling on the stone terrace.  But her UFO still followed, shading her face.

      “There.  Happy?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

      Kirov’s jaw ticked at her sass, but the relief on his face was evident.  His shoulders sagged and he exhaled a sharp, whistling breath.

      He stepped towards her, but stopped, looking over his shoulder.  He saw Vixron and Crystal.

      Kirov bit out something in Luxirian and Vixron jerked his head in a nod, leading Crystal back inside, the door shutting behind them.

      “You’re very bossy, you know that?” she couldn’t help but note, still irritated.

      Once he was sure Vixron was out of sight, Kirov moved again, stalking towards her in a way that made her breath hitch.  Suddenly, he reached out, wrapping his hand around the back of her neck, tugging her closer.

      Even though her eyes narrowed, her body thought that was kind of…sexy.  Damn him.

      “Do not needlessly endanger yourself again, luxiva.  Do you understand me?”

      Lainey ignored her sudden arousal and hissed, “I’m not a child, Kirov.  I was fine.”

      Kirov glared at her and then he said something in Luxirian that sounded like an expletive, his frustration obvious.

      Then that smoldering, intense gaze of his was back full forth and for a moment, Lainey’s mind went a bit fuzzy.

      “Female,” he growled, “I know you refuse to acknowledge it, but as my mate, if you die,” he seemed to force the word out, “I die too.  It is simple.”

      His words sent Lainey reeling, but she pushed at his shoulders to try to make him release her.  She might as well have tried to push a boulder.

      “So, this is just about you, huh?” she seethed, the heat and his overbearing alpha male performance making her cranky.  “And your precious life?”

      “Vrax, must you fight me about everything?”

      “Yes!” she yelled.

      “Why?” he growled back, still glaring at her.  His hand was tight around the back of her neck, but not tight enough to hurt.  Just tight enough to let her know he was there and that he wouldn’t let her retreat.

      It made her feel trapped.

      “Because,” she said, her eyes darting, trying to see past him.  For an escape.  “Because I need to!”

      “Why?  Why do you need to?  Tell me.”

      To her horror, her throat tightened with sudden emotion and she felt a familiar pricking as her eyes filled with tears.

      “Because…nothing is in my control anymore!” she finally burst out, her shoulders sagging slightly afterwards.

      Get it together, she screamed mentally.  God, this was embarrassing.  Why did she always find herself in embarrassing situations around him?

      Lainey cleared her throat, pushing down the emotion that threatened to burst.  Before she’d been abducted by aliens, before Nadine had died from breast cancer, she’d been doing well.  More than well.

      Away from the toxic relationship she’d had with her parents, Lainey had thrived.  Her music had flourished.  She’d loved to play piano again and rediscovered what had made her fall in love in the first place.  It hadn’t felt like a chore, just to make her mother happy, just so her mother could brag about her to her fake socialite friends.

      She’d grown up.  Finally.  She’d felt strong, independent.

      But ever since Nadine, ever since her abduction, she’d reverted into the woman she’d once been.  Bitter, lashing out at anyone she could, fighting because it felt better than being silent.

      Her whole life, decisions had been made for her, forced on her.  It was why she hated when anyone told her what to do, or criticized her.  It felt like an attack and Lainey attacked back.

      And it was all coming out, right at that moment, and it was hard to hide it from Kirov, who was forcing her to face him, to look at him, who wouldn’t let her turn away to lick her wounds in private.

      “I…I just wanted to sit there,” she said, breathing in through her nose, dropping her gaze to look at Kirov’s chest, so she wouldn’t have to meet his eyes.  “So I did.”

      She was mortified when her voice came out so small.  She was a wreck.  An emotional wreck.  One minute, she was angry, the next aroused, and now she was on the verge of having a meltdown.

      You’re owed one, a little voice whispered.  She hadn’t shed a single tear since Nadine had died.  Not even since she’d been abducted.  One small meltdown might even be healthy for her, at that point.

      She didn’t want Kirov to see.  She didn’t want him to think she was weak, though she’d told herself that she didn’t care what he thought, that he didn’t matter.

      Lainey felt his warm hand squeeze the back of her neck.  It made her bottom lip tremble.

      Kirov didn’t say anything when he stepped into her.  And just that once, Lainey allowed herself to press her forehead into his chest, her mini-UFO sliding away to accommodate Kirov, as if even it knew she needed this.

      His arms came around her, strong and sure, and their bodies pressed together, until she could feel his entire front against her.

      When she inhaled, she discovered that his scent pleased her immensely.  It wasn’t anything she could place.  It was just…him.

      Against her forehead, she felt subtle vibrations as he began to purr from deep in his throat.  Even though she thought it odd, hearing it comforted her, made her muscles relax against him until he was practically holding her up.  She heard his heartbeat thrumming, different from her own, slow and languid.

      Something settled in her and calmed.  Her breathing returned to normal.

      And she realized something.

      It felt right to have him hold her.  Even though they barely knew one another, even though they bickered constantly, even though Lainey wasn’t sure whether she wanted to scream at him or bang his brains out…she couldn’t deny that Kirov gave amazing hugs.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, though it was hard to say.  She cleared her throat.  “I’m sorry I freaked out for a moment.”

      “Never be sorry for that, luxiva,” he said and the words vibrated against her skin.  “I should not have pushed you that way.  But you frightened me when I saw you on the ledge.”

      Lainey sighed against his tunic.

      “You misunderstood what I said,” he said softly.  “If you die, it is not as if the Fates simply end my life too.  I would do it myself.”

      She gasped and she pulled back to look up at him.  His expression was serious, somber.

      “That’s not funny,” she said, equally quiet.

      “It is the Luxirian way,” he told her.  “Instincts are powerful forces.  Once it is awakened, nothing can stop it.  Fated mates simply cannot survive without the other.  That is a fact.  If you were to die, it would be like half of my soul ripped away.  No being can live a half-life.”

      “You don’t even know me, Kirov,” she said, even though her tone was gentle, even though her heartbeat was suddenly racing in her chest.

      “That will come in time,” he said.  “But even you cannot deny this.  You feel the Instinct binding you to me, as it is binding me to you.”

      Lainey swallowed, the hairs on her arms standing on end despite the heat.

      “I—I don’t know what I feel,” she said.

      Kirov’s lips turned up, but something about it struck Lainey as sad.  And the fact that he might be sad, or disappointed, because of her struck her in her very core.

      “I wish to show you something tonight,” he murmured after a brief moment of tense silence.  “I want to take you somewhere.”

      “What?” Lainey whispered, her brows furrowing.  “But Vixron—”

      “We will be cautious,” he said, his blue eyes flashing golden for a brief moment in the sunlight.  “I…I need to see you.  Where it is just us.  Where we do not have to whisper when we speak, where I can touch you without worrying that your guard might see.”

      Lainey couldn’t help but soften at that.

      “Will you come with me?” he asked again.

      And because Lainey was a total sucker, she nodded.

      Even though she thought it might be the biggest mistake of her life, she nodded.
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      Later that night, when the moon was high overhead, Kirov returned from the command center, impatient to see his female.

      Every moment that he was apart from her felt unnatural.  Luxirians needed to be around their mates.  It was a compulsion, a need.

      How he’d managed to leave her was a mystery to him.  How he’d managed to withstand the passing time…he didn’t even know.  He hadn’t made any progress on his work, his mind completely consumed by her, not his latest project, which was an anomaly in itself.

      So the moment that Kirov landed his hovercraft on the terrace, he had to calm himself.  If he was too hasty, Vixron might be even more suspicious than he already was.

      The guard was stationed inside the dwelling.  The females were nowhere in sight, had probably long gone to their sleeping platforms, and even Kirov wondered if he would find his luxiva sleeping.

      “Ambassador,” Vixron nodded, coming to his feet, from the fire pit.

      “I must return to the command center, but Vaxa’an wished for me to check in with you,” Kirov said, the lie falling easily from his lips, especially if it meant he could spend some time with his female, away, alone.

      “The females went to sleep long ago,” he told Kirov.  “I do not expect them to wake until the suns rise.”

      He nodded and said, “Good.  I will see about relief duty for you tomorrow evening so you may rest a full night, yes?”

      “Thank you, Ambassador,” Vixron said, though his eyes were careful.

      Kirov inclined his head and then left, shutting the door firmly behind him.  He made a show of walking back to his dwelling, but then did what he did the previous night: cut down the alley and quietly stride along the backs of the dwellings until he was right back where he started.

      Her window was open and his breathing hitched with anticipation.

      Luxirians had better hearing, better senses overall, than most species, so Kirov employed every technique he’d been taught during warrior training to ensure Vixron wouldn’t hear him as he approached the window.

      Peering inside, he saw her.  She was sitting at the foot of the sleeping platform, idly playing with the device he’d made for her.  She’d figured out how to retract it back into its spherical form and she tossed it back and forth between her hands.

      Fates, she’s beautiful, he thought, awed, his body aching at the need he felt for her.  He’d never thought that a need and desire this potent was possible, even though Luxirians had always been known for their fierce intensity when it came to matings.

      His cock was almost constantly hard and aching, even when he wasn’t near her.  Just the memory of her, her scent, her eyes, her lips, her voice could make his Instinct prowl in his chest, urging him to return to his female so he could mate her thoroughly.  So he could mark her, fill her with his seed, so every male around her knew that she was his and his alone.

      Vrax!

      Get control, he said, gritting his jaw.

      Only when he’d pushed his Instinct’s will down slightly, did he said, quietly, “Luxiva.”

      Lani’s head snapped to the window.  Before, her eyes had been unfocused, like she hadn’t been aware of her surroundings, like she’d been in a quiet place in her own mind.

      Kirov wanted to know those places.  He wanted to know everything about her, what made her happy, what lit her beautiful eyes up with excitement, what made her mind work.  He wanted to know what she feared in life so Kirov could ensure those fears never came to life, he wanted to know what had made her sad on the terrace with him that afternoon—a memory that still made him want to roar, that memory of her watery eyes and trembling hands.

      He wanted to know her.

      She’d been right earlier.  They didn’t know one another.  Not yet.  But Kirov didn’t have to know everything about her to know, with a certainty he’d never felt, that she was meant for him and he was meant for her.

      Even if Lani continued to deny their connection with her words, she couldn’t deny their connection in other ways.  Like how she looked at him, how her lips parted in awareness, and her body loosened at the sight of him.

      Like that moment.

      His luxiva might not even be aware that her body was telling him everything he needed to know.

      Tossing the sphere on the sleeping platform, she rose and approached him at the window.

      “I almost thought you weren’t coming,” she whispered, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.  She looked at him in a way she’d never looked at him before and Kirov cocked his head, trying to discern what it was.

      She was nervous, he realized, blinking in surprise.

      Nervous that he wouldn’t come?  Or something else?

      “I would never leave you,” he said quietly, as if it should be obvious.  He frowned.  How could she think such a thing?  “What is wrong?  Have you changed your mind?”

      “No,” she whispered quickly.  “No, I just…I just haven’t had a first date in a while, I guess.”

      She smiled in a way that made Kirov think her words were teasing, a joke, though he didn’t understand what a ‘date’ was.

      His brow furrowed, showing his confusion, and she said quietly, “Never mind.  Where are we going?”

      Kirov’s lips quirked at her inquisitiveness.  “You will see.”

      Lani pouted at that and Kirov almost groaned, his cock thickening even further, which he didn’t think was possible.

      Her expression changed and she asked quietly, “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Kirov exhaled a rough breath.  If only she knew the wicked thoughts he had about her, she might rethink coming with him.

      “Are you ready?” he asked instead.  At her hesitant nod, he said, “Push yourself up on the sill.”

      The sill was high for her, coming up to her breasts, but she managed to hop up just enough so that Kirov could snag her waist through the open window and lift her out easily, without making too much noise.

      The only problem, which Kirov realized a moment later, was that the maneuver made her tunic ride up her thighs.  Way up her thighs.

      “Vrax,” he cursed, almost forgetting that they needed to be quiet.

      His hands were still wrapped around her curvy waist, keeping the tunic locked in position, and he set her on her feet on the ground in front of him…but he couldn’t look away from those thighs…and what was on full display between those thighs.

      Her cunt was pink, tufted with light, wispy red hair, and it was only until that moment when he realized he could scent her arousal.

      His hands held her in place, even when she started to squirm.  He spotted dampness on her inner thighs.

      Vrax, vrax, vrax!

      Now he knew why she’d had a distant, unfocused expression on her face when he’d first seen her.

      “You were thinking of a male, luxiva?” he growled softly, bringing his lips to her ear, because he feared that if he continued looking at her beautiful cunt, he might do something…rash.  “Tell me it was me that made your cunt ache.”

      He heard her gasp and she squirmed in his arms again, trying to lower her tunic.  “That’s none of your business,” she hissed and Kirov’s heart drummed in his throat, blood rushing at his sudden jealousy, at the prospect that his female might’ve been thinking of another.

      “Do you have a male on Earth?” he rasped, his body going still, dread pooling in his stomach, momentarily cooling his arousal.

      He pulled back to look in her eyes because he needed to know the truth.  Because if she said she did, he would look in her eyes and tell her that it was only him, from that moment forward, that she could and would forget about any that came before.

      Her expression was heated, her lips pursed with annoyance.  When Kirov inhaled, he was struck with another heavy dose of her arousal and he realized she liked this.

      He growled low in his throat, his muscles shifting and growing, his Instinct pushing him to mate her right there and then, against the dwelling wall, Vixron be damned.  Kirov needed to erase any other male from her mind and a thorough fucking from a Luxirian warrior would do just that.

      “Tell me,” he rasped.

      “Maybe I do,” she hissed again, a little feral privixi, unsheathing her claws.  “What would you do about it?”

      “You do not wish to know what I would do.”  Kirov grinned, but he felt far from amused.  It felt more like a baring of his teeth.  “Not any longer.  It is only me and it will always be me.  Do you understand?”

      Her lips parted, her eyes flaring with heat…anger perhaps, but also desire.

      “Why you overbearing—”

      Before she could finish her sentence, Kirov hauled her up in his arms with ease, wrapping her legs tight around his hips.

      Which put her aching cunt directly over his aching cock.

      Vrax, her heat!

      Both of them hardly suppressed a groan and Lani looked at him, her eyes wide and slightly dazed, like she didn’t know what was happening.

      Kirov’s eyes narrowed, determined to make a point.  So, he began to purr quietly and Lani let out a strangled gasp that she tried to silence.

      His purring made his chest vibrate and that vibration went directly down to his cock.  She felt that vibration against her cunt and her hands desperately clamored around his neck and shoulders, trying to hang on, when her legs went limp with shock.

      Kirov gave a dark grin and began to silently walk back the way he’d come—which elicited a startled moan of surprise from his female—striding along the backs of—thankfully—empty dwellings.  He allowed his purring to strengthen the further they went, away from Vixron.

      His luxiva was squirming in his arms, her hands tightly clenched into the muscles lining the backs of his shoulders.  She seemed not to know whether she wanted to get away or press closer.  He growled when he caught her rocking her hips against him ever so slightly, but then seemed to force herself to still.

      “S-stop, Kirov,” she whispered finally, once they reached the back of his own dwelling, once they were huddled in a dark corner, far enough away from Vixron where they didn’t have to whisper any longer.  “O-okay, you win.”

      “Say it, luxiva,” he rasped, ceasing his purrs for just a moment as he waited.  His body was tight, already hovering on the edge of orgasm, just holding her this way, knowing that she was receiving pleasure from his body…just not in the way he truly wanted her to receive pleasure from him.

      When she hesitated, he purred and growled deep in his chest, at the same time.

      Lani’s head lolled on her shoulders, her eyes sliding shut, lips parted.  And Kirov almost orgasmed right then because he’d never seen anything more erotic in his entire lifespan.

      “Vrax, female.  Say it!”

      “I…I don’t have anyone back on Earth,” she finally admitted.  Her eyes opened and her cheeks reddened even further when she whispered, “I was thinking about you.”

      Kirov relaxed a little at that, relief threading through his limbs, knowing that no other male held her heart.  That would be his alone, once he won her.

      He pushed his forehead against hers, his horns threading through her hair.  It felt like the most natural thing in the entire universe, to hold her this way, knowing she was on the edge.

      Lani let out a shuddering sigh and he felt her breath drift across his cheek.

      “I could spend my seed in my coverings like an untried youth.  Right at this moment, just looking at you,” he rasped, his eyes locking with hers, so close that he could see flecks of green in her blue eyes.  “Vrax, you drive me to madness, Lani.”

      She bit her reddened bottom lip at his words, her breathing rough, her heat still pressed into his cock.

      “Do you wish to cum, female?” he asked her quietly.  “I can ease you.”

      Lani looked at him, wide-eyed and dazed.  Fates, he could tell she was tempted.

      But she said, “N-no.”

      “Nix?”

      She shook her head, clarity returning to her gaze.  She bit her lip, her expression suddenly unsure.  Shy, even.

      “No, I don’t want to…right now,” she said.

      Kirov tried to read her, fearing that he’d pushed too much.  But she didn’t pull away from him, didn’t push at his shoulders.  She seemed content just to stay in his arms.

      That knowledge warmed his chest and he nodded.  “Very well.”  But he had to be sure he hadn’t vraxed everything up, so he asked, “You still wish to come with me?”

      Her hands flexed on his shoulders.

      Lani relaxed a little and some of the shyness in her expression disappeared.

      “Duh,” she whispered.  “I’m still here, aren’t I?”

      Kirov smile was slow.  He didn’t know what ‘duh’ meant, but he figured it was another word for ‘yes’ based on context.  Mentally, he filed it away, with all her other strange words his language implant didn’t translate.

      “Let us depart then.”
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      Kirov - 4…5?

      Lainey - 0

      She exhaled a slow, albeit shaky breath, but it was difficult to pout about that lackluster score when she was flying on a freaking hovercraft, with the moon their only source of light, with a crisp Luxirian breeze whipping through her hair.

      Oh, and a Luxirian male behind her, keeping her pressed between the control panel and his warm, hulking body, as they hurtled to their unknown destination.

      A Luxirian male who gave her a hat to shield her from the sun.

      A Luxirian male who drove her crazy, who pushed her when she didn’t want to be pushed, but needed to be.

      A Luxirian male whose huge cock vibrated when he purred and growled.

      Lainey’s cheeks flushed all over again, still unable to believe that things between them had escalated that far and that fast.

      One moment he’d been pulling her through a window, trying to sneak her out like she was a teenager going for a ride in her boyfriend’s Mustang at midnight.  The next moment, he was looking at her accidentally-exposed pussy and growling with a sexy scowl about whether she had another male.

      Lainey would never admit to him that she’d liked seeing him a little jealous.  It just made him even more…intense.  And he was already crazy intense.

      It had turned her on even more and before she knew it, she was in his arms, pressed against his cock, and her clit was being vibrated.

      Yep, things had definitely, definitely escalated.

      Now she knew that his voice deepened, that his muscles grew, and his eyes became so dark they looked black when he was turned on, when he purposefully played with her body, when he asked her if she wanted to cum.

      Thank God for the cold breeze because Lainey might just spontaneously burst into flames.

      Kirov’s arms tightened around her and in her ear, he growled, “Female, I know what you are thinking.  I can smell you.”

      Lainey bit her lip.

      She didn’t know why she turned down his offer to make her cum.  Heaven knows she needed it.  Wanted it.

      Maybe before the night was over, she might want to fool around with him a little bit.  It was a date, after all.

      Handjob in a hovercraft, anyone? she thought, unable to help the amused smirk that crossed her lips.

      Besides, she couldn’t deny that she was curious.  She was curious about what sex with him would be like.

      Not like I’m going to have sex with him, she amended silently.

      At least not tonight, the little devil on her shoulder whispered in her ear.

      Lainey exhaled a shaky breath.

      “Vrax, luxiva,” he said, his voice going husky, inhaling deeply, his breath whistling in her ears.

      “Sorry,” she whispered, though the word was whipped away by the wind, wondering what luxiva meant in his language.  Lainey wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to know.

      She couldn’t help but smile when his hand clenched on her waist, a warning to behave.  But even Kirov should know by then that she didn’t like being told what to do.

      “Will you tell me where we’re going now?” she asked, to distract herself, to distract him.  She had a feeling if he propositioned her again, if he growled at her in that sexy, dark voice, if he slid his hand slightly lower…she wouldn’t be able to resist him a second time.

      Behind them, the Golden City looked like a speck, although they hadn’t been traveling for more than ten minutes.

      Kirov relented and pointed in the distance to a mountain range.

      “At the base is a stream,” he said.  “I go there often.  It calms my mind when I need it.  I wish to show it to you.”

      Her heart skipped, liking that he wanted to take her to a place that was special to him entirely too much.

      It was sweet.  And Lainey wasn’t used to sweet.

      If she was being honest, she’d never met a male like Kirov.  All her ex-boyfriends, if they could even be called that, were...not good.  But Lainey hadn’t been allowed boyfriends during high school—her mother claimed she needed to focus on her music more than flirting—and the moment Lainey had moved out at 18 and quit piano, she’d gone through a rebellious phase.

      After her early-twenties, she’d sworn off men altogether after an incident with her then-boyfriend, when he’d gotten drunk and dislocated her shoulder when he shoved her into a wall.

      Like she said, her taste in men had been bad.

      Lainey liked to think she’d grown up since then.  It was perhaps why she hadn’t had sex in two years, why she turned down dates from men she knew wouldn’t be good for her.  Why she’d closed herself off and kept her heart encased behind a steel wall.

      Then Nadine had died.  And the world got darker.

      Lainey shook herself and blew out a breath, not wanting to think about it, not right then at least.

      “Thank you, by the way,” she said, tucking a rebellious strand of hair behind her ear.  She turned a little, tilting her head up to look at Kirov.  “For my hat.  I never thanked you this afternoon.”

      Kirov’s eyes warmed with pleasure and Lainey could feel herself melt a little at that look.

      This is bad, bad, bad, she thought.

      “I was pleased to see it functioned properly,” he told her.  “I hadn’t had much time to test it properly before I had to be at the command center this morning.”

      She frowned.  “Test it?”

      “Tev.  The idea came to me when I left you last night.”

      Her lips parted.  “Don’t tell me you actually made that thing last night.”

      He looked down at her, assessing her expression, before his eyes returned to the horizon.  The hovercraft veered right, taking them closer to the mountain, and they began a slow, descent.

      Lainey had always thought men driving cars with confidence were sexy.  But Kirov expertly controlling a goddamn hovercraft?

      Mindblowingly erotic.

      Lainey swallowed and tried to focus on the conversation, but it was hard watching his large, masculine hands move in front of her on the control panel.

      “I did create it last night,” he said.  “I used a similar material from armor technology I am developing for our warriors.  Then I programmed it accordingly.”

      Lainey’s brows rose.

      Forget flying a hovercraft.  Knowing he was apparently crazy intelligent was…damn, Lainey had a feeling she was already a goner.

      He’s definitely getting a handjob in this hovercraft later.

      “That’s…that’s…” she swallowed.

      Use your words, girl, she thought.

      Kirov’s gaze returned to her and that crooked smile returned, though there was a confidence behind it that almost bordered on arrogance.

      Her knees trembled.

      “Does that impress you, luxiva?  Does it make you soften towards your male?”

      Your male.

      Jesus H. Christ.

      She reached up and shoved his shoulder a little, though when she turned around, she couldn’t help but grin.  God help her, but she liked when he flirted with her.

      “Is that what a technology advisor does then?” she asked.

      “Tev.  And I oversee the technology branch of our labs, the majority of which is based in Troxva.”

      “Troxva,” she repeated, remembering last night, when he’d informed her that he had to return there in three days and that she would be going with him.  “What is that?”

      “My outpost,” he said, lowering them further as the mountain drew nearer and nearer.  “I am one of the Prime Leader’s Ambassadors.”

      “And what does that mean?” she asked, her voice quiet, though her mind was soaking in everything he said.  She wanted to learn about him, though in the back of her mind, she told herself it might not matter, that she’d been leaving him soon anyways.

      She frowned at the thought, her chest tightening unexpectedly.

      “There are six outposts spread across Luxiria.”

      “Like other Golden Cities?”

      “Tev, but slightly smaller.  The Golden City is the hub of our planet, the capital.  Outposts have significant populations but each has a specific purpose.”

      “What’s the purpose of Troxva?”

      “Technology.  It is the furthest outpost to the east, nearest to the Jaxvara.  It is…” he seemed to search for a word in English.  “It is a sacred place of the Fates, but specifically a sacred place of Jaxveer, the Fate of Knowledge.  A long time ago, males and females that dedicated their lives to the pursuit of knowledge congregated there, where they could feel the pull and influence of Jaxveer most.  It was there that our first vessel, that could breach our atmosphere and travel in space, was created.”

      Lainey liked hearing him talk about these things.  It fascinated her, but also overwhelmed her, knowing that there was so much still to learn about Luxiria and its people.

      “And you said it’s your outpost?” she asked, blinking.

      “Tev,” he said, jerking his head in a nod.  “I was born there, raised there, until I left for warrior training.  Once Vaxa’an appointed me Ambassador, he gave me control of the outpost.  Troxva is my home and my responsibility.  It is why I must return soon.  I have been away far too long already.”

      There was a strange tone in his voice at the end, like he was speaking to himself, like he needed to remember that was why he had to return.

      “Why has it been so long?” she asked.

      He glanced down at her, his arms tightening briefly, telling her that the question might’ve caught him off guard.  It only made her more curious.

      The mountain range loomed next to them, so much larger than she could’ve imagined.  They were so close that Lainey felt she could simply reach out in front of her and touch it.

      “For reasons you may see, since you will be coming with me,” he murmured.

      Lainey couldn’t help but roll her eyes, though she was itching for an actual answer.  “Yeah, okay.”

      “Look, we are almost there,” he said next.

      Lainey went on her tiptoes, her butt brushing against his crotch as she did, and then gasped.

      Because at the very base of the mountain they were closest to was what she could only describe as a meadow.  A little, lush, moonlit meadow.

      A little oasis amid the black sand desert that they’d traveled over.

      “How?” she whispered.

      “The stream,” he answered, pointing at something that Lainey didn’t think was a stream, but rather resembled a river.  It ran straight through, cutting through the meadow, until it disappeared behind the next mountain over.  “There is a spring inside that trickles out.  That gives this place life.  That draws life.”

      Kirov lowered them further until they were hovering just overhead.  He landed the hovercraft next to the mountain, in a flattened area that told Lainey he’d parked there before, many times.

      Like a gentleman, he helped her step down until her feet sunk into the impossibly soft sand.  Soon, that sand gave way to what looked like blue moss.  Blue moss that shimmered in the moonlight.  It covered the entire floor of the meadow, crawling up from the banks of the river, drinking and sustaining itself on the water, stemming and growing in all directions.

      When Lainey closed her eyes for a brief moment, all she heard was a gentle breeze and a babbling brook.  And another sound that had her cocking her head in puzzlement.

      “What’s that whispering sound?” she wondered aloud, though she kept her voice quiet.

      When she opened her eyes and looked at Kirov, he was watching her, his expression something she couldn’t read, but an expression that made her straighten in awareness.

      With his hands on her shoulders, he turned her until she faced where the stream came out from the mountain.  And there, every so often, she saw gently flashing pink lights.

      Just like…

      “Are those fireflies?” she asked, wanting to chuckle.

      “Fireflies?” he asked.

      “Little bugs that fly, that light up.”

      “Tev, they are a kind of insect,” he said.  “They come a long way to drink from the stream.”

      Lainey found comfort in that, in a strange way.  That even in a different part of the universe, on this strange alien planet she was only beginning to understand and experience…there were fireflies.

      Pink fireflies.

      Lainey cast her eyes around the rest of the meadow, hardly knowing where to look next.  It wasn’t huge by any means, but it was surprisingly colorful.

      As Lainey walked closer to the gentle flowing stream, she saw that the bottom was covered in what looked like stones, not sand.  And those stones resembled moonstones, shifting in color, from blue and green and milky white, depending on how the moon hit them.

      Every so often, from the blue moss, grew sprigs of what she could only describe as mini-blue pine trees, no taller than her waist.  And on these pine trees, grew little round berries that shimmered like opal gemstones.

      From blue moss, to pink fireflies, to a river full of moonstones, to opal berries, the only word Lainey could think to describe this place was magical.

      Kirov gave her time to look around, to process what she was seeing.  Her senses were overloaded, considering she’d only just moved out of the room they’d all been kept in for the last several weeks.

      Because the best part about the meadow?  There were no walls, except for the mountains

      She could see as far as the moonlight would allow her in the darkness, far into the black, vast plains of Luxiria, where she could make out other mountain ranges and hills.

      Lainey shivered a bit with the breeze.  A moment later, she felt Kirov envelop her from behind, wrapping his warmth around her, squeezing her to him.

      She pressed her cold hands into his strong arms, letting him warm her, taking what he was offering so generously.

      Why did it feel so right, so natural with him?  It was as if they’d known each other for far longer than a few days.

      Was it his Instinct? she wondered.  It was the first time she’d allowed herself to acknowledge whatever was happening between them.  Had he been right?  Was a great force binding them together, a force she didn’t yet understand that both frightened and intrigued her?

      Lainey shivered, despite Kirov’s heat, looking at the magnificent view in front of them.

      Again, he’d given her another gift.  An unexpected one.  And the sweetness of it made her throat close.

      He’s really good at this first date thing, she thought, blowing out a breath in defeat.

      Kirov - 6

      Lainey - 0

      “Thank you,” she said, tilting her head to look back at him.

      His beautiful blue eyes glowed in the moonlight and she remembered the first night they’d met.  Of him, standing naked, on the terrace, his body drenched in light.

      “Thank you for taking me here,” she continued, feeling like she might’ve just lost a piece of her heart to him.  A piece she might not ever get back.

      “You are welcome, luxiva.”
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      “Ten?” Lani asked, her voice rising in what Kirov assumed was astonishment.  “You were only ten-years-old when you left home for this warrior training?”

      “Tev,” he replied.  “All males must leave for warrior training at ten rotations.”

      “That’s…that’s crazy,” she exclaimed, her lips parted in shock.  “You were just a little boy.”

      Suddenly, her eyes dropped down between them to look at his exposed arms, where a multitude of scars marked his flesh.

      He’d told her warrior training was…intense.  She assumed that was where he’d received his scars.  Some yes, but not all.

      “These are also from battle, luxiva,” he told her.  Vaxa’an had told him, in secret once, that humans tended to be more adverse to violence and war.  He needed to tread carefully.  “Soon after we completed warrior training…we were called to war.  I was not on Luxiria for a long while.”

      They were sitting on the banks of the stream, side-by-side, Kirov’s thigh pressed against hers.  Lani had her small, pale feet in the water, since he’d told her it was warm from the mountain.  He glanced down at them often, feeling affection, awe, tighten his chest.

      Some moments, he still couldn’t believe that he’d found his fated mate.  Some moments, even when she was with him, it didn’t feel real.  Even when her scent filled his nostrils, even when her warmth was pressed into him, and her beautiful voice calmed the buzzing inside him, it didn’t feel real.

      Softly, she said, “Kate told us about an attack on your planet.  That it killed your females, most of them, and left the rest…unable to have children.”

      Kirov’s gaze held hers as he said, “Tev, that is true.  We went to war shortly after, for five long rotations.”

      “Did you…” Lani began to ask, her fingers picking at the moss on her other side.  “Did you lose anyone?”

      “My mother,” he said and Lani sucked in a small breath.  “Many lost mothers and sisters and their elders.  Many lost sires as well, who took their own lives to be with them in the blackworld.”

      “I’m sorry, Kirov,” she said quietly.  “Did you lose your father as well?”

      Kirov inhaled a sharp breath, his gaze sliding away, familiar guilt eating at his chest.  “I may as well have.”

      He saw her brows furrow, perhaps in confusion at his strange answer, but he didn’t wish to speak of his sire.  Not right at that moment.  He wanted to learn about his female.

      Kirov changed the subject and asked, “Will you tell me about your life on Earth?”

      Lani frowned, clearly wanting him to elaborate, clearly wanting to ask more.  And at any other time, he might let her.  Kirov didn’t intend to be secretive, didn’t intend to deliberately leave her in the dark about certain aspects of his life.

      However, when it came to his sire, he was ashamed.  Mostly about how he’d dealt with his sire’s situation.  It was not something he was proud of and he didn’t want his luxiva to look at him any differently.  Not that night, their first night where they could be alone, where they could talk and touch freely, without worry.

      Nix.  Selfishly, Kirov wanted her all to himself that night, without anything coming between them, not even long-held guilt.

      Thankfully, his female seemed to read him well and allowed the change in topic.

      “What do you want to know?” she asked, swishing her feet in the water.

      “Everything.”

      She smiled in a way that made him grin.  A shy smile that Kirov would never suspect from a female like her.

      “‘Everything’ would take a very, very long time,” she noted.

      Kirov said quietly, “It is good that I want a very, very long time then.”  Lani bit her lip.  He said, “Tell me what you do on Earth.  What your profession is.”

      Her pink tongue darted out to wet her lips and his belly tightened in need.

      “I’m a pianist,” she said.

      Kirov’s brows drew together.  “What is that?”

      “I’m a musician,” she explained further.  “A piano is a musical instrument.  I’ve been playing since I was four-years-old.  I guess you can say it’s my calling in life.  My true talent.”

      His expression softened, something locking into place about her.

      “That does not surprise me,” he commented.

      “Why?”

      “There is something about musicians, tev?  They see and hear the universe differently and translate it for the rest of us into something more beautiful.”

      Kirov couldn’t read the expression that crossed his female’s face at his words.  Perhaps…recognition?

      “We have very few musicians here on Luxiria,” Kirov said softly, “but I have always found them fascinating.  Perhaps because they are so different from me.”

      “How?” she asked, cocking her head to the side.

      “I prefer hard facts, numbers, equations.  The basis of technology are these things.  They are…concrete.  Unchangeable.  But musicians, hearing them play their instruments…” he trailed off, finding it difficult to put into words.

      “They can create something intricate, from something so simple,” she finished for him.  “Notes.  Sound.”

      “Tev.  They are creators.  They make others feel things, unexpected things,” Kirov said.  “So, nix, it does not surprise me that you are one of them.”

      Lani processed his words slowly, letting silence develop between them.

      Then, she said softly, “I’m glad you see music that way.  It is how I think of it as well.”  She exhaled a small breath and asked, “What types of instruments do you have on Luxiria?”

      Kirov smiled, tilting his head up to look at the silver moon before he looked at her.  “You will see when you come to Troxva.”

      She raised her brow.  “Oh really?” she drawled.

      “Tev.  The lunar celebration approaches.  Musicians play then and it is a lively occasion with dancing and feasting.  Among other things.”

      Lani shook her head, chuckling.  “You’re incorrigible, Kirov.”

      “Nix, I am determined, luxiva,” he returned quickly.

      “You really won’t tell me about the instruments?” she asked, her eyes dancing with amusement.

      “Nix, you will see for yourself.”

      Lani asked, surprising him, “What does luxiva mean?”

      Kirov swallowed but he saw no reason to hold the truth from her.  He’d already told her what happened between them, about his Instinct awakening, whether she wanted to believe it or not.

      “It means ‘fated one.’”

      Lani said softly, “I figured it was something like that.”

      “Does this mean you have accepted it?” he asked, reaching over to touch a stray lock of her beautiful red hair, feeling how soft it was between his roughened fingers.

      She bit her lip and replied, “I don’t know.”

      It was progress, he supposed.  Before, she’d denied it completely.

      Silence dropped between them again.

      In a low voice, Kirov said, “Is that why you move your fingers over surfaces?  You are playing your instrument in your mind, tev?”

      “Yes,” she murmured softly, looking over at him with a soft, almost sad smile that tugged at his chest.  “I stopped playing piano for a couple years, once I moved away from home, from my parents.  I thought not playing might make me happier because for so long I had attributed playing it with unhappiness.”

      Kirov’s brow furrowed and he watched his female’s profile when she turned to look over the meadow.

      “Not playing the piano was like…losing an arm.  Or like losing a sense, like my hearing or my sight,” Lani said softly.  “Maybe not as dramatic as that, but I felt it all the same.  But I was rebellious and stubborn.  I still am,” she amended when he leveled her a look and her lips quirked in a sheepish smile.

      “But you began playing again,” he said, wanting to ask her so many questions, not fully understanding some of the meanings, some of the societal concepts behind her words.

      “Yes,” she said.  “One day, I was walking passed a music shop with my friend, Nadine.  I walked passed it almost every day, but that day, Nadine suddenly stopped me and asked me to play a song for her.  Nadine was my best friend and she begged me to and I couldn’t say no, even though I felt sick in my stomach to touch a piano again.  Sick, but wanting to at the same time, needing to.”

      Kirov listened silently, listened to Lani’s words flow from her, like she was confessing something.  She spoke in a way that made Kirov think she was lost in the memory, until she was somewhere else entirely and not sitting right next to him, with her small feet drawing invisible patterns in the stream.

      “I went in the shop with her.  It was completely empty and I saw a small, cheap keyboard piano in the back.  I sat down, put my fingers on the keys,” she whispered.  Then she blinked and looked over at him, her eyes slightly wet with moisture, the sight making him restless because he knew that humans leaked from their eyes when they were sad.  “And I played for two hours straight that day.  My fingers remembered everything, how could they not?  Music poured out from me because it had been locked away for so long.  And Nadine sat there and let me play on that cheap keyboard.  Even the shop owner let me stay, said I could come play whenever I wanted.  And I did.  I went back the next day, and the next, and the next, until I finally just bought a piano for myself.  Since then, I played every day…until the abduction, that is.”

      Kirov heard the longing in her voice, felt it reach into him until he could feel it with her.

      “I was good, you know,” she said quietly, looking over at him.

      “Tev, female?”

      “Yes,” she answered.  “I was classically trained.  Some called me a prodigy.  I was playing in grand concert halls for hundreds of people by the time I was thirteen.  I had a future and then I threw it all away.”

      “You said it made you unhappy,” he murmured, trying to understand.  He was trying to figure his female out, but Kirov knew it might never be possible and that both frustrated and delighted him.

      “No, not playing the piano.  It was everything else surrounding it.  It took me a long time to figure that out.”

      “Tell me,” he murmured.

      She smiled and looked up at him underneath her eyelashes.  “Maybe another time.  You’re not the only one allowed secrets.”

      Maddening female, he thought, awed.

      “That is fair,” he rasped.  When he saw her suddenly shiver, little bumps spreading over her arms, he dragged her to him, her feet lifting from the water momentarily until she was settled between his splayed thighs.  He positioned her so that her back was to his front, her lush backside settled against his hard cock.

      “Does that thing ever go down?” she joked, sighing as his arms wrapped around her body, shielding her from the breeze that was beginning to grow colder.

      It took him a little while to realize what she meant.  He chuckled in her ear.  “Nix, not since I first saw you.”

      “That must be horribly inconvenient,” she commented, tilting her head back to look up at him.

      Vaxa’an had seen him perform something called ‘kissing’ with his mate, Kat.  It was a human expression of affection and Kirov’s eyes drifted down to Lani’s pink lips, desire tightening his belly.

      What would it be like to kiss her?  What would it be like to kiss at all?  It was not an act that Luxirians performed with one another…at least not on the mouth.

      Lani saw him looking and he watched those lips curl a little.  In a tone that made him want to growl, she asked, “You want to kiss me, don’t you, Ambassador?”

      “Tev,” he rasped.

      Her blunt, white teeth flashed with her smile.  But then that smile died down a little and she swallowed.

      “I’m telling you now, Kirov,” she said, bringing his focus back, “that what happens tonight doesn’t mean that you’ve won me.  It doesn’t mean anything like that.”

      “Female,” he growled, her words making his Instinct…displeased.

      “I can’t…” Lani licked those lips he wanted to devour, seeming at a loss for words.

      Her eyes, her expression…they seemed almost frightened, which confused him greatly.  She had to know that he would never harm her.  Ever.  He would rather die.

      “I’m going home soon.  I can’t develop feelings for you, Kirov.”

      His muscles tightened, his arms pulled her into him even more.

      “I am sorry to disappoint you, female, but you already have,” he growled in her ear and her breath hitched.  “To deny that to me would be a waste of words.”

      Lani licked her lips again and Kirov really wished she would stop doing that.  It made it hard to think.

      “I won’t deny that I’m attracted to you,” she said softly.  “You know that I am.  And if anything comes from that, I just want to be upfront with you about what it means.  Or doesn’t mean.”

      Her words irritated him.  Vrax, she was…maddening.

      She does not yet understand, he knew, calming a bit when he remembered.

      Lani didn’t yet understand the power of the Fates, the power of their bond.  She didn’t yet understand how closely they would be tied together.  She didn’t yet understand how they could be with one another, in and out of the furs.

      But he could make her understand.

      He hadn’t yet won her mind and soul, but he could own her body and she could own his.  He could give her unfathomable pleasure, make her cry out his name in ecstasy until it was burned into her mind, until she forgot every male that came before him, until she craved him.

      Vrax, he was a Luxirian warrior, after all.  They were known, not only for their expertise in battle, but for their ferocity and thoroughness in the furs.

      It wasn’t a question of whether he could please her.  It was a question of whether she would let him.

      But what she was hinting at was telling him she would.

      “You can think that for now, luxiva,” he growled.  “Hold your heart close, for now.  In time, you will give it to me willingly.”

      There was that spark in her gaze.  The one that said she was irritated but delighted at the same time.

      His female liked to bare her claws and he would take them gladly, because when she got like this—whether she realized it or not—those walls came down, allowing him access.

      Kirov’s hand cupped the nape of her neck and he tilted her face up to his.

      “Kiss me, female,” he rasped.

      Her breathing went ragged at the command and Kirov knew she was torn between tearing into him for ordering her to do anything or…she was about to do much more than kiss him.

      This constant ebb and flow between them, this constant grappling, the push and pull…it drove him crazy.  But she was perfect.  Perfect for him.

      Perhaps she didn’t realize it yet, but he was perfect for her too.

      Her body trembled and he squeezed the back of her neck, running the pad of his thumb up and down, softly scraping his claw against her skin.

      Lani licked her lips again.  Drew in a breath.

      Then she kissed him.
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      Lainey had never suspected she was easy.

      Not by any means.

      And yeah okay, she’d gotten a little frisky in a car a time or two on a third date, but it wasn’t like she had sex with them.  No, sex for her, came with a solid commitment.

      But with Kirov, she had a feeling he could have everything on the first date.  Anything he wanted and she would offer it to him with eager, open legs and more.

      Lainey could never resist a dare.  And she’d seen the look in Kirov’s eyes when he’d practically dared her to kiss him, as if a part of him thought she wouldn’t.

      Ooohhh, this alien got under her skin in the worst and best possible way.

      So, Lainey kissed him, just to prove she would.  And she poured everything into that kiss…her frustration, her desire, her fear, her delight.  His strong, warm hand had tightened on the back of her neck when their lips met and she’d felt her belly tighten in a similar way.

      Lainey thought she would be teaching him a lesson.

      Instead, she found herself never wanting that kiss to end.  Because Kirov…goddamn, the alien male could kiss.

      Lainey made a sound in the back of her throat when he angled her head so he could delve deeper.  It had been her that started it, but it was definitely him that was leading it.  When she realized that, she grabbed his shoulders, shifting position so that she could straddle his lap.

      She rose to her knees so that they were the same height and threaded her hands through his silky, thick hair.  Taking back control of the kiss, she stroked her tongue between his lips, deep.

      Kirov growled, his tongue vibrating briefly, as she licked it.  Ridges.  He had ridges on his tongue, similar to the ones she knew lined the top and bottom of his cock.

      The Luxirian let her have control of the kiss, but only for a brief while.  Soon, he commandeered it again, stroking every part of her mouth before nibbling on her bottom lip, making her eyes roll into the back of her head as her spine tingled.

      It went on like that.  Lainey would fight him for that precious control again, he would allow it for a moment, and then seize it back, becoming more and more irresistible, more and more dominant with every turn she took from him.

      Her pussy quivered, her fingers shook as arousal coursed through her body, pebbling her nipples under her suddenly very heavy tunic.  He knew what he was doing.  He was kissing all the fight out of her.

      And he was so damn patient about it.

      Lainey didn’t know why, but that bothered her.  There she was, slowly losing her goddamn mind, and he was holding himself in complete control.

      We’ll see about that, the little devil on her shoulder whispered.

      If only to see how he would react, Lainey slid her hand to his cock, squeezing the length through the material of his pants.

      Kirov inhaled a rough breath in surprise, making Lainey smile against his lips before she took back control of the kiss, feeling a bit smug.

      Her fingers found the lacings that kept his cock from her and she tugged.  Kirov caught her wrist, pulling away from her lips, to look at her.

      “What?” she whispered, feeling drugged off his kiss, off his scent and taste and heat.  “It isn’t anything I haven’t seen before, remember?”

      He growled, seemingly at a loss for words, when she referred to the night she’d watched him jerk off.

      Lainey’s fingers resumed untying the laces and though his hand was still wrapped around her wrist, he didn’t stop her.

      “I just want a peek,” she said, almost to herself.

      Then I’ll stop this madness, she added silently.  It had already gone a lot farther than she’d originally intended.

      But she was burning up with need so potent that she felt feverish.  She feared she wouldn’t be able to stop, even if she told herself she should.

      Kirov groaned, low in his throat, the sound further weakening her resolve.  It was a purely masculine sound, one that lit her blood on fire, that made her want to see what other sounds she could wring from him.

      When the lacings finally gave way, Lainey reached inside for her reward.

      Kirov hissed, his hips jerking, when she wrapped a hand around his hot, thick, pulsing cock.

      Oh my God.

      When she pulled it free, she looked down between them with widened eyes.  She licked her lips as she stared down at him, all thought gone, her mind blank.

      “Fates, do not lick those lips when you look at my cock, luxiva,” he grated, his voice deepening with every word.  “Or else I will think you want a taste.”

      God help her, but she did.

      She tried to squeeze her thighs together, but remembered she was straddling his hips.  Unless she rocked against him, there would be no relief for the heat building in her pussy, threatening to consume her.

      Pre-cum pushed from the slit at the head of his cock as Lainey gently ran her fingers over the knobs that ran directly along the top, tracing them from the base, all the way to the rounded tip.

      He would feel amazing inside her.

      If he fits, she couldn’t help but add.

      Because he was huge.  Not just his length, but his girth.  She couldn’t even wrap her hand all the way around him and if she gave him a blowjob, she highly doubted she’d be able to take more than a few inches.

      Look at you thinking about the logistics, girl, her mind whispered.  You said you only wanted a peek and now you’re wondering how best to fit him inside your mouth.

      Kirov’s hips jerked again, that low groan sounding like he was in pain, when she circled the slit of his cock, soaking the pad of her finger in his pre-cum.  It was iridescent in the moonlight, shimmering.

      She felt a drop of her arousal leak down her thigh the same moment his hands moved.  Lainey gasped as they slid up her bare legs, up past her tunic.  He clenched them around her hips, kneading her flesh there, his claws pricking into her skin.  Not enough to hurt, but enough to keep her on edge.

      She was burning up.  Everywhere.

      “Take it off,” she gasped, gripping his cock harder, when he shifted her tunic up.

      It certainly didn’t take him long to do just that.  In the next moment, her tunic was ripped off over her head, making her release his thick cock for a moment, and she was sitting in his lap, completely naked.

      How’s this for escalation? she couldn’t help but think.

      She didn’t care.  Now right then.  Tomorrow, she would curse herself for why she’d allowed this to happen, especially when she was growing a little bit obsessed with the alien currently looking at her like she was the goddamn moon, all bright and lovely.

      A rough sound tore from his throat and Lainey cried out in surprise when he flipped them over, moving so quickly she didn’t even have to blink before she was on her back on the river bank.  The blue moss underneath her felt like velvet and out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flash of pink.  A firefly had come closer.

      Dirty little voyeurs.

      “You are…” he growled, his blue eyes roving over her, his fully clothed body hovering over hers.  Lainey pushed her breasts up a little, allowing him to look his fill.  She was proud of her tits, even though one was slightly smaller than the other.  It had bothered her when she’d been younger, but now…they were fucking great.

      When Kirov seemed to lose his train of thought, she grinned.  Apparently, he thought they were pretty fucking great too.  They had the genius Luxirian tongue-tied.

      “Yes?” she whispered, shamelessly fishing for his compliments.  She felt his cock bob on her abdomen between them and her lips parted when she felt it throb on her skin.

      Gently, he slid his fingers from her collarbone, to between her breasts—making her breath hitch—to circle her belly button, before curling around her left hip.  It was like he’d trailed a path of fire over her skin.  He watched as her nipples puckered even further and he thumbed over one peak suddenly, making her back arch, a desperate moan tumbling from her throat.

      “Vrax,” he cursed, lowering his head to silence her with a kiss so intense their teeth clattered together.  She gasped, her head spinning when he sucked on her tongue.

      Wicked alien.

      “Vellixa,” he said, his voice a hushed rasp.  Lainey stilled, remembering that word, remembering how she’d freaked out on him the first time he’d called her it.

      Beautiful.

      Lainey struggled with that word.  All her life, she’d been told she was beautiful.  She’d been a beautiful girl who played beautiful music.  A part of her knew that she wouldn’t have been as successful during her concert days if she hadn’t been beautiful, a fact that had always grated on her, even when she got a strange thrill seeing her face plastered in magazines.

      It was inner beauty that she struggled with.  Because most days, Lainey felt ugly on the inside.  She had allowed bitterness and anger to make her ugly.

      But Kirov had seen the way she lashed out sometimes, had witnessed a bit of that ugly, and he still called her beautiful.

      So, for just that night, because she didn’t want to ruin it, she accepted it.

      She threaded her hands through his hair, which fell around them and tickled her bare shoulders.  Tugging him down, Lainey kissed him again, but that time it was soft and sweet.

      His breathing changed and he rasped against her lips, “Vrax, luxiva, you drive me mad.  I could kiss you forever.”

      Lainey smiled and her stomach fluttered.  It felt good to smile with him.  She hadn’t smiled so much since…well, since Nadine.

      Looking up at him, she saw another firefly approach and she couldn’t help but chuckle as it lit up his skin.

      “Rebax?” he questioned and she guessed that translated to: what?

      “Your skin is all pink now,” she whispered, sliding her hands over his right side, up to his shoulder, where his skin shifted in color, absorbing the firefly’s light.  “You’re my big pink alien.”

      He growled, his eyes never leaving hers.  “As long as I am yours.”

      Lainey swallowed, stilling.  She hadn’t even realized she’d called him her big pink alien.  It had just fallen from her lips with her teasings.

      Kirov’s hand left her hip and her lips opened in surprise when it trailed lower.  Leaning down, he nipped at her exposed earlobe, making her shiver, as he whispered, “I know what else is pink.”

      She sucked in a breath.

      Filthy things continued to tumble from his lips…and she loved it.

      “Your little cunt was bright pink earlier tonight.  Pink and wet for me,” he growled.  “Wasn’t it, luxiva?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “You did not let me satisfy you then, but will you now?  Will you let me lick your pink little cunt until you cum all over my tongue?”

      Oh my God.

      “W-well, since you’re asking so nicely,” she managed to choke out.  Because screw it.  She wanted a mind-blowing orgasm and he was offering.

      Besides, she had a feeling she was way past the point of stopping whatever was going to happen.

      I don’t even want to, she realized.

      Kirov purred deep in his chest and then he started to move.  He stopped at her breasts first, cupping them both in his warm palms before he rolled her nipples with his thumbs.  Pleasure zinged down her spine, startling and sizzling.

      But it was nothing compared to when he latched his lips over one and suckled.  Hard.

      She groaned, her eyes rolling into the back of her skull.  He suckled just long enough to make her hips squirm underneath him and then he switched to the other breast, that ridged tongue lapping at the peak.

      Lainey felt like she could cum from just that.

      Before she got to that point, he released her, eliciting a frustrated moan from deep in her chest.

      “Tease,” she accused, breathless, her chest heaving.

      That crooked dark little grin almost melted her.

      Then, without saying a word, he slid down her body in one quick motion and before she knew it, he was settled between her thighs, gripping her calves and pulling her legs open wider.  So he could see all of her.

      Lainey hardly had time to blink before he was there.

      A cry of pleasure was ripped from her throat when he buried his face between her legs, that ridged tongue coming out to lap at her delicate folds.

      He groaned and rasped, “Fates, your taste, luxiva!”

      Lainey couldn’t speak.  She couldn’t even think as he returned to her, licking and lapping at her entrance, delving his tongue deep inside her, making her pussy pound and throb in arousal.

      Then he discovered her clit.

      And the moment her hips hitched in response, a strangled cry erupting from her, Kirov was relentless.  Lainey could feel him learning what she liked.  Every swipe of his tongue, every little gentle suckle over her clit, he was cataloging her responses and filing them away in his big ol’ genius mind.

      That knowledge should scare her.  That he alone would know every way to drive her crazy, but Lainey couldn’t bring herself to care, especially not right then.

      “Kirov,” she groaned, her hands fisting into the blue moss underneath her, her legs beginning to squirm as her orgasm approached.  It was going to be a big one.  She could feel it as her breathing changed, as her abdomen dipped and heaved, and her legs tensed around his head.

      “Cum for me, luxiva,” he growled.  “Let me see you cum for me.”

      God, she loved it when he talked dirty to her.

      Lainey looked up at the night sky above her, her eyes wide, hovering on the edge.  There was a silver halo around the almost-full moon.

      Then her gaze went to him, eating her out with enthusiasm and a skill that should make her jealous of females that came before her.  Who had taught him this?  He was looking up at her, those blue eyes locked on her and Lainey shivered.

      Then she saw his hand shift, going down to his cock.  A moment later, she saw his forearm flex in a jerky, albeit rhythmic, motion.

      Lainey let out a cry, the knowledge that he was pleasuring himself, stroking that magnificent, thick cock, as he licked her was too much.  It sent her over the edge.

      Her orgasm hit her, making her back arch, lifting her hips off the moss.  But Kirov stayed with her, growling into her pussy as her cream met his tongue and he lapped up every last drop.

      She couldn’t breathe, as punishing waves of pleasure drove into her, pounding every part of her body.

      Lainey didn’t know how long it went on, but the next thing she knew, Kirov was bellowing between her thighs and rocking his hips, fucking the air, as jets of cum landed on the blue moss below her.

      Then Lainey crashed, panting, her whole body going limp, her pussy continuing to pulse with the aftershocks of her orgasm.

      She eventually had to push Kirov away because she grew too sensitive.  Instead, he turned his head and kissed the inside of her thighs, dragging his tongue over the flesh there, before nuzzling his horns into her.

      Lainey laid there, trying to catch her breath, trying to process what just happened.  But she knew that he’d just given her the best goddamn orgasm of her life.

      As it died down, panic replaced pleasure and churned in her belly.

      She felt…vulnerable.  This was what she’d been afraid of.  And Kirov peppering her skin with kisses and purring deep in his chest, acting like she’d just pleased him immensely, made her heart soften when it needed to harden.

      This was bad, bad, bad.  Because she was already catching feelings for him like butterflies in a net and she was afraid that if it continued like this, if he talked to her softly about music and deliberately pushed her when he knew she was being stubborn and gave her mind-blowing orgasms that made her fly into freaking orbit…she could fall in love with him.  She would fall in love with him.

      She might have already started the descent.

      And that scared the living daylights out of her.

      When she pushed up from her position, he looked up at her.  He was still sprawled on his stomach between her thighs, still fully clothed.  He stilled when he saw her expression and slowly, and gracefully, sat up.

      His still hard cock was shimmering with his cum but he tucked it back into his pants, though he kept the laces undone.  When she wrapped her arms around herself, Kirov cursed under his breath and retrieved her shirt, helping her slip it back on so she was covered.

      But he didn’t allow her to pull away from him, not the way she wanted.  Instead, Kirov slipped behind her, wrapping his arms around her front, hugging her to him.

      “Don’t,” she whispered, her throat tight.

      “Stop it,” he rasped in response.  “Do not diminish what just happened.”

      Sucking in a breath, Lainey felt tears sting her eyes, but she swallowed whatever emotion placed them there.  She didn’t want to cry in front of him, not again, and especially not after what they’d just done.

      “What can I give you right now?” he murmured in her ear, softly, his voice soothing her.  “Tell me.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut.  God, why did he have to be so good?  Why couldn’t he be a complete asshole like her ex-boyfriends?  It would make this so much easier.

      A laugh bubbled from her throat but to Lainey it sounded slightly hysterical, nervous.

      Because she could think of nothing else, she whispered, “A piano.”

      Kirov went quiet and he pressed a kiss to her temple, leaving his lips there.  Slowly, Lainey began to relax and she wondered if the strange force between them helped her calm down.

      Then he said, “I cannot give you that now.  But I promise you, luxiva, I will in time.  Tev?”

      “Okay,” she whispered because she could think of nothing else to say.
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      “Why are you so quiet today?” Crystal asked, looking up from her tablet.

      In the back of her mind, Lainey wondered if Kirov had also made the tablet at some point.  Was it his own invention?

      “Am I being quiet?” Lainey asked, tossing the mini-UFO, in its sphere form, back and forth in her hands.  She shrugged, hoping it seemed nonchalant.  “I guess I’m just tired.”

      “Couldn’t sleep?” Crystal asked next, her eyes going back to the drawing she was working on.

      Lainey relaxed a little, her gaze straying to Vixron, who was standing at the window, looking out over the view.

      “No, not really,” she murmured.

      It was early in the afternoon and after Kirov dropped her back off at the house last night, she hadn’t been able to sleep.  For a multitude of reasons.

      Part of it was because he’d been so sweet when they’d had to say goodbye for the night.  He hadn’t said much, just pulled her into his body, giving her one of his fantastic, warm hugs, and tilted her face up so he could kiss her.  He’d kissed her slowly and without any rush, despite that they’d needed to be quiet and sneak her back inside her room before Vixron noticed she’d been gone.

      Part of it was also because she hadn’t wanted to say goodbye.  She’d been tempted to just go back to his empty house with him and crawl into his bed and cuddle and kiss and touch him and do all the things she knew she shouldn’t do.

      But a big part of why she couldn’t sleep was because she was worried.  Worried about how things would unfold with him now that they’d been intimate and wondering how she could leave her heart intact and unbroken when she eventually had to leave Luxiria.

      Lainey was so lost in her thoughts, staring into space, that she almost didn’t realize it when she heard a hovercraft approaching.

      Her breath hitched and she was up, striding over to the window to see if it was Kirov, not caring if Crystal or Vixron thought her actions were odd.

      But it wasn’t Kirov.

      It was Kate.  A very pregnant Kate, looking like she was about to give birth any moment.  Vaxa’an, her mate and the Prime Leader of Luxiria, helped her down off the hovercraft.  The blatant worry on his face, him fussing over her as she walked towards their house, was unexpectedly…cute.  Watching them together, Lainey thought it was obvious that they loved each other deeply.

      Kate had come at Lainey’s request, she realized, swallowing her disappointment that it wasn’t Kirov.  Crystal stood up from the fire pit circle, frowning out the window, but Lainey was out the door, going to greet the human woman that they knew very little about.

      “Lainey,” Kate said, smiling, reaching out to pull her into a hug.  She was careful not to crush the other woman’s bulging stomach.

      “Thanks for coming to see us,” Lainey said softly.  “If I’d realized you were this pregnant, I wouldn’t have—”

      “I’m glad to get out of the house.  Honestly,” Kate murmured, stabbing a thumb over her shoulder at Vaxa’an.  “He’s been a tyrant.  He practically keeps me chained to the bed.”

      Lainey laughed, believing it, before glancing back down to her belly.  “We just saw you two weeks ago.  I can’t believe how much your pregnancy has progressed.”

      “Luxirian gestations are much shorter than ours.  The babies grow much faster,” Kate explained.  “At least that’s what Privanax believes.  It won’t be too much longer now.”

      “Oh,” Lainey murmured.  She realized she was blocking the entrance to the house and sprung aside, opening the door for Kate.  “Crystal’s here too.”

      “I heard Erin and Bianca wanted to stay behind,” Kate commented, stepping into the house, Vaxa’an letting Lainey pass before he followed.

      “We hope they’ll come here soon,” Lainey said quietly, remembering her argument with Bianca, wishing she hadn’t been so harsh with her words.  Maybe if she’d been more like Erin, calm and level-headed, she could’ve convinced her to come along.

      Crystal greeted Kate, exchanging pleasantries as Lainey stood next to Vaxa’an and Vixron awkwardly as they spoke to one another in Luxirian.  Whatever Vixron said had Vaxa’an jerking his head in a hard nod, his gaze straying to Lainey briefly.

      Paranoid, she wondered if he somehow knew she’d snuck out with Kirov last night, but when he didn’t say anything about it, she relaxed.  She assumed that Kirov could get into some kind of trouble if Vaxa’an knew they were…involved.  That must be why he wanted to keep it a secret.

      But if he intended to take her with him to Troxva, it couldn’t remain a secret for long.

      Lainey shook her head, wondering where in the world that thought had come from.  In the back of her mind, however, she knew that he would be leaving in two days—one and a half now, really—and tomorrow might be the last time they saw each other.

      Not if you go with him, like he wants, her treacherous mind whispered.  He said he would make you a piano.

      Her heart still fluttered whenever she thought about it, how she’d never heard anything more romantic in her entire life.  He’d offered to make her a piano, just because she wanted one.

      Lainey bit her lip, inhaling a slow breath and releasing it just as slowly.  She needed to get a grip.

      Kate turned to her mate and said, “Thanks for bringing me, Vaxa.  You can go now.  I seriously need some girl time without you hovering.”

      Then Kate smiled sweetly, which told Lainey that she had the alien male wrapped around her little finger.

      Vaxa’an growled a little at that.  “Very well, female,” in a tone that made her think he knew exactly what his mate was doing.  “Com me at the command center if you need me.  If you need anything.  If you feel—”

      “Yes, yes, honey, I know,” Kate said smiling.  She walked over to him and gave him a kiss, squeezing his forearm when she pulled back.  “I’ll see you later.”

      “Love you, female,” he growled.

      “And I love you.”

      And with one last, long look at Kate, Vaxa’an nodded at Vixron, at Lainey and Crystal, and left, the hovercraft pulling away from the terrace a moment later.

      Kate sighed, a dreamy smile softening her face, as she looked after him and Lainey knew she had it bad for her male.

      Then the pregnant woman clapped her hands and looked at them both.  “Now, the real question is…what do you guys have to eat around here?”
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      “Want some company?” came a soft voice behind her and Lainey turned from her spot at the balcony to see Kate waddling up to her.  Vixron was frowning at the both of them from the doorway, probably wondering how Lainey would corrupt his Prime Leader’s mate.

      Lainey waved at him before addressing Kate.  “Sorry for being rude.  I just…needed some air.”

      It was early evening and already the temperature of the Golden City began to cool.

      “No worries.  I get it,” Kate said.

      “It’s hard for me to be trapped inside too long,” Lainey said, feeling like she owed her an explanation.  “Now that we have access to the outside, I take advantage.”

      Kate frowned, reaching out a hand to touch her shoulder.  “I am so sorry for how Vaxa kept you in that room for so long.  He thought he was doing the right thing to keep you safe.  I tried to tell him—”

      “It’s okay,” Lainey said.  “It was partly that, but mostly, it’s the memory of those cages, on that other planet.”  She looked over at Kate.  “But I don’t have to tell you about it.  You were there too, before us.”

      “Yes,” Kate said.  “But thankfully not as long.  Vaxa chose me my very first time in the Pit.  I can’t imagine what you had to go through.”

      Lainey didn’t respond to that immediately.  She’d come to terms with her abduction and imprisonment.  It would always be lurking in the back of her mind, but it had happened and she couldn’t change it.  And she refused to let it break her down again.

      “But I don’t want to ruin our time together talking about that place,” Kate added softly, reading her expression well.  Kate reminded her of Erin, calm and kind and perceptive.  “I had fun this afternoon with you and Crystal.  I’m glad she finally warmed up to me.”

      Lainey laughed, “She’s a little shy at first, but shy is not how I’d describe that woman once you get to know her.”  She smiled.  “I had fun this afternoon too.  I’m glad you could come.”

      All three of them had simply talked for a few hours straight, which probably bored Vixron out of his mind.  They’d had him order some snacks for them too—Kate had ordered all her favorite things and Lainey had to admit that everything she tasted that afternoon was much, much better than the smoked meat they’d been eating.

      So they’d eaten and gossiped all afternoon, talking about their lives back on Earth—they’d learned Kate had worked in publishing back in Chicago—and their atrocious ex-boyfriends and their college days and the foods they missed the most—an In-N-Out burger for Crystal, chicken tikka masala for Kate, and a dragon sushi roll for Lainey.

      It felt nice, just talking and laughing with friends, Lainey realized.  Lainey had cut a lot of people out of life since Nadine died.  She’d folded in on herself and isolated herself.

      It had been a long time since she’d simply enjoyed the company of other women and Lainey hadn’t realized how much she missed it.

      “Can I ask you something?” Lainey murmured, looking over her shoulder to see Vixron still watching them, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Anything,” Kate responded.

      Lowering her voice, Lainey asked the one question that had been plaguing her.  “How did you know that Vaxa’an was the one?”

      Kate looked her in surprise.

      “I mean, how were you so certain about him, that you gave up your life on Earth, your friends and family, to stay here with him?” Lainey asked, her brow furrowing.  “Sorry if that seems rude to ask, I’m just…curious.”

      “I said you could ask me anything and I meant it,” Kate responded, brushing off Lainey’s concern.  She pregnant woman sighed, shifting on her feet, looking out over Luxiria.  “I honestly can’t give you a definitive answer.  And trust me, at the time, I thought I was being crazy.  I second guessed myself every moment, wondering if I was making the right decision or not.”

      “So what made you stay?”

      “I stayed for a lot of reasons, but the one that sticks out the most is that I simply couldn’t imagine saying goodbye to him.”

      Lainey swallowed hard.

      “I played every scenario in my mind of how to say goodbye and every single one left me completely heartbroken, every single one destroyed him,” Kate answered, frowning, as if the memory of it still hurt.  “And I ask myself every single day how he made me fall in love with him so quickly, but it’s just…it’s him.  It’s like we were truly meant to find each other, in this weird, big, strange universe.  It really was fate.”

      “So, you believe in the whole Instinct thing?” Lainey asked quietly, processing her words.

      Kate laughed, turning wide eyes on her.  “Oh yeah.  Definitely.  I guess you must think I’m crazy, but I can’t explain to you what it feels like.  It’s something that can only be experienced for someone to fully understand.”

      “But how would you describe it?” Lainey asked, clearing her throat.  “If you had to.”

      She hoped she didn’t seem too interested or else Kate might get suspicious about her line of questioning.

      Thankfully, she pregnant woman simply smiled at her curiosity and said, “I would describe it like…a magnetic pull, I guess.  But with a little ‘love at first sight’ mixed in.  Now multiply those things by ten and you have one awakened Instinct.  Both of those things combined…it’s an intense thing to experience.  I didn’t even know what I was experiencing and I refused to believe Vaxa because I thought he was out of his mind at the time.”

      That sounded familiar, she couldn’t help but think, goosebumps breaking out over her skin as she shivered with awareness.

      Kate smiled over at her and asked, “Cold?  Maybe we should go back inside.”

      “No,” Lainey said, blowing out a breath.  “I’m just so curious about it all.  It seems unreal.  So…alien.”

      Kate smiled, her expression kind.  “I know the feeling.”

      They lapsed into silence for a moment as Lainey thought over her words.

      Then Kate said softly, “I’ve felt them, you know.”

      “Who?” Lainey asked, frowning.

      “The Fates.  Their deities.  They’re real.”  Lainey’s lips parted, even though a part of her wanted to dismiss Kate’s words.  “And trust me, I didn’t believe it at first, but once you feel them, sense them inside you, they become very hard to deny.  Not to mention the blood bond.”

      Lainey had heard a little bit about the blood bond from Cecelia, though she’d, frankly, thought that her friend had lost her mind at the time.

      Now, Lainey wasn’t so sure.

      “That’s what happens during some ceremony, right?” Lainey asked, unsure, biting her lip.

      “Yes, the mating ceremony.  It’s like a marriage ceremony, I guess, only a lot more…intense.  Not to mention very, very permanent,” Kate said, a teasing tone in her voice.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, the blood bond,” Kate answered.  “You’re bound to one another.  He’s inside me, in my mind.”

      Lainey frowned.  “Like…metaphorically?”

      Kate chuckled.  “No.  I mean I can sense his feelings, read thoughts that he sends to me, sense where he is, if he’s safe.  And he feels the same for me.”

      “That’s…that’s…” Lainey trailed off, gulping.

      “Crazy?” Kate guessed and then sighed.  “Yeah, but I’ve had time to accept it.  It’s a lot easier to accept when you have someone else in your mind, trust me.”

      “And Cecelia and Taylor and Beks all went through this with their, um, mates?”

      “That’s right,” Kate said, nodding.  She slanted her a look and teased, “You really are curious about this stuff.”

      A little flustered, Lainey said, “It’s hard to believe.  I guess I’m just trying to understand this place, these people better.  Who knows how long we’ll be here.”

      Kate patted her shoulder.  “I’m sure they’ll find the crystal soon.  One of Vaxa’s Ambassadors, Cruxan, is trying to track it down as we speak.”

      The thing was…Lainey wasn’t so certain she wanted this Ambassador to find it anytime soon.

      If only to give her more time with Kirov, to sort through the mess in her head.

      Lainey sighed, leaning against the balcony, nibbling on her lip.  Mess, indeed.

      “Hey,” Kate said, her eyes softening in concern.  “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” Lainey said, a bit too quickly.  She cleared her throat.  “Yeah, I’m just…overwhelmed.  I’m still processing everything that’s happened.”

      Something in Kate’s expression made Lainey’s stomach flutter in nervousness.  Because suddenly, she wasn’t so sure that Kate believed that was the only reason.  Lainey could practically see the brunette putting the pieces of the puzzle together.

      Shit.

      “Of course,” Kate finally said, her eyes careful.  “If you ever need to talk, I’m here.”

      “Thank you,” Lainey said, not quite meeting her eyes.  “I appreciate it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kirov was Vixron’s relief for the night.  When he showed up at the human females’ dwelling, apparently shortly after Kate had left, he informed the guard that he had the night off.

      Vixron looked at him carefully, but simply jerked his head in a nod and departed, probably too eager for a full night of sleep to directly question Kirov about his interest in one of the human females.

      Then, Kirov’s gaze found Lani.

      His whole body relaxed, the buzzing in his mind quieting as he drank the sight of her in.

      She was sitting in the fire pit area with the blonde female, who was too busy drawing on the tablet he’d left for her to notice that he’d walked in.

      But Lani knew.  She’d noticed him even before he’d stepped through the door.

      Her eyes flickered over his body and Kirov found himself straightening at her blatant perusal of her male.  Lainey’s tongue darted out to wet her lips, her eyes lingering in certain places, before she met his gaze.

      A moment later, he scented the signs of her arousal and his jaw ticked in longing and frustration, knowing he could do nothing about it, not when he was acting as their guard for the night.

      The sweetest misery, being this close to his female and not being able to touch her, to kiss her.

      “Have you had your evening meal?” he asked them.  The blonde, Crystal, looked up from the tablet, startled.  When she saw it was him, her eyes narrowed slightly, before darting a quick look over at Lani.

      “Yes,” Lani said and her voice floated over him, soothing the beast inside.  “We ate with Kate.”

      He stood by the door, hardly daring to draw near though his Instinct demanded he be close to his mate.  He wouldn’t be able to stop touching her, if he started.

      Crystal went back to her tablet, drawing something that resembled a landscape.  An Earth landscape, perhaps?

      Lani was watching him and her arousal was growing to be more than he could handle.  He growled and turned, saying, “I will be stationed outside if you need me.”

      His fists clenched tightly and he stormed through the front door again, closing it behind him.  Once outside, he felt like he could breathe and some of the fog that swarmed his mind lifted.

      He drew in a shuddering breath, feeling the cool air soothe his lungs, before he released it.  His gaze went to the moon and his jaw tightened.  Tomorrow would be his last full day in the Golden City.  He would need to depart for Troxva before the suns rose in two spans.

      And he was no closer to winning his female, to convincing her to depart with him.

      Doubt had plagued him all span.  She’d pulled away from him last night, the memory of which drove him out of his mind.  She’d been so open, so receptive to him before and while they’d pleasured one another…but afterwards, she’d changed.

      She’d closed herself off, bit by bit, making him question whether he’d done anything wrong, whether he’d displeased her in any way.

      If Kirov was being honest, he didn’t know if she could be won.  He could court her and pleasure her for as many spans as it would take to capture her heart, but if she didn’t want to meet him halfway…

      Kirov cursed softly, looking at the moon again, like it was a weapon about to detonate.

      He didn’t have much time left.

      Stop, he told himself, drawing in a deep, calming breath.

      Nix, he wouldn’t doubt his female, he wouldn’t doubt himself.  He would never give up.

      Determination coursed through him, making him restless.  He had made little progress on his work that span in the armory, so distracted with thoughts and memories of last night.  How beautiful she’d looked, how she’d kissed him, how she’d tasted…the way she’d thrashed on his tongue as she orgasmed.

      Kirov growled.

      It wasn’t long before he heard movement inside the dwelling and a moment later, the door opened behind him.  His female emerged, her blue eyes finding his.  Carefully, she closed the door, leaving them alone.

      “Crystal went to go take a bath,” Lani informed him, coming to stand just next to him, her shoulder brushing his arm.  He reached out to touch her, but she moved quickly, stepping past, wrapping her arms around her body.  She walked to the balcony and Kirov braced himself for another spar.  He had never battled so much since warrior training, since war with the Jetutians.

      “What is wrong?” he asked.  A thought occurred to him, making dread pool in his stomach.  “Do you…regret last night?”

      Lani looked down at the stone balcony, to the moonlit view, and then back to him.  “No, I…I just…” she sighed.  “I’m so confused.  I don’t know what to think or how to feel.”

      “Why do you do this to yourself?” he asked quietly.  “Why not just accept it?  It is easier.”

      “Easier?  Maybe for you.  Not for me.”

      Kirov’s brow furrowed.

      “I talked to Kate today,” Lani confessed after a brief moment of silence.  “She told me what it was first like with her and Vaxa’an.  She told me about the Fates, about the mating ceremony, about a blood bond.”

      Kirov tensed.  So she did know about these things.  He had hoped to explain these matters to her himself, to ease her into that overwhelming knowledge.  She was already so skittish about their bond.

      Swallowing, he placed his hands on the balcony and squeezed so hard he was surprised the stone didn’t crumble underneath his grip.

      “You would expect these things of me,” she observed, eyeing him with what he recognized as wariness.

      “Tev, I would,” he said.

      There was no use in denying it.  As fated mates, they would bind their lives together, their minds.  It was only natural.  It was what the Fates demanded.  His Instinct would only be at peace once the ravraxia, the mating ceremony, was performed.

      “You would expect me to give up my home, my planet for you,” she continued.  “And frankly, at this point, I’m not ready to do that.  I don’t know if I’ll ever be, Kirov.  We’ve only known each other a few days.  Can’t you see how crazy this is?”

      “What does time have to do with it?” he rasped, Lani’s words cutting him like a blade.  “Time does not matter.  It is what we feel that does.”

      “I told you last night,” Lani whispered, “that I didn’t want you to think us fooling around meant more than it did.”

      “Fooling around,” Kirov repeated slowly, another blow landing.  The words were strange but he understood her meaning well enough.  A spark of anger lit up his chest and he asked, “Was it that meaningless to you, female?”

      “Not meaningless,” she said, looking at him with a frown.  “I’m just trying to be honest with you, Kirov.  You know I’m attracted to you.  I liked what we did, I’m not denying that.  I just don’t want to sign on to be your mate just because we got each other off one time.”

      Stunned, hurt, Kirov said quietly, “Tev, you are making that quite clear to me.”

      “Kirov…”

      “Tell me the truth for once,” he said.  “Do you believe you are my mate?  Do you believe that you awakened my Instinct?  Do you believe me at all?”

      Lani’s gaze slid away but he reached out to turn her face to him, so that she couldn’t hide her truth.

      Cupping her cheek, he demanded, “Tell me.”

      “No,” she whispered.  “I don’t.”

      Kirov’s hand fell away and he clenched his jaw so hard he heard a crack.

      He looked away from her.  It hurt to look at her.

      She whispered, “I’m sorry.  I don’t want to hurt you.  I just—”

      “You should go inside,” he said, his voice soft, but stern.

      “Kirov…”

      “Go.”

      Lani blew out a small breath.

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      She waited another moment and then slowly turned and walked back to the dwelling.  Kirov kept his eyes glued to the facev range in the distance, specifically where he’d taken Lani just the night before.

      He heard the door shut behind her, until he was alone with his own thoughts.  But they were such a jumbled mess in his head, he couldn’t think properly.  He needed his work to calm his mind, to focus him.

      But he couldn’t leave.  He would just have to endure it, this consuming pain, this relentless doubt.

      His fists clenched on the stone, his Instinct’s unease made him want to jump out of his skin.

      Vrax!

      Her words replayed in his mind, over and over again, on an endless loop, cutting deep.  Deeper than he thought words could.

      She didn’t believe in them.  She didn’t believe in their bond.

      At least he’d been right about one thing.

      Lani didn’t want to be won.
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      Lainey lay awake in her bed, restless and unable to sleep.  Just like last night.

      Only tonight, she felt like she was on the verge of tears every other moment because she kept seeing Kirov’s disappointment in her mind’s eye when she’d told him that she wasn’t ready for a relationship with him just because they’d hooked up.  Or his stunned hurt when she’d told him she didn’t believe that she was his mate, that she didn’t believe him.

      Just like always, when Lainey felt backed into a corner, she always came out with fists swinging, not caring who got hurt.

      Only that time, it was Kirov that got hurt.  All because she’d lied.  He’d asked her for the truth and she’d lied.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, tears rolling from the corners.  It was nights like these when Lainey remembered why she didn’t like herself sometimes.  She pushed people away when they got too close.  It was why she didn’t have any close friends anymore, like she hadn’t been in a relationship for a long time, why she hardly spoke to her parents—though there were other reasons for that.

      Still.

      It was a pattern, a pattern she hated, but repeated consciously.

      And why?  For what purpose?  Why couldn’t she let herself get close to someone?

      Hours ticked by, but the guilt never lessened.  She replayed their conversation over in her mind and cringed.  She hadn’t intended to essentially break up with him, but it had come out that way.

      Kirov had made his feelings and intentions clear, from the very beginning.  He was open about those things.  He didn’t hesitate to touch her, or call her beautiful, or look at her with those blue eyes with an expression that had her heart pounding in her chest.  He didn’t have walls around his heart, not when it came to her.  For her, he’d let her see him.

      And to reciprocate, her heart was more difficult to breach than Fort Knox and she’d closed the gates on him hard.

      She’d kissed him and touched him and teased him and laughed with him and let him pleasure her body…and then she retreated with her tail between her legs, giving some bullshit excuse.

      Of course, he was angry and upset and disappointed.

      If their situations were reversed, Lainey would be pissed.  She would feel used and discarded and furious and hurt.

      That killed her…because she’d done exactly that to Kirov and he hadn’t deserved it.

      For a brief while, she fell into a fitful sleep, tossing and turning underneath the furs, dreaming that he would come to her in the night, dreaming that he would forgive her even though she’d treated him terribly.

      When she woke, it was still dark out and she had no idea when the suns would rise.  But one thing was clear, she owed Kirov an apology and she’d been a coward for too long.

      Pushing from the bed, Lainey ran a hand through her tangled hair to try to make it a little more presentable, taking a deep breath to prepare herself.  Then she opened her door and padded out to the living room, her heartbeat racing as she peered around the corner.

      The fire was still going and the room was quiet.  She saw movement out of the corner of her eye, her breath hitching.

      But it was Vixron, returned from his short night of rest.  Lainey wondered if Kirov had summoned him after their argument.

      Her brow furrowed, disappointment sagging her shoulders.

      “Tev, female?  Do you need something?” Vixron asked, straightening.

      “No, I was just…” Lainey trailed off.  “I couldn’t sleep.  I thought that Ambassador guy would still be here.”

      Vixron studied her carefully before saying, “Ambassador Kirov was needed at the command center.  I suspect he has much to finish before he leaves for Troxva later this afternoon.”

      “I…I thought he was leaving tomorrow morning,” she said softly, her lungs squeezing.

      “That was not my understanding when I spoke with him.”

      “Right,” she whispered.  She looked down at her bare feet and then around the living room, as if Kirov would appear out of thin air the longer she looked.  She forced a smile and said, “I need some fresh air.  I’ll be out on the terrace.”

      She walked quickly to the door and slipped outside before Vixron could protest.  Outside, she drew in lungfuls of cold air and immediately looked down the terrace, to where Kirov’s house was.

      Disappointment threaded through her again when she saw his hovercraft was gone.  Vixron hadn’t been lying when he’d said Kirov was at the command center.

      Slowly, she wandered to the balcony, glancing next to her at the place Kirov had stood at when they’d talked, when she’d hurt him.

      He was leaving.  This afternoon.

      Had he even planned on telling her?  Had he planned on saying goodbye?

      Something in her broke at that thought and more goddamn tears rolled down her cheeks before she dashed them away with her wrist.

      Lainey let herself cry for a bit.  Nadine had always said that it was good to cry, that it was quote unquote just as much of a release as an orgasm was.

      She almost laughed, her sadness for the loss of her friend mingling with her guilt, with her cracking heart, and she cried.

      It took a while for them to taper off.  But when they did, Lainey knew Nadine had been right.  She felt better, calmer.

      “I can’t keep doing this,” she whispered to herself.

      She couldn’t keep hurting people she cared about just because she was scared.

      It was no secret that relationships were difficult for her.  Her father had been absent most of her life, preferring to run his business over spending time with his family.  Her mother had loved her on the condition that she performed well and only seemed to truly show her affection after the end of a concert, when other people were looking.

      Her ex-boyfriends had been disasters, but looking back on it, Lainey knew she’d picked them for a reason…because she was certain those relationships would end, that she’d never risk her heart with them.

      And Nadine.  Nadine, who had been a sister to her, a best friend, a confidant.  Her beautiful life and soul had been stolen by a lump in her breast, her body turning against her.  Her death had left Lainey…empty.  Detached.

      After Nadine, she hadn’t opened herself up to anyone.  She never put herself in a position to feel vulnerable.

      Then her abduction happened, the Luxirians rescuing them shortly afterwards.

      Then Kirov crashed into her life, unexpected but real.

      And ever since, she’d been reeling.

      Ever since, she’d been jerking him around, her emotions swinging wildly from one moment to the next but he’d kept up with her, he’d challenged her.

      The moment she realized she might not want to say goodbye was the moment when he left her behind.  The irony was not lost on her.

      She couldn’t keep doing this.

      Lainey needed to decide what she wanted and she needed to commit.  And the two options were this: stay away from Kirov no matter how painful it would be until the Luxirians sent them back to Earth…or beg him for another chance and really give this thing between them another shot.

      One option meant she could still go home to Earth with her heart—mostly—intact.

      The other meant she had to be vulnerable, she had to open up and let him see all the ugly places inside her, and she would probably do the thing she feared most: fall in love.

      Lainey stood at the balcony until the sky slowly began to turn a blush pink.  She watched, in awe, as the twin suns began their ascent, casting beautiful, unearthly colors over the landscape, colors she didn’t even think possible.

      A new day, she thought.

      Clarity came with the sunrise.

      She knew what she wanted to do.
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        * * *

      

      Kirov was in a foul mood and he stood, alone, in the technology wing of the command center, hunched over a table that held the armor he was creating.

      He was nowhere near finished with it, would need to bring it with him to Troxva.  Pain radiated from the base of his neck, a booming headache forming, frustration and anger and disappointment only making it worse.

      He’d been in the technology wing for hours, since the dead of night.  He’d needed something to distract him from what his female had told him or else he thought he might go mad.

      His work was only frustrating him further.  There was very little that Kirov couldn’t work out, that he couldn’t understand.  Like the armor.

      Like Lani.

      Kirov growled, running both hands over his horns, straightening from the table.  His eyes felt tired, strained.  He needed sleep and food and…release.

      “Kirov,” a voice came from the doorway.

      Kirov turned to look at Vaxa’an.  “How long have you been there?”

      Vaxa’an didn’t move.  “Long enough to know you are no nearer to completion.”

      Kirov gritted his jaw, looking at the fragments of metal on the table which wouldn’t sync and perform properly once he inputted their coding into the Coms.  Thousands and thousands and thousands of lines of code he’d tried.

      Vaxa’an eyed him, frowning.  “What has you like this?  When you first told me of this project, I assumed it would be easy to complete.”

      “I did too,” Kirov said.  “I have been distracted lately.  It is hard for me to find my focus.”

      His Prime Leader and friend didn’t ask him why, thankfully, just studied him from a distance.

      Kirov forced his gaze away from the table and asked, “What time of the span is it?”

      “Late morning,” Vaxa’an replied.  “Come with me.  Cruxan is connected on one of the Coms with an update.”

      Kirov’s breath hitched, dread pooling in his stomach.  Had Cruxan found the crystal?

      He was running out of time and Kirov was still at a loss about what to do with Lani, how to proceed with her.  Because despite what she’d told him on the terrace last night, Kirov had no intention of giving up.  Not until it was over.

      And it wasn’t over.  It never would be.

      Kirov followed Vaxa’an to the war room, where he saw Cruxan on the screen of the Com.

      Cruxan nodded his head at Kirov and addressed them both when he said, “I have a lead on the crystal.”

      A slight relief went through Kirov.  Cruxan hadn’t found it yet.

      “And?” Vaxa’an asked.  “Is it viable?”

      “The warrior I questioned seemed sure that he knew who had taken it.  He is here, at my outpost, and conveniently had been stationed at the command center during the theft, a warrior I questioned myself.  I know where he is.”

      Vaxa’an exhaled a short breath.  “Good.  Find it.  And then return it to the Golden City immediately.  I will not keep the human females waiting any longer than they already have.”

      “Yes, Prime Leader,” Cruxan replied.  “And the warrior responsible?”

      “Bring him too,” Vaxa’an replied, his voice darkening.

      Cruxan nodded in acknowledgment and then signed off the Coms, the screen fading.

      Vaxa’an turned to Kirov.  “It seems we will recover the crystal quicker than expected.”

      Kirov’s mind raced.  If Cruxan tracked down the crystal at his outpost before the end of the day and immediately left his outpost, he would arrive by tomorrow evening.

      No doubt, Vaxa’an would send the females away the moment the crystal arrived safely.

      He was out of time.

      No, you are not, he thought, an idea that had been in the back of his mind forming.

      Looking at Vaxa’an, Kirov resented that he would have to betray his friend’s trust.

      But Kirov had warned him before.  Kirov had told Vaxa’an the truth when he said if he found his fated mate, he would do anything to keep her.

      Vikan had stolen his female away, from the command center, in the middle of the night.  Vaxa’an had been furious and had gone after them, but by the time he reached them, Vikan had won his female.

      Could Kirov do the same with Lani?

      He was scheduled to depart for Troxva that day, earlier than expected, but could he truly betray Vaxa’an and steal Lani away, just like Vikan had?

      Absolutely, he thought, thinking of his female.  His loyalty was and always would be to her and their matehood.  Vaxa’an would do the same if the positions were reversed.

      Kirov drew in a deep breath, the plan forming in his mind quickly.

      If he stole Lani and took her with him to Troxva, it would only buy him a couple spans.  No doubt Vaxa’an would be right on their tail.

      But it was more time.

      Kirov would take it.

      “You return to Troxva this afternoon?” Vaxa’an asked, shutting down the Coms.

      “This night,” Kirov amended.  “I still have much to prepare.”

      “Very well,” Vaxa’an said.  “If I do not see you, have a safe journey, brother.”

      Guilt ate at him but his resolved hardened.

      “Thank you, my friend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Later that afternoon, Lainey was sitting in her room, at the end of her bed.  Her leg was bouncing up and down and her fingers fidgeted over her thighs.

      All morning, she had waited for Kirov to return to his house.  All morning, she listened for the sound of a hovercraft with a racing heart.

      He never returned.  She felt sick about it.  Vixron had told her he was leaving in the afternoon.  Surely he would return to his house to pack up some things, but now Lainey wasn’t so sure.  Perhaps he would leave straight from the command center.

      I might not see him again, she thought, throat burning.

      She needed to speak with him.  She had to.

      She had to tell him—no, beg him—that she wanted another chance.  That she wanted to explore whatever was between them, as crazy as it seemed.  Kirov was worth taking a chance on and Lainey was finally ready to.

      If only he would come back to her.

      Her ears perked up when she heard a gentle whirring sound coming from the terrace, but it was different than the sound of a hovercraft.  Her shoulders sagged when she recognized it as the mini-hovercraft that delivered their meals.

      A moment later she heard Vixron murmur something to Crystal in the living room.  Another moment after that, she heard Crystal’s surprised gasp as she exclaimed, “Oh, they’re beautiful!  Lainey!  Come out here and see!”

      Curiosity piqued, Lainey rose slowly from her bed and walked out to the living room.

      Crystal was standing, holding up…a dress.  A dress much like the one Kate had worn when she’d visited yesterday.

      The dress was a lovely peach color, the color of a sunset.  A shimmering band went across the waist and wide, cinched straps, secured with gold clasps, led to a plunging neckline.  The dress swished, feather-light, across the floor when Crystal approached her.

      “There’s four here,” Crystal said, her eyes bright with excitement.  “Two for each of us.”

      “Or one for Bianca and Erin,” Lainey corrected, eyeing the package that was lying open at Crystal’s feet.  Inside, she saw three other dresses, all similar Grecian-like styles, in differing colors.

      Crystal picked up a small, business-card sized, rectangular piece of metal that came with the package.  She handed it to Lainey and said, “Kate said she sent some to them too.”

      Lainey saw the piece of metal was actually very similar to the technology of Crystal’s tablet.  She wondered if Kirov had created it to.

      Written on the card, in neat, evenly spaced letters, was:

      Sorry these have taken so long, girls—I hope I guessed your measurements correctly!  I’ve sent some along to Erin and Bianca as well and I already have the seamstress working on more for you.  These will get you by in the meantime until they’re finished.  Hope you like them.

      Love, Kate

      It was strange seeing written English, Lainey realized, as she reread the card.

      She smiled, thinking the gesture was sweet.

      “Thank God we don’t have to wear these night shirts anymore,” Crystal said, sorting through the dresses.  She held up a beautiful emerald green dress, followed by a cobalt blue one and grinned as she handed them to Lainey.  “Guess these are yours, Miss Redhead.”

      Lainey laughed.  It felt good to laugh.  She’d been upset since last night, worried about Kirov, that it felt nice to have something else occupy her mind for a bit.

      It was nice that Kate had thought to pick out colors that wouldn’t clash with her hair.  Lainey would’ve taken anything to get out of the damn grey tunics they’d been wearing, so it was nice to wear her favorite colors again.

      Lainey marveled over the dresses, the material light and airy and so smooth that it felt like silk.  They were beautiful.

      “And these,” Crystal said, holding up the peach and sky blue dresses, “must be mine, since the waistline is bigger.”

      Crystal was curvier and at times Lainey had definitely been envious over her hourglass figure.  She had a 1950’s pin-up physique, with the features to match, all sculpted cheekbones, smooth skin, and pouty lips.

      “Come on, let’s go try them on,” Crystal said, excited about the prospect of actual clothes.  Hell, Lainey was too, but it didn’t keep her from listening for Kirov’s hovercraft.

      They both changed into the dresses quickly.  Lainey picked the cobalt blue to wear because it was one of her favorite colors…and it reminded her of how dark Kirov’s eyes got sometimes.

      God, how cheesy was that?

      She sighed and smoothed it into place.  Looking down, she saw that the dress was slitted on both sides, coming up to her mid-thigh.  It certainly made the dress not only sexier, but easier to move around in.  Not that it wasn’t comfortable.  It was probably the lightest, most comfortable thing Lainey had ever worn and she smiled, pleased.

      She wondered if Kirov would like it.  She wondered if he would ever see it on her.

      Biting her lip, she went back out into the living room.  Crystal had already changed and was admiring the material when she returned.

      Vixron turned to look at her, his eyes scanning her from head-to-toe.  Lainey did a little twirl and asked, “What do you think, Vixy?  We clean up nice, don’t we?”

      Their guard grunted and looked away.

      Crystal was shaking her head, smiling, before she plopped down onto the cushions around the fit pit.  The blonde sighed and said, “Okay, I’m happy now.”

      “Finally,” Lainey teased.

      Crystal pushed her shoulder but then quieted and asked, “Are you okay?  You’ve been in your room all morning.  Still tired?”

      “Yeah,” Lainey said.

      Crystal looked at Vixron and then asked slowly, “Are you sure that’s the only reason?”

      The blonde gave her a pointed look and Lainey’s spine stiffened.  Of course, she didn’t think that Crystal was stupid by any means.  Her friend had to have picked up on the tension between her and Kirov the night before.

      Lainey swallowed, looking away.  She didn’t want to lie anymore, but it wasn’t like she could tell Crystal that she might be Kirov’s fated mate with Vixron in the same room.

      Luckily, something unspoken went between the two women and Crystal squeezed her forearm.  Quietly, she whispered, “Just be careful okay?”

      After a brief moment of hesitation, Lainey nodded, clearly confirming whatever suspicions Crystal had.

      The blonde looked worried, but then sighed and gave her a soft smile of reassurance that made Lainey feel a little better.

      “I will,” Lainey whispered back.

      That was, if Kirov ever gave her another chance.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon came and went before night settled in, the darkness casting shadows across the floor of her room.

      Lainey stared at them.  As they deepened and stretched, she wanted to cry because they meant that Kirov wasn’t coming back.

      He’d probably left for Troxva hours ago.

      She’d driven him away, just like everyone else in her life.  And she was the only one to blame.

      Maybe I can get a message to him, she thought, trying to figure out what to do.  But would he get in trouble with Vaxa’an?  Would the Prime Leader suspect something if she demanded to speak with Kirov?

      Lainey was running her fingers over the metal sphere Kirov had given her.  It had become a kind of stress reliever for her when she wasn’t using it as sun protection.  When she wasn’t pretending to play the piano on stone window ledges or balconies, she usually had the ball in her hands, tossing it back and forth, giving her fingers something to do.

      A distant sound met her ears.  Just a slight sound, but it made her heart stop in her chest.

      When she was certain that it was a hovercraft, Lainey flew to the open window, listening.

      She heard the hovercraft land further down the terrace and she gasped, knowing that it was Kirov.

      Would he come see her?  Or was he just there to pack up his things and leave?

      Determination went through her.  No, she needed to take action.  She wouldn’t wait for him.  She would go to him, for once.

      Tossing her ball back onto the bed, she turned to the window and as quietly as possible, she tried to pull herself up, her arms straining and shaking.

      I seriously need to lift some weights, she thought, huffing.

      After a very ungraceful shimmying motion and more than a few quiet expletives, she’d managed to sit on the ledge and swing her legs through.  And then, she jumped down softly, her bare feet hardly making a sound.

      Lainey paused, listening for movement inside the house, wondering if Vixron would catch her.

      When she heard nothing, she made her way through the alley and rounded the back of the house before following the path that Kirov had taken when he’d snuck her out.

      Soon, she was at Kirov’s house and she tip-toed down the alley she knew well, the one she’d been in when she’d watched Kirov masturbating through the window.

      She went to that same window and with bated breath, she peered inside.

      He was there, crouched over a chest against the wall, sorting through it.

      Dizzying relief made her knees shake and without another moment of hesitation, she tapped her fingernail on the window.

      Kirov straightened and spun around.

      When their eyes connected through the glass, his expression shifted, tightening, and Lainey swallowed, nervous.

      After their argument the previous night, after how Lainey had left him on the balcony, she wouldn’t be surprised if he never wanted to see her again.

      Please.  Please open the window.  Let me talk to you, let me apologize, let me explain.

      Again, relief swarmed through her when he walked over the window, his magnificent body shifting and moving.  Lainey’s eyes drank him in, every step he took towards her tightening her belly.  She felt like she’d been starved for him.  She could just…watch him all day.

      Kirov opened the window, the glass disappearing into the wall.  He watched her carefully, made no move towards her.  Instead, he leaned his forearms on the ledge, waiting.

      Lainey blew out a breath.  He wouldn’t make this easy for her.  Rightfully so.

      “I—” she said, her voice breaking a little, which mortified her.  She cleared her throat, suddenly so nervous it was hard to speak.  “I thought you’d left already.  Vixron said…”

      “I got held up at the command center,” he said, his voice even.

      His voice was like a drug to her, smooth and deep.

      Her fingers picked at her skin and she pressed closer to the wall, closer to him.

      “Were you going to say goodbye?” she asked, wanting to know.  She hated how small her voice sounded.

      Kirov blew out a breath, running a hand over one of his black horns.  “You made your position clear to me last night, female,” he said, instead of answering her question directly.

      Dread pooled in her stomach and Lainey wondered if it was too late.  If he’d already decided that she wasn’t worth it, if she screwed it all up.

      “Kirov…” she nibbled on her lip, feeling like an invisible clock was ticking somewhere.  “Can we talk?  I have some things I need to say.  I wanted to apologize.  Please.”

      “Lani, I—”

      “I’ll beg if I have to,” she said, words she never thought she’d say to him.  “Please.”

      Kirov looked at her, his eyes moving over her face, trying to read her, trying to determine what she was up to.  The fact that he didn’t trust her stung a little, but then again, Lainey had given him no reason to trust her.

      Finally, he straightened from the window and said, “Tev.  We can talk.  But not here.”

      “Where then?” she asked, her knees shaking again.  “I’ll go anywhere.”

      His expression flashed with something that Lainey couldn’t read.

      “The meadow?” she suggested, hoping that he would understand her unspoken meaning.  That by going back to the place where she’d opened up to him a little, where they kissed for the first time, where they were intimate, he would understand that she wanted a re-do of that night, that she wanted to start fresh.

      Kirov told her, “Go down the back of the dwelling and meet me at the hovercraft.  Stay hidden until I come get you.  Tev?”

      Excitement and relief mingled in her breast.  Kirov was much too good for her.  If their positions were reversed, Lainey would’ve slammed the window in his face.

      Then again, maybe that was balance.

      “Okay,” she whispered.  “I’ll meet you out front.”

      She didn’t deserve him, but Lainey hoped that maybe he would see she was trying to be better.  For him.

      One step at a time, she thought.
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      Kirov took a steadying breath, hurtling them towards Troxva in his hovercraft.  The supplies and belongings that Kirov had loaded in beforehand were slowing their pace, but with luck, Vaxa’an wouldn’t realize that Lani was gone until late morning tomorrow.

      Because eventually, Vixron would grow suspicious as to why she hadn’t emerged from her sleeping quarters.  And the moment he found her gone, he would immediately alert Vaxa’an.

      Whether the Prime Leader would immediately come after them or not, he didn’t know.  They would reach Troxva hopefully before she was found missing and his longtime friend and warrior brother would try to hail him there on the Coms first.

      Kirov would explain, but it wouldn’t make him regret capturing her and taking her right out from underneath Vaxa’an’s protection.  She was his fated mate, whether she wanted to accept it or not.

      Vaxa’an could strip him of his rank, take Troxva away, and exile him from Luxiria because of his actions, but Kirov would never regret it.

      Lani was standing in the circle of his arms, like a couple nights ago, pressed between his body and the control panel.  There was still much to be said between them and Kirov knew that once she realized they were going the opposite direction of the mountain ranges, she would be furious.

      But Kirov would take her fury.  He would absorb it and bury it inside him until she understood.

      He’d been surprised when she’d showed up at his window and he was still wary about what she wished to discuss with him.  Especially once she found out he deceived her.

      Fabric whipped around his legs and he looked down, his Instinct purring its approval seeing her in a traditional Luxirian dress.  It was a deep, deep blue that contrasted beautifully with her red hair.  Her skin appeared luminous against the rich, dark color.

      “Where did you get this?” he murmured down to her, running his fingers down one of the straps, eliciting a shiver from her.

      Whether she wanted to admit it or not, her body certainly recognized Kirov as her mate.

      They hadn’t spoken a single word since they left until now and Kirov longed to hear her voice.

      “Kate,” she responded, tilting her head up to look back at him.

      He tried to read her expression, wondering what seemed different about her.  But something was different and it wasn’t just the dress.  There was a softness in her gaze that hadn’t been there before.

      “Do you like it?” she asked, her voice shy and hesitant, like she wanted him to like it, like she wanted to please him.

      “Tev,” he said.  “It is beautiful.”

      Once they reached Troxva, he would have a couple dozen more made for her from the best seamstress in the outpost.

      His female flushed in pleasure and they dropped back into silence.

      They had only been flying for another handful of moments before Lani began looking around at the landscape, her neck turning, searching for something that was familiar to her and finding nothing.

      “Um, shouldn’t we be there by now?” she questioned, confusion infused in her tone.  “Where are we?  Are we going somewhere else?”

      Kirov inhaled a slow breath.  He looked over his shoulder and could no longer see the Golden City in the distance.  They were out of sight and safe for the night.

      “Kirov,” Lani said, squirming in his arms to face him.

      She looked up at him and Kirov saw the exact moment she realized what was happening.  Her eyes flickered over to the travel sacks he’d loaded into the hovercraft and she gasped, her lips parting, her eyes darting to his.

      “We…we’re not going to the meadow, are we?” she asked slowly, her neck craned up to confront him directly.

      He might all well tell her right then, though she already knew.

      “Nix, female,” he said, just as slowly.  “We are not going to the meadow.”

      “You…” she blinked, her eyes widening, and then that familiar spark of anger lit her gaze.  “You just kidnapped me without me knowing it!  You’re taking me to Troxva, aren’t you?”

      He exhaled an impatient breath.  “You are hardly a child, so nix, I did not do this ‘kidnapping’ to you.”

      “That—that’s not the point,” she returned.  “Oh my God.  I can’t believe you.  You had me thinking you weren’t even going to say goodbye and you were planning to take me all along, weren’t you?”

      Kirov would not deny it.  “Tev, I was always coming for you this night.  You just showed up at my window first, saving me the trip.”

      Lani’s mouth dropped open.  “You—you—ugh!”

      Kirov looked over her head, to the stars, to his Coms on the control panel, ensuring they were on a direct path for Troxva before he turned on the auto-pilot mode.

      If they flew through the night, they would reach his outpost by mid-morning, possibly later, depending on how much drag they experienced with the load he was hauling back.

      “You wish to fight about this,” he said.  “I am prepared for it.”

      “You could have, oh, I don’t know…asked!”

      Kirov narrowed his eyes.

      “You made it quite clear that you saw no future for us,” he bit out and something flashed in Lani’s eyes.  Something that looked like…guilt.  “So, nix, I did not ask.  I acted, because I already knew what your answer would be.”

      “It doesn’t make it okay,” she said, though some of the indignant anger had lessened in her voice.  She inhaled a long breath.  “You can’t make big decisions like this without consulting me.  I’ve felt terrible all night and all day and here you were, planning to take me to Troxva whether I wanted to go or not.”

      “Your place is with me,” he growled.  “Until you realize that, I will be making more decisions like this when it concerns you, when it concerns us.”

      Lani’s eyes flared, her nostrils flared, and her mouth tightened.

      “Unbelievable,” she muttered, turning back around to face the control panel, crossing her arms over her chest.

      Kirov cursed under his breath, running a hand over his horn.  He felt like he was losing his goddamn mind.  Ever since last night, he’d felt…unhinged.

      “Female…” he said, softening his tone, reaching out to touch a lock of her hair.

      “No,” she said, her tone clipped.  “I’m mad at you.  We will talk later once I calm down.”

      Kirov blew out a breath, but he knew that she needed time.  She would forgive him eventually.

      She had to.

      Turning from her, he crouched down in front of one of the travel sacks he’d loaded and shook out a fur blanket he’d packed from his sleeping platform.

      He approached her and carefully draped it around her shoulders, wanting to keep her warm during their journey at the very least.  He doubted she would let him hold her at this point.

      “Thank you,” she sniffed, her tone remaining like steel, her back straight and still.  But for some reason, as he watched her pull the blanket tighter, Kirov fought back a small grin.

      “You are welcome, female.”
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      Lainey woke sometime the next morning to the sound of gentle wind and the beauty of an even gentler sunrise.

      Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, praying she hadn’t been drooling in her sleep, she looked up from her position on the floor of the hovercraft to see Kirov, still standing at the control panel, still awake.

      Blinking the sleep from her eyes and immediately combing her fingers through her hair, she pushed up from the floor, her back twinging with discomfort.  She didn’t remember falling asleep, but there was a blanket pushed underneath her head and another draped over her body to keep her warm.

      Her heart thumped hard at the knowledge he’d tried to make her comfortable.

      “Where are we?” she asked, her voice scratchy, feeling oddly vulnerable that she’d slept in front of him.  She just hoped she hadn’t been snoring.

      Still sitting with her back to the wall of the hovercraft, keeping the blanket secured around her shoulders, she peeked over the edge to see an entirely different landscape than what she’d been expecting.  Whereas the land surrounding the Golden City was like a desert, with sand spreading in all directions, peaked with gothic, yet lovely, mountains, wherever they were had given way to lush greenery, huge lakes of water so dark, they looked filled with coffee, and meadows and fields.

      “Come,” he murmured, holding out his hand for her.  After a moment of hesitation, she took it and let him secure her between his body and the control panel.  He lifted his arm and said, “A pack of trixava.  It is rare to see them this east.  We near Troxva.”

      Lainey peered to where he was gesturing and a little thrill of excitement went through her when she saw a large herd of dark-haired beasts, not unlike buffalos, drinking out of one of the lakes they passed over.  They were too high to see their features, but even from this distance, Lainey could see they were huge.

      “We are almost there?” she repeated, looking from the herd of animals to the surrounding area.  The sunrise made everything ten times as beautiful and Lainey had a feeling that even if she could take a picture of the view, it would never capture everything.

      This place had to be experienced, not captured.

      “Tev,” he said, looking down at her.  Always direct, he asked, “Are you still upset with me?”

      “Maybe,” she whispered, though if she was being honest, a little bit of much-needed sleep had helped dull it.

      And yeah, Kirov had totally tricked her and kidnapped her from the Golden City.

      Then again, Lainey had lied to his face about believing in the whole Instinct thing and had hinted that the night they’d been in the meadow hadn’t meant anything to her.

      So really, she figured they were kind of…even?  Still, Lainey had a lot to apologize for.

      Besides, she’d made up her mind when it came to him and she intended to follow through with that commitment.

      “If you would’ve asked me, I would’ve said yes, Kirov,” she told him quietly.

      She felt his arms tighten around her middle and he turned her to face him, studying her features with a frown.

      “I do not know if I believe you,” Kirov admitted.

      That stung, but in time, Lainey hoped to earn his trust.

      “It’s the truth,” she said, taking a deep breath, bringing her hands up slowly to place them on his chest.  Ignoring the way he tensed, she felt his heartbeat pulse against her palms and said, “I wanted to apologize for how I treated you a couple nights ago.  I got scared and I tried to push you away.  It’s what I do.  And it tore me up inside, knowing that I’d…that I’d hurt you.”

      Kirov’s brow furrowed and his eyes flickered back and forth between her own, as if trying to figure out what her motives were.  As if he was mistrustful of her words.

      “Why this change so suddenly?” he asked, his tone low and deep.  He cocked his head to the side, his long hair tickling the backs of her hands.

      “I’ve just been doing a lot of thinking since that night,” Lainey said, swallowing past the lump in her throat.  “Reflecting on how I treat others and why.  I’ve been a coward and I’ve been mean and I try to cut other people before they have a chance to cut me.”  It was hard saying these things to him out loud, but Lainey needed to.  She just hoped that he believed her.  “And…I—I want to be better.  I want to not be so afraid anymore.  I don’t want to hurt people anymore, especially you.  I’m sorry, Kirov.  I hope you can forgive me.”

      Lainey didn’t realize that she was trembling.  She’d never been good at confrontation, about admitting her wrongs.  She was so bad at it that her body was literally rebelling against her.

      Something in Kirov’s gaze softened and hope lit up her chest when he stroked one of his hands through her hair.  He let out a deep exhale that softened his tight muscles and he grumbled, tilting his head down, “Kiss me, female.”

      Hope.

      Lainey’s breath hitched and she immediately leaned forward and pressed her lips to his, her eyes fluttering shut as he moved his mouth against hers.

      His hands came to her waist and the blanket dropped from her shoulders when she slid her hands from his chest to wrap around his neck.  Head spinning, she smiled and he licked her teeth with his tongue, asking for entrance, which she gave without hesitation.

      When Kirov pulled away, she swayed a little on her feet, her eyes dazed, her lips stinging.

      “Does…does this mean you forgive me?” she asked, breathless.  “That you’ll give me another chance?”

      “Tev,” he murmured.  “With a condition.”

      She frowned.

      “You must forgive me too,” he rasped and she bit her lip, trying to hide her smile.

      “On a condition,” she said.

      “You are giving my condition a condition?” he clarified, his lips twitching, shaking his head.

      “Yes, and it’s that you can never kidnap me again without my knowledge, that you have to ask about things like this.  Okay?”

      “Fair enough, female,” he murmured.  Then his expression went a little serious as he asked, “What does this mean then?”

      “Wasn’t the kiss obvious?” she asked, a little shy again.  Shy about these kinds of things, in general, really.

      “Say it, female,” he demanded and Lainey would never admit it, but she might really like when he was a little bossy.  Just not too bossy.  When he was like that, she would just sass him until he stopped.

      She bit her lip and said softly, “I’ve noticed you haven’t called me luxiva yet.”

      His expression tightened.  “Nix, I have not.”

      Lainey licked her lips and said, “I…I wish that you would again.”

      Her little confession would tell him all he needed to know.

      Kirov closed his eyes, a tremendous amount of tension releasing from his body at her words.  Lainey hadn’t realized how much he’d been holding it in, how much he’d needed to hear her say it.

      A guilty ping radiated in her chest, but she would make up for it.  She needed to.  She wanted to.

      “Luxiva.”

      She smiled, her heart fluttering.  “Yes?”

      “Tell me again what this means.”

      Lainey fiddled with a lock of his hair and behind him, she saw the sky turn a glorious bright pink.

      “It means,” she started, “that I’ll be open to this, to you.  That we can take this relationship one day at a time and see where it leads.  And I promise I won’t fight with you about it and I’ll do my best not to freak out on you.  But just a warning in advance, that if it does happen, I just need you to push against me and tell me I’m being an asshole, okay?”

      That crooked little grin returned and Lainey felt like she’d won something when it appeared.

      “I like when you fight with me,” he said.

      Lainey chuckled.  “Fine.  I promise I’ll still fight with you.  Better?”

      “Better.”

      “So, we’re all made up, then?” Lainey asked.  It was her turn to ask for clarification.

      “Tev, luxiva, we are all ‘made up.’”

      Bright relief went through her and she smiled up at him in a way that made him growl, his hands flexing at her waist.

      Slowly trailing her hands down his chest, stopping at his tight abdomen, she said softly, looking up at him underneath her eyelashes, “You know, when humans make-up after fights, there’s usually make-up sex involved.”

      Kirov purred in his chest.  “Tev?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      She ached for a repeat of their time in the meadow, but she wanted more.  All of him.  She wanted to feel him against her body, wanted to feel his heavy weight between her thighs, his warmth covering her, as he slid deep inside.

      That crooked grin reappeared, making her heart pound with excitement.

      “It is unfortunate then, luxiva,” he began, dropping his voice in a way she found irresistibly sexy, “that we will not mate until our ravraxia.”

      Cue record screech.

      “What?”

      Kate had told her about the ravraxia.  It was the mating ceremony.  The one with the Fates entering their bodies, or something like that.  The one with the blood bond.

      “Kirov, we just talked about taking this one day at a time,” she said, her mouth hanging open.

      He looked a little smug as he said, “Tev, and we will.  You may take all the time you wish to take.  But like I said, we will not mate until the ravraxia.  We can still pleasure each other in other ways until then, but in this, I stand firm.”

      “Are you serious?” she asked, still a little dumbstruck.  “Because I’m pretty sure you would’ve banged my brains out the other night if I had asked you to.”

      “Tev, most likely,” he answered, which further boggled her mind.

      “Then why do you want to wait now?” she asked, incredulous.

      His eyes focused on something in the distance, his jaw setting, before looking back down at her.

      “Because, luxiva,” he said, “you have forgiven me and I have forgiven you.  However, what you said on the terrace that night made me realize that you might not revere intimacy with a mate as I do.  Perhaps humans are more lax about these things.”

      “Of course I—”

      “I believe you called it fooling around,” he said, making her mouth snap shut.  “A human slang, tev?”

      “But I—”

      “Sex between fated mates is sacred,” he said, his expression serious, almost grim.  “Considering that fated mates are more likely to produce offspring more quickly, I can not risk you changing your mind if you decide to leave in the end.  I would lose not only you, but my child as well.”

      Lainey hadn’t even thought about children.  And looking at Kirov, she realized this was important to him, realized that he was still scared that she could leave.

      Swallowing, she realized she held the power in this relationship because she had the choice to leave, not him.

      “If I ever got pregnant, Kirov,” she said slowly, a little hurt that he would think what he did, “I would never take the child away from you.”

      “Tev, I know,” he said, which confused her.

      “Then why would you say something like that?”

      “I meant that you might not even realize you were with offspring when the time came to choose,” he amended.  Then he confessed, “Cruxan believes he is close to finding the crystal.”

      Her lips parted.  So that was what it was all about.  If they had sex and Cruxan returned with the crystal, Lainey could go back home, possibly within the week.  Kirov believed they were running out of time.

      Wanting to comfort him, she pressed a kiss to his chest and, looking up at him, said, “I meant what I said Kirov.  I’m giving this my everything, okay?  I’m not thinking of this in the short term.”

      “Then perform the ravraxia with me.  Tonight.”

      She bit her lip.

      She paused too long.

      Kirov stroked a hand down her hair, exhaling.  “You see?  I am certain about you, Lani, about a future with you.  When you wish to perform the ravraxia with me, I will know you feel the same.”

      “I just need time, Kirov,” she whispered, not wanting him to think that she was already backing out.  “Everything has happened so fast.”

      “You have all the time you need,” he reassured her.  “But until then, no mating.”

      Because he didn’t want to get her pregnant, because he wanted her to fully give herself to him, without worrying she would leave right afterwards.

      Lainey blew out a breath of frustration.

      “Okay, I understand,” she said, but she looked up at him and said honestly, “But I warn you that I will do everything in my power to make you change your mind about this whole mating thing.”

      His lips quirked.  “You are welcome to try, luxiva.”

      “I won’t play fair,” she warned.

      “I look forward to that,” he murmured, tilting his head down to give her a small peck of a kiss, which she happily received.  “Now, look.  We are here.”

      Lainey turned, curious.  In the distance, she saw a city, sprawled out in a beautiful valley between two green, massive hills.  And just like the Golden City, this city crawled up these hills in terraces, utilizing them for space and marketplaces and homes.

      Beyond the city lay the biggest lake she’d ever seen.  If they weren’t so high up, she would think it was the ocean.  Shimmering waters and calm shores.

      Beautiful, she thought, her lips parting.

      “Troxva,” Kirov said quietly in her ear, pressing a kiss to her temple.  “We are home.”
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      Kirov landed the hovercraft on the easternmost hill of the two, at the very top.  Similar to the Golden City, which was built into the mountain on terraces, a large part of Troxva was built in a similar fashion into the hillsides, except a large part of the outpost was situated in the valley below as well.

      Similar to the Golden City, Kirov’s home was perched on the top level of the eastern hill, allowing privacy and an unbeatable view.  At least that was what Lainey assumed when he landed them there.

      Lainey gaped up at the house and Kirov led her off the hovercraft with a hand at the small of her back.  Lainey had played piano at her fair share of extravagant parties over the years.  She’d seen her fair share of beautiful, towering houses, with elaborate entryways, curving driveways, and beautiful gardens.

      While Kirov’s home wasn’t quite as big as those, it was just as elegant and beautiful.  Looking at it from below, it looked to be two stories high, made out of a white stone swirled with grey and gold, that resembled marble.  The back of the house was built into the hill, so above the house Lainey could still see the top of the hill peeking out, the green, lush color a sharp and beautiful contrast to the white marble.

      Kirov led her to what she assumed was the front door, though it was made of mirrored glass, just like all the tall, huge windows that adorned the front and sides of the house.  It gave privacy, since no one could look in.

      Lainey glanced down the terrace, to see another house.  While not as big, it was a similar design, made out of the same stone, with the same beautiful windows.

      “Who lives there?” she asked, just as Kirov placed his hand on the glass of the door.  A blue light bloomed from his handprint and then the glass slid away, just like the windows in the Golden City, to reveal the inside.

      Lainey gasped, forgetting her question entirely and not realizing that Kirov hadn’t answered her.

      Because the inside of the house was...

      Incredible.

      For one, it was wide and open.  The same marble stone lined the floors, but it was light grey in color, with streaks of cobalt and white threaded through, creating a swirling, elaborate pattern through the house.  Considering the floors were darker, it was surprising that the space felt surprisingly bright.

      But it was the windows and the open floor plan that made it so.

      For once, Lainey didn’t feel trapped by walls, because there were hardly any.  And when she strode into the space immediately off to the left of the entryway, she looked wide-eyed at the towering glass windows that showed the beauty of the lake, the outpost below, and vast land that stretched miles and miles beyond.

      She guessed that room was the living space because there was a fire pit—true to Luxirian tradition—surrounded by cushions, though it was the largest fire pit she’d ever seen.  Looking away from the windows, into the room, she saw it was divided by a clear glass panel.  When Kirov went to touch that as well, the panel lit to life and she saw a video image feed of the lake, its waters lapping at the shore.  Sound accompanied it, coming from speakers she didn’t see, that seemed to surround the entire room.  She heard the gentle waves, heard a small humming from what she assumed were insects similar to those pink fireflies, and the gentle rasping whisper of the wind.  She closed her eyes for a brief moment and could almost imagine she was there, like she’d been teleported there.

      That was how good those speakers were.

      She swore she even felt that gentle breeze on her face.

      Lainey turned to look at the windows and she asked Kirov softly, “How can you ever stand to leave this place?”

      Kirov approached her, stroking his fingers down her cheek.  It was right then that she realized her bare feet weren’t cold on the marble-like floor.  In fact, they felt quite warm.

      When she looked down in confusion, he murmured, “I programmed the floor to sense weight.  It will heat where you step.  It is necessary when the cold season comes.  It warms the whole dwelling then, but takes little energy.”

      Lainey smiled.  He truly was brilliant.

      “Come, luxiva,” he murmured.  “I will show you the rest.”

      Lainey went with him gladly as Kirov took her from room to room.  The bottom floor was mostly made up of the vast living space, where Lainey already knew she’d be spending the majority of her time.  The back area of the bottom floor was divided by a huge, magnificent bathroom.  It was similar to the one they had in the Golden City.  In the middle was a perpetually filled hot spring for bathing and soaking, but the far wall was all windowed glass, showing a different part of Troxva, towards a forested area to the right of the lake.

      There was another room on the bottom floor, filled with screens and another fire pit and she wondered if it was like his home office.

      “No kitchen?” she wondered aloud.  Perhaps it was upstairs.  Although, she’d noticed that the house in the Golden City hadn’t had a kitchen area either.  They’d had all their meals delivered.

      “Most Luxirians take their meals at the meal halls, or have them sent,” Kirov explained.

      “Oh,” Lainey said.

      He studied her expression and asked slowly, “You wish to cook your own meals?”

      “Well, I did enjoy cooking back on Earth.  A lot of people cook,” Lainey said, looking around.  She gave him a small smile, “But we’re not on Earth, are we?”

      Kirov was silent a minute, his eyes suddenly looking past her to look at the space.  He nodded finally and said, “I will build you a kitchen if you wish to cook, female.”

      Lainey gaped.  “That’s…that’s not what I…you can’t simply build me a kitchen, Kirov.  Where would you put it?”

      “There,” he said, gesturing to the office.  “It would be easy to reconfigure.  No time at all to build once I design it.”

      “But that’s your office,” she said, protesting.

      “Nix, it is a small Coms room.  I have another on the second level.  Your kitchen will go there.”

      Lainey dragged in a breath, her mind a little boggled that he would just…build her something in his house because she wanted it.

      But his tone told her not to argue, though Lainey would bring it up again at a later time.  Instead, she simply followed him back to the front of the house and he brought her onto a slightly raised platform near the front door.

      Placing his hand on a silver pad on the wall, Lainey cried out in surprise when the square platform began to lift upward quickly and she grabbed onto Kirov’s arm.  The platform was large enough where she didn’t think she’d lose her balance and fall off, but it was still a startling and unexpected motion, like a fast elevator just without the walls.

      Guess this is the Luxirian version of stairs, she thought, ignoring the amused look Kirov sent her way.

      The platform locked into place on the second level and they stepped out.  The second floor was constructed in a way where she could still see the ground floor below if she peered over a balcony railing.

      On the second level, there were three rooms.  The first seemed to be a guest bedroom.  The second was Kirov’s other ‘Coms room’ and Lainey could see that it was much, much larger and more elaborate than the first.  A metal table lay in the center, with a bunch of different projects Kirov was working on.  Lainey was surprised because it looked like a chaotic mess, whereas the rest of the house was immaculate and spotless.  But perhaps, Kirov worked best that way when it came to his projects.

      The third room, with the best view, was Kirov’s bedroom.  Lainey stepped inside, eyeing the huge, raised bed, with cushions and furs piled high onto it.  There was a second fire pit off to the side and one of the walls was completely filled with the same glass windows, that showed Troxva in its finest.  Lainey couldn’t help but imagine looking at that view, lying in that bed with him.  Through the door on the far wall, there was another bathroom, though it was smaller than the one on the ground floor.  More intimate.

      Lainey touched the furs on the bed and asked, “Where will I be sleeping?  In the guest bedroom?”

      “Nix, never.”  She turned to face him and he purred deep in his chest, approaching her, as he rasped, “You will be in here.  With me.  Under my furs.  Where you belong.”

      Lainey’s belly clenched with heat at those words.  “Well, alrighty then.”

      It was still late morning, far too early to go to bed, but Lainey was eager to test out just how durable those furs were.

      “Did you build this house?” she asked him, though she thought she already knew the answer.

      “Tev.”

      Lainey was learning just how talented he truly was.  He amazed her, what he could accomplish.

      “It’s beautiful, Kirov,” she said, placing her palm on his chest, feeling his warmth.  “It’s quite big for just you though.  Don’t you ever get lonely?”

      Kirov stilled before gathering her close.  Lainey rested her cheek just over his heartbeat, looking out one of the windows.  “When I built this dwelling, I had imagined it filled with offspring.”

      Lainey’s breath hitched and she pulled back to look at him.

      He continued, “When the Jetutians released that virus over Luxiria, I thought that future lost to me.”

      But not anymore, she thought.  She could give him children.  If she chose him, if she stayed.

      She imagined how lively the house would be with children living in it, how voices and laughter would echo off the walls.

      Sudden longing surprised her and she covered that emotion by jokingly saying, “I don’t think that platform lift is very baby proof, Kirov.”

      He growled, “Then I will ‘baby proof’ it when the time comes.”

      When, not if.

      Lainey bit her lip, but didn’t say anything in response.  She’d never really given children much thought, especially considering she’d thought it very unlikely that she would ever find someone she wanted to have children with.

      But now, Lainey thought about children.

      A sudden mechanical chiming sound echoed around the house and Kirov cursed.

      “What is that?”

      Kirov led her out of the bedroom and down the hall until they reached the platform lift.  Kirov activated it and it took them back down to the first level.

      “That would be Vaxa’an,” Kirov said.  “It seems they have discovered you missing.”

      “He’s here?” Lainey asked, blinking.

      “Nix, he hails me on the Coms,” Kirov replied.  “Stay here, luxiva.  Let me deal with him.”

      Lainey grabbed his arm.  “You won’t get in trouble, will you?”

      Kirov didn’t answer her.  He pressed a kiss to her forehead and urged, “Stay here.”

      And then he walked back into the living space, rounding around towards the clear glass panel that had shown the live feed of the lake.  Out of sight.

      Lainey bit her lip.

      A moment later, she heard the chiming stop and Kirov spoke in Luxirian.

      Next, she heard Vaxa’an speak, his voice ringing through the speakers, as if he was in the room.

      She didn’t need to speak Luxirian to know he was pissed.
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      “It seems that all my warrior brothers are betraying me lately,” Vaxa’an said, his tone cold, his eyes as hard as Luxirian crystals.

      Kirov clenched his jaw.  “You know that under no other circumstance would I betray you like this.  I never have before.”

      “You have been lying to me.  Vixron reported to me just now, after he found the female missing.  Do you know what he had to report?”

      Kirov could only guess.

      “He said that you seemed rather intent on the female, that he suspected there was an attachment.  Yet, you hid it well, so well that he did not think it serious enough to report.  Until now.”

      Kirov’s spine straightened.

      “So, tell me, brother,” Vaxa’an continued.  “What have you been hiding from me?”

      “My Instinct awakened for her,” Kirov said softly.

      Vaxa’an cursed, exhaling a sharp breath.  “At this rate, there will be no more females to return back to Earth!”

      Kirov would’ve found that statement amusing, at any other time except that one.

      “Vaxa’an,” Kirov said.  “You have been a good friend, a good leader.  I understand that I betrayed you, but I felt like I had no other choice.  Cruxan said he was—”

      “You and Vikan have made fools of me,” Vaxa’an said, his tone soft.  “Both of you.  It cuts deeply.”

      Guilt ate at him, but Kirov could not bring it in himself to regret his actions.  He never would.

      “How am I expected to punish a warrior for stealing a crystal, when I cannot even punish two of my Ambassadors, who have both stolen a female from my protection?  It makes me soft, but it does not make me fair,” Vaxa’an said, his voice anguished.

      “I will take whatever punishment you give to me,” Kirov said, steeling his spine.  He was still a warrior of Luxiria.  He had known the risks, especially given his position, his rank.

      “I cannot even punish you for it,” Vaxa’an breathed, raking a hand over his horns so hard that Kirov was surprised he didn’t leave claw marks.  “I did not punish Vikan for it, so I cannot punish you.  But know that I will never trust you in the same way again.”

      Kirov’s chest ached.  Vaxa’an, Kirov, Vikan, Rixavox, and Cruxan had all gone through warrior training together, as a solid unit.  None of them cared that Vaxa’an was the Prime Leader’s son, that he would eventually become the next Prime Leader of Luxiria.  They’d cared for one another, fought alongside each other, laughed and drank together, loved one another as blood brothers.

      “As your friend,” Vaxa’an said softly, “I am happy for you.  That your Instinct awakened.  You know that I want that happiness for all of you.  But as your leader, I cannot forgive you for this.”

      Kirov inclined his head.  He would never have Vaxa’an’s full trust again.  There would always be a division now, a division that had not been there before.

      “I understand.”

      Vaxa’an blew out a breath, “Where is she?”

      “In the next room.  Safe and well,” Kirov said.

      “Let me speak with her.”

      “I do not think—”

      But there was no need for Kirov to protest before, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lani enter the room.  He turned to look at her and it felt like a fist was wrapped around his heart, squeezing.

      She was so beautiful.  The light of Troxva filtered over her, giving her skin a golden glow, revealing natural, light streaks in her hair that he hadn’t noticed in the Golden City.

      The blue Luxirian dress that Kate had given her only added to her beauty, molding to her curves, brightening her eyes and her red hair.

      Vrax, Kirov thought.

      The Fates had gifted him the loveliest, most bewildering, creature.  What had he done to deserve her?

      He should’ve known that she wouldn’t have stayed in the front of the house.  Should’ve known that she wouldn’t have listened to him.  But he wouldn’t have her any other way.

      “Lani,” he called to her, holding out his hand for her.  “The Prime Leader wishes to speak with you.”

      She approached, taking his hand and squeezing it in her own.  Her spine straightened and she addressed the Prime Leader, using his first name, “Vaxa’an, fancy seeing you here.”

      Kirov shook his head, exhaling a breath, trying not to smile.

      But Fates, regardless of the situation, she made him smile.

      Vaxa’an’s lips pressed together for a brief moment, his eyes narrowing.  “Female, are you unharmed?”

      Kirov bristled at the implication.

      So did Lani, it seemed.

      Her mouth fell open and she hissed, “Yes.  Of course.  You think he would’ve hurt me?  Are you out of your goddamn mind?”

      “I just needed to be certain,” Vaxa’an asked, visibly relaxing, his eyes going briefly to Kirov.  “And you…willingly went to Troxva with Ambassador Kirov?”

      Kirov stiffened, opening his mouth, about to reveal another truth.

      Lainey beat him to it, squeezing his hand hard.  “Yes, I did.”

      Kirov shot her a look, but all she did was give him another squeeze in warning.

      “Of course, it was all very sudden,” she said, looking over at him before returning her gaze to Vaxa’an, “but what can I say?  He’s a little spontaneous.  I like that in a male.  Sorry we didn’t let you know.”

      Vaxa’an grunted, still eyeing both of them with suspicion.  “He has explained what has happened between you?”

      “About the Instinct and everything?  About how I’m his mate and he wants me to have his babies?”

      “Luxiva,” Kirov warned, torn between kissing her speechless or laughing.

      Lani shot him an innocent look and turned back to Vaxa’an, “Yes, he explained it to me.  So did your mate, come to think of it.”

      “Kat told these things to you?” Vaxa’an asked slowly, frowning.  “She knew you were Kirov’s mate?”

      “No, no,” Lani said.  “She might’ve suspected something at the end of my little inquisition, but she didn’t know.”

      Vaxa’an frowned even harder.

      “Look,” Lainey said, blowing out a breath.  “I’m fine.  I’m safe.  Kirov did nothing wrong.  At least not in my eyes.”

      Vaxa’an looked at Kirov.  Looked back at Lani.

      “Tev, fine,” Vaxa’an said, his voice gruff.  “I will not come retrieve you then, since it is obvious to me you wish to be there.”

      “Yes, I do,” Lani said softly.  “Will you do something for me?”

      Vaxa’an’s brow furrowed.  “Rebax?”

      “Will you tell Crystal—the, um, female I was living with—that…” Lani cleared her throat.  “Tell her I’m good.  That I’m sorry I didn’t say goodbye.”

      Vaxa’an frowned but repeated, “You are good.”

      “Yes.”

      “Very well,” Vaxa’an said.  “Though Kirov can patch you through to her with the Coms, you know.”

      “Really?” Lani asked, looking at Kirov.

      Kirov inclined his head.  “I will later.  You may tell her yourself.”

      Lani smiled and nodded.

      Vaxa’an switched to Luxirian and said to him, “Does she know about your sire?”

      Kirov swallowed.  “Nix.”

      Vaxa’an studied him.  Finally he said, “I will leave you now.  I am sure you have much to prepare for the lunar celebration and you wish to spend time with your mate.”

      Before he signed off, Kirov said, “Vaxa’an.”

      His friend looked at him, his eyes harder than they’d been before that span.

      Kirov exhaled.  “You know I wish there was a different way without having to lie to you.  But can you understand why I did it?”

      Vaxa’an gaze went to Lani and he jerked his head in a nod.  “Yes, I can.”

      “I truly am sorry, my brother.”

      “I know, Kirov.”

      And with that, Vaxa’an severed the Com feed and the screen returned to the live stream of Troxva’s lake.

      “Was he upset?” Lani asked him softly, turning to face him.

      Kirov ran a hand over his horn.  “Tev, but we will…move past it.  Eventually,” he said, to try and reassure her.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, reaching up to place her hands around the back of his neck.  Her touch helped relax him, calm the turmoil in his chest.  “I know he’s your friend.”

      Kirov placed his forehead against hers, breathing in her scent.  They stayed like that for a little while, simply being with one another, not talking.

      Eventually, Kirov pulled away.

      “Luxiva,” Kirov said, his chest feeling heavy, for a myriad of reasons, “I have somewhere I need to go.  I will not be long.”

      “Now?” she asked, frowning.  “But we just got here.”

      “Tev,” he said.  Soon, he would tell her about his sire, but not right then.  “Would you like me to patch you a Com line to your friend before I leave?”

      She was still frowning, but she said, “Okay.”

      Kirov nodded, going over to the screen.  He located the feed number for the dwelling in the Golden City and then connected the line.

      Vixron’s face appeared and he scowled when he saw him, but wisely remained silent.  It was not his place to berate an Ambassador.

      “My luxiva wishes to speak with her friend,” Kirov said.

      Vixron’s jaw ticked at the word luxiva, but he jerked his head in a nod, still not saying anything.  He walked away, out of sight of the Com, but the blonde female returned in his place, her face filled with confusion.

      Her eyes went wide when she saw him on the screen.  Kirov stepped away, letting Lani approach.

      The blonde gasped, “Lainey!  Oh my God, I was so worried!  Where are you?”

      Kirov pressed a kiss to his luxiva’s forehead.  She looked at him and he said, “I will be back soon.”

      She nodded, biting her lip, a question in her eyes.

      But Kirov ignored it for now, inclined his head to her, and walked out of the room, heading to the entrance.

      “Crystal, I’m fine,” he heard Lani say.  “I’m in a place called Troxva.”

      That was all he heard and then he stepped out of his dwelling.  The walls were sound-proof so once he closed the door, he heard nothing, just the sounds of the outpost, of the breeze.

      He drew in a deep breath, enjoying the view, for a brief moment.  Then he turned and walked down the terrace, to the second dwelling he’d built.  It was a short walk, but it felt like eons by the time he reached it.

      He placed his hand on the door and it recognized his touch.  Sliding open, he was immediately hit with angry shouts and his shoulders tensed.  He closed the doors quickly and stepped into the central hub.

      “Ambassador Kirov,” one of the guards, Tiravi, said, inclining his head in greeting.  Kirov had two guards on duty at all times.  The other must be with his sire.  “You have returned.”

      “Tev,” Kirov said.  “How is my sire?”

      Tiravi looked towards the back room, where Kirov heard the shouting emanating from.  “This span is…not a good span for him.”

      Dread pooling in his belly, Kirov nodded and looked around.  He had modeled this dwelling off his own, just to a smaller scale, since Kirov didn’t trust his sire to operate a lift to the second floor.  The design was the same, with clear panels of windows showing the view of Troxva, letting an abundance of natural light in.

      But his sire preferred the darkness of his sleeping quarters.

      Kirov’s chest ached, looking around at the mess.  Shattered pieces of a drinking vessel lay near the entrance of the central hub.  Kirov had purchased it from one of Troxva’s marketplace vendors himself for his sire.  Tunics and leg coverings were scattered about and Kirov picked them up, taking them to the sterilization room for cleaning, before he walked to the back room.

      Lixron was just emerging, looking a little frazzled.

      “Ambassador,” the elder healer said in surprise.

      Kirov clasped his hand on the healer’s shoulder and said, “You know better than to use my title.  You delivered me from my mother’s womb, after all.”

      The aging healer’s eyes softened and he said, “Welcome home, Kirov.  I was wondering when you would return.”

      Kirov wanted to tell Lixron about his female, wanted to tell the male—who he highly respected—that he’d been gifted a fated mate.  But right then was not the time.

      “Tiravi said it is not a good span for him,” Kirov commented, looking past Lixron to see his sire, hunched in a chair, yelling nonsense at Pilava, the other guard, who was standing near the door.

      “No, it is not,” Lixron replied, frowning.  “Yesterday, he was better.”

      Kirov nodded and slipped past Lixron to step into the room.  He nodded at Pilava, his massive arms crossed over his chest, his expression carefully unreadable.  He was used to the insults his sire hurled at him.

      The smell of his sire hit him first and Kirov knew that he would need to bathe him before he left.  Lixron and the guards did their best in Kirov’s absence, but his sire was stubborn.  And Kirov had been the only one who could make him wash.

      “Sire,” Kirov said softly, crouching in front of the chair he sat in.  He only had a tunic on, a dirty one at that.  He was naked from the waist down, his leg coverings crumpled in a heap at his feet.

      Emotion burned in his throat and he reached out to clasp his sire’s face in his hands.  Blue eyes, just like his own, stared back at him, but there was no recognition there.

      Kirov saw them narrow with anger, with confusion, and his sire bellowed, lifting a fist to strike him before he could react.

      His jaw stung with the impact but Kirov caught his fist before he tried it again.

      “Stop,” he said, looking deep into his sire’s eyes, before placing his forehead against his.  “Stop, Sire.”

      For a moment, his sire seemed to know who he was and little by little, his sire calmed.

      “Kirov,” he rasped out.

      “Yes,” Kirov replied, feeling that heavy guilt weigh him down, for being gone so long.

      His sire said something to him, but it was all nonsense and Kirov recognized none of the words he spoke.

      “Come,” Kirov said.  “Come.  Let me get you cleaned up, yes?”

      He helped his sire up from his chair, wrapping an arm around his waist.

      To Pilava, he said, “Go rest for a while.”  Lixron moved to help him, but Kirov shook his head.  “You as well, Lixron.”

      And with that, Kirov helped his father to the washroom.

      Forgive me, luxiva, he thought silently.  I may be longer than anticipated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Lainey discovered that the sunsets in Troxva were even more beautiful than the ones in the Golden City.

      The suns sank low and spread glorious colors across the land, reflecting off the calm lake.  She sat among the fire pit cushions, watching through the glass windows in awe.  Behind her, on the clear glass panel screen, the lake showed the same colors, telling her that the feed was, in fact, live.

      She only wished she could go outside to the terrace to watch, but when she’d tried to leave, the front door had been locked.  Or at least, she didn’t know how to open it, no matter what she tried.

      And while she knew that Kirov wouldn’t have locked her away on purpose, Lainey couldn’t help but feel…well, upset.  Slightly abandoned.  He’d left her there, just moments after reaching Troxva.

      Not only that, but she hadn’t seen him once since he’d left earlier that morning.  Not to mention the fact that she was starving.  He didn’t have a kitchen, hence he didn’t have any food.  And she’d looked.  She hadn’t eaten since the previous night, at dinner with Crystal, and she’d only picked at her food since she’d been so worried that Kirov wouldn’t be coming back.

      Taking a deep breath, she tried to stay calm about it.  She didn’t want to get so upset about it that she just exploded the moment he walked back through the door.

      But the other thing was that Lainey knew he was just at the next house over.  The hovercraft was still parked out in front and she’d seen him walk in that direction when he’d left.

      So, who lived there?  And what was he doing?

      By the time that the glass front door finally slid open to reveal Kirov, it was already dark outside and Lainey was pissed and hurt and not hiding it very well, despite her best efforts.

      Once the door closed behind him, she approached him from the living room, frowning, her eyebrows furrowed.

      “Where the hell have you been?” she demanded.  Then she stopped short, eyeing him.  Concern softened her voice.  “Kirov?”

      Suddenly, all her anger left her body in one rush, leaving her a little lightheaded.

      Because Kirov looked…well, drained.  He had stopped in the entryway and was running a hand down his face.

      He watched as she approached and he shook his head, “Luxiva, I am so sorry.  I did not realize the time…I…there is no excuse for it.  Forgive me.  Please.”

      “Kirov,” Lainey said softly, reaching out for him.

      She cupped the back of his neck, making him look at her.  His eyes were tired, his hair looked like he’d been running his hands through it all day and he smelled…well, he smelled awful, a strange scent emanating from him.

      But Lainey didn’t care.  She got close to him, justified in her concern as she asked, “What happened?  What’s wrong?”

      Kirov inhaled a deep breath and sighed, leaning down so he could rest his forehead on her shoulder.  It was a long way for him to stoop, but Lainey wrapped her arms around him nonetheless.

      “Tell me,” she whispered, wanting to make it better.  She’d never seen him like this, not even remotely like this.

      “I was with my sire,” he told her, pulling back.

      “Your…” Lainey trailed off.  He’d been with his father this whole time?  “Your sire.  He’s the one that lives right next door?”

      Kirov nodded and Lainey’s brow furrowed, confused.

      There was obviously a lot that he wasn’t telling her and when she opened up her mouth to ask another question, he said, “Please, luxiva.  I do not wish to speak of this.  Not right now.”

      Lainey could see that he was emotionally drained and while she had a mountain of questions in her head, she nodded.  Even though she was still slightly hurt that he didn’t want to confide in her, she knew it wasn’t the time to bring it up.

      “Okay,” she whispered.  “What do you need?”

      He looked at her.  “Come bathe with me, tev?”

      “Okay.”

      Kirov led her to the washroom on the bottom level.  He kept the lights off, since the light from the almost full moon was enough, flowing in through the huge windows.  Through the darkness, Lainey could see the steam rising from the top of the bathing pool, curling up towards what looked like a vent in the ceiling.

      It was quiet, since neither of them spoke.  Kirov’s fingers came to the clasps on her dress and he unhooked each one before pushing the material down her body.  Despite the warmth in the room, she shivered, especially when his eyes roamed over her.

      “I will send your measurements to a seamstress in the morning,” he said suddenly.  “For more coverings.”

      Lainey blinked.  That was the furthest thing from her mind at the moment.  She only wanted to make sure that Kirov was okay.

      Kirov made quick work of his clothes until he was just as nude.  Lainey swallowed, seeing the moonlight reflect off his magnificent, sculpted body.  She would never get used to how…beautiful he was.  She would never get tired of looking at him.

      Tall and broad, with a taut abdomen, and muscular thighs the size of tree trunks, he was every bit a warrior.  One day, she would make him tell her the story of every silver scar that crossed his flesh, because she wanted to know everything about him.

      He led her into the bath and he groaned when the hot water hit him, a sound so primal that it tightened her core.

      Lainey felt…a little exposed, truthfully.  She didn’t know why bathing with him this way, after he’d obviously had a difficult day, felt so intimate.  But it was.

      He went over to the ledge on the far wall and out of a blue jar, he grabbed a handful of small soap granules, similar to the ones they’d used in the Golden City, which lathered and exfoliated like crazy, leaving her skin moisturized and smooth.

      Kirov approached her, coating his hands with them, and without saying a word, he began to smooth his hands over her body, washing her exposed skin first before dipping underneath the water.

      “I am sorry,” he whispered to her, running his hand down her arm, to the tips of her fingers, using those strong hands to massage her and stroke her and wash her all at the same time.  “I did not expect to be gone so long.  Please forgive me, luxiva.”

      “I already have,” she told him honestly, catching his hand, looking him in the eye.  “But you will tell me everything one day, won’t you?”

      “Tev,” he said, inclining his head.  “Just not this night.  I cannot.”

      She nodded, slowly releasing his hand and he continued washing her body, going over—seemingly—every inch of her skin.

      She bit her lip when trailed his fingers over her nipple, around the underside of her breast.  He brought her leg up, positioning her against him for balance, as he stroked down her thigh, before switching her leg to do the same on the other.  Her cheeks burned when he reached around to her lower back, making small circles that went lower and lower.

      He smoothed the soap over the flesh of her ass and she squealed in surprise when he dipped a finger between her cheeks.

      “Kirov!”

      When she looked up at him, she was relieved to see his crooked grin, though it was small.  His eyes didn’t seem as tired, they were dancing with a little mischief.

      “I did not think you were shy, luxiva.”

      He was playing with her.

      That knowledge made her flustered, made her want to chuckle, but slap him across the shoulder at the same time.

      “I think it’s your turn,” she grumbled, going over to the soap jar, digging out a handful of granules, before returning.  She rubbed her hands together, lathering it up, eyeing his body.

      Her mouth almost watered as she looked at him, wondering where to start, like he was a buffet table at a Vegas hotel.

      She started at his shoulders, smoothing her hands over the rounded globes of muscle, before lowering towards the rope-like tendons lining his strong forearms.

      A purr started in his chest and she washed there too, feeling her hand vibrate across his skin.  She was all business for a little while, smoothing her small hands over his pecs, his pierced nipples—which made him growl in interest, which she tried to ignore—his abdomen.  Then she walked around him, to scrub his back.  Her lips parted as her hands dipped under the water, sliding over his perfectly sculpted ass.  He lifted his legs one at a time, to help her wash his thighs and calves.

      Then she came back to his front.  Her breathing was a little shallow as she ensured that none of the exfoliating granules remained, before she wrapped her hand around his hard cock, stroking up and down once.  Twice.  Three times.

      Kirov growled, his abdomen clenching, his eyes sliding shut for a brief moment as a deep groan echoed off the water.  Lainey felt his thighs actually tremble against her.

      Her male needed a little tension released.  And what kind of alien girlfriend would she be if she didn’t help him release some after a bad day?

      “Come here,” she whispered, a small smile touching her lips.  Keeping her hand on his cock, she led him over to a small ledge near the side of the bathing pool.  When she guided Kirov to sit on it, his cock popped out of the water about halfway, just enough for her to work with.

      She remained standing, the water still coming up to her breasts and she pushed Kirov’s thighs open so she could stand between them.

      His eyes were dark and the moon reflected off the water running down his skin.

      “Luxiva,” he rasped, his cock bobbing, pre-cum pushing through the tip.

      “Shhh, just let me take the edge off, okay?” she whispered, wrapping her hand around his cock, squeezing as she stroked him up and down again.

      Kirov groaned deep in his chest, leaning back a little, draping one of his arms over the side of the pool, the other coming to touch her lips.

      Lainey looked up at him, continuing to stroke him, as she sucked his thumb between her lips.  He growled, his eyes firing hot.

      When she released his thumb, she dipped her head low, holding his cock in place, as she wrapped her lips around the rounded head, tasting the earthiness of his pre-cum.

      Kirov bellowed in surprise.

      “Lani,” he growled, his abdomen moving in time with his shortening breaths.  “Oh vrax.  Tev!”

      She almost smiled, but instead, she sucked on the head of his cock harder, using her hands to twist at the base, since she’d never be able to take him that deep.  He was too thick, too long.

      But she did her very, very best.

      Her cheeks hollowed as she bobbed her head over him, pre-cum consistently pushing from his tip, which she sucked up greedily.  She drew back with a gasp, swallowing, catching her breath as she stroked him with her hands faster and harder.  Then she kissed his tip, her tongue coming out to wiggle over the very slit.

      Kirov’s eyes rolled back, his hips jerking of their own accord.  He growled something in Luxirian, something she didn’t understand, but it was seriously hot.

      Warmth was building rapidly between her own thighs and she whimpered, squeezing her legs together, as she returned to sucking her male’s cock.

      He was so hot in her hands that she wondered, in a daze, if he could burn her.  Lainey squeezed his base, before dragging her fist up, sucking fiercely on the inches she’d managed to get inside her mouth.

      “Look at me, female,” he growled, his voice so deep it was unrecognizable.

      Her eyes flashed up to his and she gave another whimper, the sound muffled with his cock.  Her clit throbbed like crazy and she felt like she was on the verge of cumming without any stimulation whatsoever.

      He loves this, she thought, panting, her jaw beginning to ache.  He loved watching her suck his cock.

      Typical male.

      “Vrax, vrax, vrax,” he hissed.  His breathing began to change.  Warning her, he groaned, “Vrax, luxiva, I am going to cum.”

      Lainey latched her lips over him even tighter, moaning in response, making it obvious where she wanted him to cum.

      His eyes widened briefly before his head was thrown back, his back arching, his hips jerking.  Lainey continued to suckle him, continued to stroke him hard and fast, as jets of his warm cum flew into her mouth, lashing over her tongue and down her throat.

      And as if that was what her body had been waiting for, Lainey screamed around his cock, squeezing her eyes tight, as an unexpected, powerful orgasm rocked her.

      Kirov filled her mouth with so much cum that eventually Lainey had to pull away to swallow and he bellowed a rough sound as the last of the spurts pushed out from the tip before he fell back against the ledge, his chest heaving, his cock twitching.

      Lainey continued to stroke him gently, seeing him through the little aftershocks of his strong orgasm as hers made her clit throb.

      When Kirov finally lifted his head, he growled, immediately pushing off the ledge, catching her around the waist.

      He kissed her, taking her lips in a rough, intense, claiming kiss, not caring that she’d just swallowed buckets of his cum.

      “Luxiva,” he growled.  “That was…”

      “Amazing?” she provided for him, her gaze half-lidded when she pulled back to look at him.  She felt a little drugged, relaxed from her orgasm, happy that she’d given her male pleasure.

      “That is not an adequate enough word to describe it,” he teased, continuing to rain kisses over her face.

      Note-to-self, blowjobs make Kirov very, very happy, she thought, grinning.

      “I am eager to return the favor,” he rasped.

      She opened her mouth but just then, her stomach growled.  Loudly.

      He froze.

      Then he exploded with, “Vrax!”  It was so loud it made her jump.  “I did not send for your meal.  Lani, I am—”

      And because Lainey could see that he felt awful about that, that he was about to begin apologizing profusely, and because she didn’t want to ruin the moment, she pressed her fingers to his lips.

      “It’s okay.”

      “Nix, it is not—”

      “Kirov,” she said.  “Stop.  You got a free pass today, okay?  Tomorrow will be another story though, so don’t forget,” she tried to joke.

      He felt awful.  Lainey could see that written plainly on his face and she sighed, fearing the moment had officially been ruined.  All the tension she’d helped him release returned, tightening his muscles, bunching his shoulders.

      “Come,” he said, his voice rough, leading her to the stairs of the bath.  “I will send for food immediately.”

      “Maybe a kitchen wouldn’t be such a bad thing after all,” she commented under her breath.

      “Tev, which is why I will begin to design one for you immediately,” he growled.

      She sighed.  When he helped dry her off with short, quick strokes, she touched his shoulder before placing her hands over his.

      “Hey.”

      His dark eyes looked at her and she read the guilt there.  Her chest ached.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, making him drop the soft towel.

      “It’s not that big of a deal, okay?”

      “Tev, it is,” he growled roughly.  “You are my female.  It is my responsibility to make sure you are safe, taken care of, fed.  As your male, I need to provide these things for you.  And instead, I brought you to a new place, left you almost all span, and forgot to send for your meals.”

      “We’re new at this.  So am I,” she said, trying to calm him down, trying to reassure him.  “Give yourself a break.”

      He was still upset with himself.

      She changed tactics, going for broke with a dirty joke.  “Besides, you just fed me a three-course meal, tiger.  I’m stuffed.”

      “Lani,” he groaned, shaking his head.  She knew half of her words probably went over his head.  But he caught her meaning.  And at least he drew in a deep breath.

      “Oh come on, that was funny,” she said, pushing his shoulder playfully.

      His shoulders sagged and he stroked his fingers down her cheek, through the wet tips of her hair.  “You are a very peculiar female.”

      “But you like me, don’t you?” she teased.

      “Tev,” he growled.  “Very much.  I may just keep you.”

      She raised a brow as if to say ‘oh really?’

      “You okay now?” she asked, giving him another moment to calm down.

      “Only after I feed you,” he answered.

      She sighed.

      “Hop to it, then.  Go order your female some take-out.”
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      Something warm and heavy was wrapped around her stomach and Lainey smiled sleepily, emerging from one of the deepest of sleeps she’d ever had the next morning.

      Blinking, she realized it was just slightly after sunrise.  A quick peek out the windows showed the beautiful colors creeping across the sky, though Lainey knew the suns were rising on the other side of the hill.

      Turning over, she saw that Kirov was just waking too.  Her movements must’ve jostled him a bit and he purred, his arm going a little tighter around her waist, bringing her closer.

      “Hi,” she whispered, snuggling into him.  Kirov was a good cuddler, she’d discovered, and while she felt a little shy that morning, still getting used to the fact that she would be sharing his bed, she never wanted to leave it.

      It was amazingly comfortable and the furs were the softest she’d ever felt.  During the ‘cold season,’ as Kirov had called it, Lainey could just imagine snuggling under the furs with him, keeping warm and having fun doing it.

      Her breath hitched.  Already, she was thinking so far into the future that she honestly didn’t know whether to be frightened or excited.  Everything was still so new between them, but there was no denying that Kirov had already claimed a portion of her heart…and she was a little put off since she didn’t know how or when it had even happened.

      “A dream,” he rasped, his lazy gaze tracking over her face.  Sleepy Kirov?  Crazy sexy.  He made a groaning sound in the back of his throat and murmured, “I never want to leave these furs.”

      “Then don’t,” she whispered.

      Last night had been…wonderful.  After Kirov had ordered her some food and shaken off a bit of his guilt for leaving her so long, he had put her in his lap and fed her her dinner.

      And there she’d been…freshly bathed, naked under a fur throw he’d wrapped around her body, sitting in her male’s lap in the living room with a fire going, with the stars and the moon shining through the windows and the sound of the quiet lake coming through invisible speakers, being fed an amazing dinner of tender, fall-off-the-bone meat and seasoned white roots that tasted like carrots marinated in butter.

      Yeah, last night had probably been one of the most romantic nights of her life.  They’d been quiet as he’d fed her and with any other guy, Lainey would’ve balked at being fed.  But with Kirov, everything was different.  Everything.  He fed her because he wanted to care for her, because he needed to see her satisfied and happy.

      Lainey could handle that.

      And it had been strangely…erotic.  He’d watched her as she chewed and if a drop of the marinade landed on her lips, he’d lick it off before she could.

      Needless to say, it had made them both very, very…ravenous.

      Kirov made sure she ate until she was stuffed and then he carried her—bridal style—up to his—their—bedroom, where he’d immediately ripped off the fur blanket, pushed her naked body back onto the bed, and promptly, well…eaten her.

      Three goddamn times.  Three orgasms and he’d finally given her a reprieve.  And when she reached down to return the favor, he grabbed her hand, told her to go to sleep, and snuggled her until she did just that.

      So yeah, last night had been pretty amazing so it was no wonder that Lainey woke up with a gigantic smile on her face the following morning.

      “The lunar celebration is tomorrow night,” he murmured, after a brief moment of silence.  “There is much to be done.”

      “Lunar celebration?” Lainey asked, frowning, remembering him mention it once, briefly.

      “Whenever the moon is full, every lunar cycle, all of Luxiria holds a celebration.  In the Golden City and throughout the outposts,” he explained, his voice all gruff and grumbly and sexy from sleep.  “It is why I had to return to Troxva.  As Ambassador, I am expected to preside over the celebration.”

      “Oh,” Lainey said, reaching forward.  A chunk of his hair was tangled in one of his horns and she gently unwrapped it, dropping it back to his chest.  Amused affection made her smile.

      “As my luxiva,” he continued, looking at her, his arm tightening around her waist, “you will be at my side.”

      Lainey stilled.  “Um.”

      “There will be dancing and feasting,” he said, smiling.  “And musicians.”

      That piqued her interest.  “Really?”

      “Tev.”

      Lainey’s excitement dulled a little as she said slowly, “But, from what I understand, there aren’t very many humans on Luxiria.”

      Confusion spread over his face.  “Not many.  Eight females.  Why does this matter?”

      She’d never given it much thought, her integration into Troxva.  She supposed that Kate had done it, as the Prime Leader’s mate, in the Golden City.  And she supposed that Beks, Cecelia, and Taylor had done it too, wherever they were, in their mates’ respective outposts.  Of course, they didn’t just stay indoors all day, hidden away.  And Lainey didn’t have to fear an unknown male’s Instinct triggering for her if she walked among them, considering she was Kirov’s.

      But the prospect of entering into a society, as the only one of her kind, not speaking the language, or understanding many of their customs…it was intimidating.

      “Do you…” she trailed off, not quite knowing how to ask.  “Do you think that I’ll be welcome?  That I’ll be accepted?”

      “Tev,” he said immediately, that confusion only growing.  “Of course.  You worry about this?”

      “I confess I haven’t thought about it much,” she said, biting her lip.  “Not until now, which seems silly.”

      Kirov turned more fully on his side so he was facing her, propping himself up on his forearm.

      “It is true that many Luxirians in Troxva have not seen a human,” he said, which didn’t make her feel any better.  “However, all know that Vaxa’an took a human female as his lavrix’an, his queen.  Because she is heavy with his offspring, many rejoice in their union, knowing that the future of the Luxirian race is possible, where we had little hope before.”

      “Oh,” she whispered, eyes wide.

      “Not only that but Luxiria has possessed inter-space travel technology for a very long time,” he said.  “Before the Jetutians attacked, our borders were quite open to other species and it was not uncommon to encounter them, especially in the Golden City.  And while Troxva is far east, remember that many that reside here work under my technology division, and the majority have traveled far and wide throughout the universe in their studies, encountering different species, exchanging knowledge and information.  You have nothing to fear, luxiva.”

      Okay, that made her feel better.

      Kirov saw her relax and that crooked, mischievous grin crossed his face.  He rasped, “My people will rejoice in our union when you are introduced and they will pray to the Fates that I get you heavy with my seed very, very soon.”

      Lainey flushed, pushing at his arm until he collapsed back onto the cushions, and he chortled.

      “You’re relentless,” she said, though the thought of her pregnant with his child made her heartbeat flutter.

      Kirov gathered her close again.  “Have you decided about the ravraxia yet?”  He nipped at her ear.  “I am eager to mate you the way I wish.”

      Her breath rushed out of her lungs and she squinted over at him.  “It’s been about a day since we last had this conversation.  You think I decided in a day?”

      “Judging by your moans and cries last night,” he purred, “as I licked out your hot, perfect cunt—”

      “Kirov!”

      “I figured I may have swayed you,” he finished.

      Her eyes narrowed.

      Two could play at that game.

      A sweet smile crossed her face.  “And I thought me sucking your thick, hard cock last night in the bath until you came down my throat in buckets would’ve swayed you to just fuck me already.  And baby…” she purred in his ear, licking on the outer shell just to tease him, “I would’ve let you fuck me all night long, however you wanted, if you would’ve just asked me nicely.”

      Kirov froze, a growl ripping through his chest.  He moved, his hard cock—seriously, the thing never went down—brushing her naked thigh.

      “Perhaps a repeat of both events,” he purred, moving over her like a panther about to pounce on its prey, “might change both our minds.”

      Lainey laughed when he ripped the furs off their bodies, already beginning to kiss and lick down her chest.

      Then she moaned, her laugh dying completely.

      And neither of them left the bed until much, much later that morning.
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      The night of the lunar celebration came swiftly.  Lainey accompanied Kirov out of his house—of which he’d programmed her handprint into the door so she could leave whenever she desired—and onto the hovercraft.

      She was wearing a beautiful, Luxirian-style dress, made out of the lightest material she’d ever felt.  She felt…well, she felt naked.  It was so light she barely felt it against her skin.

      Kirov had scanned her body yesterday morning with a device that emitted blue light and sent it to a seamstress.  It apparently took her measurements and just that afternoon, the dress had shown up at the house, perfectly cut and stitched.  And it fit her like a glove.

      It was ivory in color, the clasps at her shoulders a beautiful brushed silver.  The bottom of the dress tickled the tops of her bare feet when she moved, the barest touch, and her dusky pink nipples poked through the light fabric, almost obscenely.

      When Kirov had first seen her, his jaw had tightened, his eyes had gone hot, and he’d brushed his thumb over the points of her nipples, making her knees tremble.

      “Vellixa,” he’d murmured and Lainey had blushed.  His voice told her that he’d suckle on her nipples for hours when they returned home.

      Kirov maneuvered the hovercraft towards the lake and the wind whipped the dress around her calves.  Pressing back into Kirov’s bare chest, Lainey took a deep breath, nervous for the lunar celebration.  Although Kirov had alleviated some of her fears about her integration into Troxva, it was still a daunting and frightening prospect.

      Fake it until you make it, she told herself, straightening.  It was what she’d always done.  When she’d performed in front of hundreds and hundreds of people in concert halls, she’d managed to shake off the nerves that made her hands tremble.  She could do it now.

      They were approaching the lake and Lainey could see that the celebration would be a large one.  All afternoon, she’d watched through the windows in their living room as Luxirians set up the lake’s shore.  They looked like dots from a distance, but grand tables and big blue orbs of light and a terraced structure for the musicians were brought in.  Even Kirov had been gone most of the day, making last minute preparations.

      Under the full moon, the celebration looked beautiful.  The silver light reflected off the black lake.  She smiled when she saw flashes of pink floating on the surface every now and again—the pink fireflies had come.  The blue orbs of light gave off an ethereal glow, illuminating the big space when the moon’s light wasn’t enough.

      Already the tables were packed with Luxirians.  Most were seated, others were milling about, socializing, laughing.

      Most are males, she realized, eyeing the crowd as they drew closer and closer.  She’d never seen a female Luxirian during her stay in the Golden City, but she saw some among the party-goers.  Younger females, smaller in size, with curves and long, dark hair and more delicate features.  They were dressed in light colors as well.  She realized everyone was dressed in white or ivory or silver.

      Eyes began to turn upwards as they approached and she heard exclamations of surprise, of Kirov’s name.

      Kirov landed the hovercraft, not far from the lake’s shore and helped her step down.  She met his eyes, but for some reason, she didn’t want him to know how nervous she was so she gave him a smile, placing her hand on his forearm when he led her into the waiting crowd.

      Everyone towered over Lainey as Kirov guided her to a table nearest the lake.  A smaller, empty table, with only two seats.  Lainey could feel hundreds of eyes on her, though the noise level remained constant, though she heard laughs and voices and revelry in the background.

      And music, she realized, blinking.  Immediately, she swiveled her head in the direction it floated from—from the terraced platform she’d seen earlier—and her lips parted.

      Only four musicians were playing.  Two were playing an instrument that resembled a sitar, a long-necked guitar-like stringed instrument, that produced a twangy, deep tone.  Another played an instrument that resembled drums, rhythmic yet primal.  And the last played a wind instrument that produced the light, haunting sound, like a flute and violin combined.

      Altogether, the ensemble sounded strange, very alien, but nonetheless eerily beautiful.

      “Is your piano like our instruments?” Kirov asked her, leaning down to murmur in her ear as he guided her to one of the empty seats at the table set only for two.

      Lainey sat, looking at the musicians, and shook her head, “No.  Not at all.”

      Kirov made no reply.  He didn’t sit next to her, but he remained standing at her side.  When she tilted her head up to gaze upon her male, her breath caught in her throat.  His skin shimmered silver from the moon, combined with the blue orbs.  He was bare-chested, like all of the males, his pierced dark nipples, his slabs of finely honed, scarred muscles on display, flesh that she’d licked and kissed endlessly the last couple days.  His hair was tied back, his proud horns curving along his skull.  His thick thighs were encased in his leather pants, which showed off his perfect, perfect ass.

      Mine, her mind whispered, warmth pooling between her thighs.  God, she wanted him.  There were hundreds of shirtless, ripped, warrior aliens around her and she couldn’t tear her eyes away from Kirov.

      Perfect male.

      Even the beautiful moon couldn’t capture her rapt gaze so completely.

      Kirov looked down at her, his nostrils flaring, and she knew he scented her arousal.  Her face was level with his crotch and she saw his cock twitch in the tight confines of his pants.  She bit back a grin.

      Kirov made a rough sound, but averted his gaze to the crowd.  He raised a hand and immediately, the sounds quieted down, the musicians stopped playing, tapering their music off, until all Lainey could hear was the crackling of the fire pits that were sporadically placed throughout the gathering and the soft lapping of the lake behind her.

      Kirov spoke then, his deep, dark voice rising from him.  Luxirian tumbled from his tongue, guttural yet beautiful, as he addressed his people, his outpost.  She didn’t know what he said, but midway through, she heard luxiva, heard the crowd in front of them make exclamations of surprise, a few cheers going up among them, and Lainey’s breath hitched.

      Her male’s hand came to the back of her neck and she relaxed at his touch.  He continued to speak and Lainey thought she could listen to him speak all day.

      When he finished, the cheers were deafening and Lainey looked to the crowd, seeing hundreds of faces peering at the both of them, in the light.  Briefly, she caught the eyes of a female, who was looking at her with veiled curiosity, tilting her head to the side.  When Lainey smiled, the female looked away and melted back into the crowd, lost.

      The musicians started up again and Lainey looked back towards them just as Kirov sat down next to her.  Immediately, a male approached them with a giant platter of meat and Kirov selected pieces from it, piling it onto her own plate before his own.  Another male approached with more food, and then another, and then another, until Lainey’s plate was overflowing.

      “I won’t fit into this dress by the end of the night,” she warned Kirov, smiling at the female who held out a platter of something that looked like mashed potatoes, as he put more food on.

      When the female left and when Kirov waved away another male who approached with another platter, he turned to her and growled softly, “You will not need to wear it at the end of the night, female.”

      Lainey bit her lip, but Kirov selected a tender piece of marinated meat from her plate and held it up for her to bite.

      Aware that many eyes were still watching, Lainey parted her lips and Kirov fed her, leaning forward to lick a smear of it from the corner of her mouth.  Blushing, she pulled back, hearing a loud laugh from somewhere in the middle of the gathering.

      “You are shy about this too?” Kirov asked, his tone teasing.

      “People are watching,” she said, her back straightening.

      Kirov laughed.  “Luxirians enjoy three things, luxiva.  Food, touch, and fucking.  When there were more females among us, it was not uncommon for these gatherings to turn…carnal.”

      Lainey’s breath hitched in surprise.  “Like orgies?”

      “Nix,” Kirov said, brows furrowing.  “Luxirians do not share their mates.  Luxirians are open about sex.  It is not a shameful thing, but only pleasure partners would partake openly.  Breeding partners and fated mates never did.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Luxirians can also be jealous beings,” Kirov said, leaning into her to nip at her ear.  She shivered when he growled, “I would not want other males’ eyes on you as I gave you pleasure.  I would not want them to hear your cries.  Just the thought makes me furious.  Nix, that is only for me.”

      Lainey…liked that.  Her pussy quivered just thinking about how intense he’d be if he got jealous and she feared she wouldn’t be able to make it through the whole celebration without soaking through the back of her dress.

      Thankfully, Kirov backed off, as if sensing her panic, and continued to feed her silently, watching her as she chewed.  Every now and then, his eyes would stray to the feasting crowd, ensuring the celebration was operating smoothly.  Many Luxirians were seated now, eating and talking and joking amongst each other.  Lainey watched them too, her eyes shifting from one table to the other, studying them, watching the way they socialized, how they touched, how they interacted.

      It was lively, the atmosphere cheerful.  Slowly, Lainey grew more and more comfortable, especially when she caught fewer and fewer eyes on her as the feast continued.

      “You always have a table to yourself?” Lainey asked quietly.

      Kirov’s hand came to her thigh underneath the table.  “Nix.  But I did not wish to overwhelm you tonight.”

      Lainey was touched by his thoughtfulness.

      “This way, you may observe and listen,” he continued, his eyes catching hers.  “Though I confess, I wished to have you to myself this night.”

      Lainey grinned, which faltered slightly when his hand moved up her thigh slightly.  No one would be able to see.  Each table was draped in a white, shimmering cloth.  Still, she caught his hand, squeezing, and Kirov chortled, returning his attention to their food.

      More food was brought out, though soon, Lainey couldn’t eat another bite.  And once the platters began to disappear, the servers returned with jugs.  Jugs of alcohol, Lainey assumed, as she watched Luxirians drain their silver goblets, as others around them cheered.

      “Luxirian Brew,” Kirov told her when he saw her eyeing her own goblet.  It was filled to the rim with a dark-colored liquid, the color of black coffee.

      Beer, she decided, lifting the goblet to her lips after taking a sniff.  Kirov watched her, something glinting in his eyes, snagging his own goblet and taking a deep drink.

      The liquid washed over her tongue as she took a healthy swallow and immediately her throat began to burn, the brew burning a path of fire to her belly.

      She held back her cough with everything in her, though her eyes watered and her voice sounded scratchy as she rasped, “That’s strong.”

      Kirov laughed.  “Tev, the way we like it.”

      Almost immediately, her head went fuzzy, her muscles loosening as the alcohol hit her.

      Note-to-self, one sip of this stuff equals, like, four tequila shots, she thought.

      “I think I’m getting a little tipsy.”

      Kirov’s lips quirked.  “Tev, female?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, smiling.  “You could totally take advantage of me and I would really, really like that.”

      Kirov growled, but watched as she snuck another little sip from her goblet, the bitter taste much more pleasant the second time around.

      Suddenly, the music began to change, the drum becoming more prominent, drowning out the flute/violin noise.  Luxirians stood from their chairs, grinning, flushed from the alcohol and their full bellies, and made room for a dancing area.  Young females were snagged around the waists by young males and led to the dance floor, where they were joined by other couples.

      Lainey watched in fascination as they began to dance, though it was unlike any dancing she’d ever seen.  It was…primal, aggressive, sensual.  Soon, the dancing area was packed with couples, full of gyrating bodies and swaying hips.

      The drum grew louder, the beat more intense.  Lainey’s breath hitched, feeling the pull of the music, feeling it throb inside her, wrapping around her core, heating it.  Her nipples tightened as her breath grew more and more shallow.

      She could see how these celebrations turned carnal, as Kirov said.  Watching the dancing, Lainey felt like a voyeur, though other Luxirians didn’t seem to be as affected by it.  Older Luxirians, elders even, sat at the tables, happy and content to socialize.  The younger Luxirians, however, watched.  Most of the younger females were snatched up as the dancing continued, more and more couples joining.

      And every now and then, Lainey would catch an unclaimed female looking at Kirov and it made her stiffen.

      When she turned to look at him, his eyes were only on her and she couldn’t help but ask, “Have you danced at these celebrations before?”

      He blinked.  “Tev.”

      Lainey returned her gaze to the dancing area, watched as a young male snuck his hand beneath a female’s dress, watched as her head tilted back, her lips parted in a silent moan.  A moment later, the male led her off the dancing floor, into the forest of thick trees surrounding the lake.

      “Did you…” Lainey trailed off, jealousy piercing her.  “Did you…”

      Kirov followed her gaze to the forest line.  He understood her question and when he hesitated, Lainey inhaled a sharp breath, though she knew she had no right to be jealous.

      “Tev,” he murmured, bringing his hand to the back of her neck, tilting her face to look at him, only him.

      Lainey looked at Kirov, her blood throbbing in her veins, fierce jealousy surprising her with its intensity.  He was hers.  Yet, how many females in attendance had known him in a way she didn’t yet?  He wouldn’t have sex with her, not until she committed to him.  But it wouldn’t have stopped him from having sex with others that came before her.

      Looking at him, Lainey knew he would have had his pick of any of the unmated females in attendance.  He’d probably never gone home alone after these celebrations.  He’d probably had females approaching him before the celebration even began.

      Kirov rasped, “Does this anger you?”

      “Yes,” she said, reaching forward to take another sip of the brew.  It fogged her head just a little bit more.

      “Does it make you jealous?”

      “Of course,” she hissed, feeling the brew burn down her throat.

      Kirov’s grin was dark and her eyes narrowed on him.  Then he tugged her forward and she couldn’t help but gasp when he kissed her, dragging her onto his lap, for all to see.  Lainey’s eyes fluttered closed, her hands immediately sinking into his hair, as his tongue stroked over hers.  He tasted of the brew that made her mind fuzzy, that made her inhibitions loose, and her jealousy potent.

      When Kirov pulled back, he rasped, “I do not remember a female before you, luxiva.  I cannot recall them.  I am yours and you are mine.”

      Lainey’s fingers sunk into his hair deeper, liking his words entirely too much, dragging him back to her lips.

      Through their kiss, he continued with, “You will never touch another male but me and I will never touch another female but you.  For the rest of our lives.  You have nothing to be jealous of.”

      His words both soothed and frightened her.  Soothed because she knew he spoke the truth, that he would never touch another female.  Frightened because…well, she knew he spoke the truth.  That for the rest of their lives, it would only be each other.  Her mind, her body knew this even before Lainey herself had accepted it, which didn’t make sense.  It baffled her.

      Or perhaps it was just the brew.

      Not wanting to dwell on it, she pulled back from his lips, caressing a finger over his horns, which made him purr.  She’d learned the previous night that a Luxirian’s horns were sensitive, that it made Kirov crazed when she touched them…kissed them…licked them…sucked them.

      “Come on,” Lainey whispered in his ear.  “I’m tipsy enough to dance.  And I only want to dance with you.”

      Kirov’s brows climbed in interest, that crooked grin emerging that made Lainey want to jump his bones right there and then.

      “Lead the way, female,” he challenged.

      A challenge she accepted readily.
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      Kirov had never known torture as exquisite, as erotic, as tormenting as watching his female dance.  As feeling her body move against his, as scenting her arousal in the air between them, as knowing that he could do nothing about it, not when he could not mate her, not when the whole of his outpost looked on.

      Vrax!

      All he could imagine in his mind was dragging her into the trees, far away from prying eyes and ears, pushing her down onto her hands and knees and dragging up her dress…of fitting his length inside her and fucking her hard and fast until she screamed her pleasure over and over again.

      Yet, he could not.

      And when he managed to look away from his female, when he caught the eyes of other males, of other females, he knew that they were waiting…waiting for him to explode.  They were expecting it, as an awakened Luxirian.

      But it also put him on edge, knowing that other males’ eyes were on his luxiva, on her swaying hips, on her pebbled, dark pink nipples that showed through her dress in certain lights, on the way her hands reached up to caress his shoulders, his chest, his horns.

      His Instinct prowled restlessly in his chest, his grip on her hips tightened, his claws pricking into the material of her dress.  His Instinct demanded that he mark her, so that other males would know she was his, demanded that he spill his seed deep inside her, so that other males would scent him on her.

      Dizzy with lust, tense with jealousy, he growled down at her when she ground her lush backside into his aching cock, “Luxiva, I am on the blade’s edge of my control.  Enough.”

      Lani smiled at him, her eyes slightly glassy from the Luxirian Brew.

      She reached up to thread her fingers into his hair.  “We can sneak off and do something about it, can’t we?”

      Tempting.  So vraxing tempting.

      Kirov debated it.  The celebration was slowly becoming rowdier and rowdier.  More pleasure partners began to disappear off into the forest or back to their dwellings for a night of mating.  Laughter grew louder as Luxirians emptied more and more of their goblets.  The feast was long finished and while Kirov usually stayed until the very end of the celebration, he had his luxiva now.  He had her aching.  He needed to satisfy her.

      He only hesitated for a moment more.

      Then he dragged her away from the dancing, away from the music and the feasting, back to the hovercraft, to the sound of males’ cheers behind him.  At least they didn’t mind he was leaving the celebration early.

      “Kirov,” Lani gasped when he started up the engine and then they shot forward into the sky, heading away from the celebration, away from their dwelling.

      His Instinct was thrumming inside him, the scent of his luxiva’s arousal numbing his mind.  With a growl, he reached between her legs, cupping her cunt, making her mew in surprise.

      Mine.

      He directed the hovercraft towards the very end of the lake, far away from the lunar celebration.  The sounds, though they carried over the water, slowly faded as they traveled faster and eventually, Kirov could hear nothing, even with his keen senses.  Behind them, only a subtle blue glow from the orb lights showed that the celebration still continued in his absence.

      Kirov landed the hovercraft on the edge of the lake, where the shore receded, leading up into the forest of pillerva trees, with their whispering branches and mossy trunks.  Kirov grabbed his female, lifting her into his arms, and jumped off the hovercraft, striding into the privacy of the darkened forest.

      “Kirov,” Lani murmured, her voice breathless, her hands sliding onto his scalp, which made his spine tingle.  Then her hands slid down his shoulders, down his chest, his abdomen, until she was untying the laces of his leg coverings.

      He had barely cleared the forest line when she had his cock out, stroking over his length with a tight grip.

      “Fates,” he hissed, hurrying his strides.  Steadying her, he reached out with one hand and tugged the sheer dress over her head and dropped it in the wake of their path.  Her nude flesh pressed against him, her pink cunt close to the shaft of his cock.

      Lani took advantage.  He’d recognized a glint in her eyes and before he could stumble over a warning, she lifted her hips, pressing her cunt against his hot length.

      Kirov’s roar echoed around the forest, through the trees, as his female rubbed against him, as she slicked her arousal over the ridges of his cock, moving her hips even though he desperately tried to steady her.  He could feel his already frayed control on the verge of snapping.  When she moaned, her head lolling around her shoulders, it took all his strength to tug her hips away.

      Kirov lifted her higher in his arms, pushing her back against the soft trunk of a pillerva tree, high up so that his face was level with her cunt.  Lani gasped at her sudden height and she steadied herself by gripping his horns, while he wrapped his arms around her hips.

      Then he licked her, his eyes rolling back at the taste of her arousal.  As she whimpered, he licked deep inside her entrance, running the ridges of his tongue along her walls, tasting the silky, wet heat of her.

      “Kirov!”

      Her cry echoed around the forest and his Instinct growled its approval.  Her body was already tightening.  He knew his female’s body well already, knew when she was about to orgasm.  It only took a moment more, after he directed his attention to the small little jewel she called her ‘clit.’  He rolled it with his tongue, looking up at her, watching her chest heave, her nipples pointed and hard.

      When he gave her clit a gentle suckle, he saw her breath hitch, her eyes widen.  Then she was screaming her pleasure, her legs tightening around his head, her abdomen clenching.

      Kirov lapped at her through her orgasm, long after it was over, building her up to a new one.  She tugged at his horns, her touch desperate, but he grew possessive of her cunt, growling between her legs when she tried to push him away.

      His Instinct was too far gone, his mind focused and intent on nothing but giving her pleasure.

      She orgasmed again, this time more powerful.  She hardly made a sound.  Her back was arched tight, her mouth open in a silent scream, though her cunt clenched tightly, pushing out her cream, which he licked with greed.

      “K-Kirov,” she gasped, tugging at his horns harder, which made more pre-cum rise from his tip.  “B-baby, please.  Please.”

      Kirov knew he could push her into two more orgasms at least.  He’d done so the night before, but after her fourth, she’d been unable to form words, incoherent as pleasure assaulted her.

      So, he took mercy on her, carefully shifting her down into his arms before laying her onto the mossy floor of the forest.  It would be soft enough for her skin, but she only lay there for an instant before she was reaching up towards him, dragging him down onto her lush, warm body.

      Lani helped him push off his leg coverings until he was as naked as she was.  The feel of her against him was…unparalleled.  Nothing had ever made him feel closer to the Fates, to the universe, to his very being than feeling her like that.  It was why he existed, to feel her close to him.

      She bucked her hips up, pressing into his aching cock, and he hissed at the exquisite torture.  When he looked down between their bodies, his eyes adjusting to the little light that peeked through the forest canopy, he saw his cock throbbing, pre-cum drooling onto her bare belly.

      The sight was primal.  It sparked something inside him, seeing the beginnings of his seed leaking onto his female’s flesh, marking her.

      “Please,” she murmured, claiming his attention.  She grabbed both sides of his face and pulled him forward to kiss her.  He purred and growled, stroking his tongue over hers.  He would never get enough of her, never get enough of her taste.  “Please, Kirov.”

      “Rebax?” he growled between kisses.

      “Just fuck me already, baby,” she pleaded, her tone bordering on a whine.  “Please, please.  I need your cock.  I need you inside me.”

      Kirov’s eyes squeezed shut, his control slipping again.  “Nix.”

      “Please!”

      “Nix,” he growled, more pre-cum pooling onto her stomach.  “You know what I require first, female.”

      “Dammit!” she exclaimed, letting out a little frustrated growl of her own that only served to turn him on more, if possible.  “Kirov!”

      “Tell me that you will stay,” he rasped, leaning down to whisper in her ear.  He nibbled on her flesh there, feeling her shiver, and he rested his cock on her abdomen.  Weak, he thrust against her stomach, grinding his length into her.  “Tell me you will perform the ravraxia with me and we can be fucking this time tomorrow night.  I can be deep inside you, I can spill my seed into your aching cunt, I will mate you over and over again until you’re exhausted from the pleasure of it, until you will always remember the feel of me.”

      Lani whimpered.

      “Tell me,” he growled, thrusting his hips against her again.

      “No,” she said and when he pulled back, he saw the defiance in her gaze, that fight that he loved and hated so much.

      “Vrax,” he cursed, gritting his teeth.  He angled his hips down and almost bellowed his pleasure when the bottom length of his cock slid against her cunt, against her wet, swollen lips.

      Lani moaned, immediately trying to take advantage, wiggling underneath him until he had to forcefully still her hips.  When she reached between them, he caught her wrist and pulled both of her hands over her head, holding her there, even when she tried to struggle.

      Kirov groaned deep in his throat, the primal part of him that needed to dominate his female coming to life.  The sight of her, lying nude underneath him, restrained, squirming, needing…it was almost his undoing.

      “Look at you,” he purred, leaning down to run his horns against her temple.  “Vellixa, luxiva.  Nothing pleases me more than seeing you this way.”

      Lani’s lips were parted when he pulled back to look at her.  He caught a look in her eyes, a look that made him soften, that made him go crazy with wanting her.

      “Tell me,” he tried again, his voice lowering, his tone darkening as his Instinct tried to push further and further to the forefront of his mind.

      Lani hesitated, her breath hitching.  She seemed to debate something in her mind, but then her gaze narrowed and she said, “No.”

      “Fine,” he rasped.

      He hadn’t won her yet.  He still had time.  But for that night, he would make her wish she’d said tev instead.

      Still restraining her wrists, he reached his other hand down to grasp the base of his cock.  Her breath hitched, hope springing in her eyes, when he rubbed the head of his length against her cunt, slipping it between her folds.

      “K-Kirov?” she breathed.

      Gritting his jaw, Kirov drew in a deep breath.  He didn’t know if he would have the control to do it, but right when he circled the entrance of her cunt, instead of thrusting inside, he thrust up, so that the bottom knobs lining his cock slid between her lips and over her clit.

      “Ahhhh,” his female moaned, her lips parted in surprise.

      Vrax, the pleasure!

      Kirov felt her heat deep inside his balls, felt it tingle down his spine, felt it warm his belly.  Leaning down, he latched his lips over her breast, dragging the nipple in greedily as he gave another thrust of his hips over her cunt.

      Lani’s body tightened and softened simultaneously.  When she arched her back to present her breasts to him more fully, he rasped, “Good female,” and continued to suckle her harder.

      Fates, how she pleased him!

      Kirov continued to thrust between her thighs, building up a steady rhythm that had her squirming in his grasp.

      It was the closest they would come to mating.  At least until his female made her decision about whether she would choose this life…whether she would choose him.

      Kirov wondered if it would be the closest he’d ever be to his luxiva.  If she left him, this would be it.

      He growled, his pace quickening.  Sparks of pleasure radiated from his cock, tightening his varx against his body.  Pre-cum and her arousal mixed, lubricant enough for what he was doing to her, creating a delicious slide.

      His female moaned, her head thrashing from side-to-side.  His grip tightened on her wrists and Kirov couldn’t deny that restraining his little hellion made him burn, dark desires emerging.

      It was becoming too much.  He’d been aching and hard all evening, his female’s dancing had almost undone him right at the celebration, and now thrusting against her cunt, knowing that just one slip, one slight angle change could push him inside her was about to send him over the edge.

      “Tev, luxiva,” he urged.  “Cum for me.  Do you feel my cock slipping across your greedy little clit?”

      “Yes,” she hissed, the tendons in her neck raised, her eyes dazed and glassy.

      Rumbling into her ear, he rasped, “Imagine how good it would feel if my cock was deep inside you.”  His tone darkened.  “Imagine me emptying my seed into you, filling you with my cum.  Take me, luxiva!”

      Lani’s eyes widened slightly, her breath hitched.

      Then she was cumming, a keening cry falling from her lips, surprising them both.  Kirov groaned, his head falling into the crook of her neck, his horns tangling into her hair, and he ground his hips into her, thrusting harder and faster against the slippery lips of her cunt, prolonging her pleasure with every thrust against her clit.

      Hot pleasure made him bellow as his cock jerked, as hot cum spilled from his tip.  The intensity of his orgasm blinded him, numbed his mind, as jets of his seed shot out, coating her belly and her cunt.

      When it was over, Kirov collapsed, rolling to the side at the last moment to avoid crushing her small body.

      “Vrax,” he purred, his chest heaving, as his cock continued to jerk and pulse.

      Lani looked over at him, bringing her now-freed hands to his chest, burying her face into his shoulder.

      “Vrax indeed,” she huffed, her voice husky.  She bit his shoulder gently with her little blunt teeth, making him purr.

      Kirov looked down at her nude body, masculine satisfaction filling him.  His cum was glistening on her body, on her cunt.  When she saw him looking, she gave a small, exhausted chuckle, which died when his fingers reached towards her pelvis.

      Nudging her face up, he took her lips in a fierce kiss that left them both breathless and he cupped between her legs, feeling their combined orgasms coat his fingers.  A moment later, she gasped as he began to rub his cum into her skin, over her clit, into her belly.

      “O-okay,” she whispered, looking at him wide-eyed.  “That’s…that’s kind of weirdly sexy.  Is this a Luxirian thing?”

      All he did was growl and murmur, “My Instinct demands I mark you as mine, female.  I will not allow you to bathe my seed away this night.  You will wear it to our sleeping platform, to our furs.”

      Something calmed in him as he continued to mark her, something restless began to settle.

      “Consider me marked then,” she breathed, her cheeks and lips flushed an enticing shade of pink.

      Kirov purred, pleased.
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      “Where are we going?” Lainey asked, smoothing a hand down her dress as Kirov guided her to the front door of the house.  The dress was a beautiful dove grey and Kirov had surprised her with a whole wardrobe of different ones in different colors, as well as soft pants and shirts, since she’d tried to explain jeans to him a few days ago.

      He must’ve had all the seamstresses in Troxva working night and day to create that vast of a wardrobe for her in such a short amount of time.  It had only been four days since the lunar celebration and she had more clothes there than she’d had back on Earth.

      “To my labs,” he replied, placing his hand on the door to unlock it before pushing it open.  She’d asked him a couple days ago if crime and theft was a problem there, if that was why he had the house so secure, but he’d replied that no, it wasn’t an issue.  And when she pressed, he’d retreated a little, dodging her unspoken question.

      Things between them had been amazing since the lunar celebration.  More than amazing.  So amazing that Lainey sometimes questioned if it was real or just some dream.  Sometimes, she worried she was still back in the Pit, in a cage, in the dark, and she’d dreamed up Kirov as part of a delusion, to escape the horrors of her true reality.

      But no, he was real.  Every day he proved that to her, every day he washed away her worries and fear and left her so vulnerable and exposed that she couldn’t help but give everything to him.

      If only he would give everything of himself in return.

      But he was hiding something from her.  Whenever she asked about his father, who presumably lived right down the terrace, he dodged and bobbed and weaved.  He left at odd times to go next door and would come back…different.  Changed.  And every time he did, it cut a little deeper.

      “Your labs,” Lainey repeated softly, his warm hand pressing into the small of her back.  The dress material was so light she felt that hand like it was pressed against her bare skin, like she was naked.  “Why?”

      “I wish for you to help me,” he replied, guiding her over to the hovercraft parked right outside on the terrace.

      It was a beautiful morning in Troxva, bright and cool.  It didn’t get as hot there as it did in the Golden City, but it was still warm by Lainey’s standards.  Whenever she wished to go outside, Kirov would take her to the lake’s shore or the white forest or into the outpost marketplace, where she was surrounded by Luxirians.  Everyone still looked at her, studied her with curiosity and perhaps a little distrust, but Lainey was no longer intimidated to go among them.

      But she’d never been to his labs.

      Just as Kirov guided her into the hovercraft, the door opened from the house at the end of the terrace.  An older Luxirian male stepped out and Lainey’s lips parted, wondering if that was his father.

      Kirov stiffened, but revealed nothing.  He simply said, “Wait a moment, luxiva,” and went to meet the male, his long legs making quick work of the terrace.

      Lainey blinked and watched closely as Kirov spoke with him.  There was a familiarity between them, plainly obvious, though she could not hear their voices.  Kirov jerked his head in a nod to whatever the male was saying and then clasped him on the forearm before turning back towards her.

      Kirov’s face was unreadable when he climbed onto the hovercraft and Lainey looked past him, at the older male watching the both of them.

      “Is that your father?” she couldn’t help but ask, shifting her eyes to look up at her male.

      Kirov looked at her and said, “Nix.”

      Nothing more.

      Frustration, disappointment filled her…again.

      But before she could say anything, Kirov had her secured against his body and the hovercraft lifted from the terrace and hurtled towards the opposite hill of Troxva.

      In less than five minutes, Kirov was landing onto a very similar terrace, except there were no homes in sight.  Only a long, single glass panel, imbedded into the side of the hill.  And just like Kirov’s home, it was mirrored, so she couldn’t see past it.

      Kirov guided her down the hovercraft and she walked next to him as they approached the panel.  He reached out, scanned his palm, and the door slid away, revealing a long, metal tunnel leading into the hillside.

      Much like the command center in the Golden City, she realized.  They stepped inside and the air felt cooler, fresher within.  The door slid shut behind them and Kirov murmured, “Come.”

      The hallway was brightly lit, but not in a clinical way.  Kirov led her down and they passed mostly closed doors.  But a few were open rooms that revealed walls of Com screens, similar to the ones at Kirov’s home, rooms Lainey shamelessly peeked inside.

      A pair of Luxirian males inclined their heads at Kirov, stopping in their paths, as they passed.  Kirov murmured something in Luxirian but his grip tightened at her waist and Lainey was once again reminded of the night of the lunar celebration.  How he’d told her his Instinct demanded he ‘mark her as his.’

      Suppressing a shiver at that erotic memory, Lainey nodded at the two males with a small smile when their eyes narrowed on her curiously.  But Kirov kept moving, never stopping.

      Not until he reached a door at the end of the labyrinth of a hallway he’d just maneuvered her through.  Without him beside her, she’d never be able to find a way out.  There were no neon exit signs with arrows to point her back, not on Luxiria.

      That thought made her antsy, slightly trapped, and she picked at the skin around her fingernails, that old nervous, disgusting habit returning.  She’d forgotten what it felt like, to be surrounded by walls.

      Then Kirov ushered her through the last door…and Lainey managed to forget about those fears.  Because he’d taken her to a large room, a room so big that if she yelled, she would hear echoes.  There were no windows, since they were deep inside the hill, but there were ten panels of screens that showed live feeds of Troxva, of the Golden City, of other places on Luxiria that she didn’t recognize, beautiful places she wanted to see one day.  She even saw an ocean on one panel, with giant, cresting waves.  In another, she saw a peaceful forest, with trees similar to the ones surrounding the lake, white and mossy, swaying with a small breeze.

      In the center of this giant room was a large, metal table, with various projects in various states of completion laid out, much like Kirov’s ‘office’ at home.  Coms, with their bright, blinking screens, were positioned on the furthest wall.  Some of Kirov’s projects were there, hovering in beams of blue light from the Coms.  She wondered if those beams were the Luxirian version of a USB adaptor.

      “This is my personal lab,” he said from behind her.

      “It’s all yours?” she asked, awed.

      “Tev,” he murmured, coming close, leaning his forehead down into the back of her head, wrapping his arms around her waist.

      And just like that, Lainey forgot her frustration with him, for keeping her in the dark about his family.  Perhaps ‘forgot’ wasn’t the right term, but she wouldn’t push him, not right then.

      “And you think I’ll be able to help you with something?” she questioned, eyeing the space with trepidation.  “Because I have to confess…back on Earth, I still had an old flip phone and I couldn’t tell you the difference between a Windows computer and a Mac.”

      Lainey had only ever needed her sheet music and a piano.  That was what she’d spent her time on.  Nothing else.

      “I need you to identify something I found,” he said, dragging himself away from her.  She followed him to the impressive set up of Coms and he pushed away a heap of metal from a nearby table, clearing a space for her to sit.  He helped her up, the cool table chilling her ass and the backs of her thighs, before his long, graceful, masculine fingers flashed quickly across one of the screens.

      “Okay,” she said, slowly, still slightly confused.

      Then she froze.

      Because sounds were coming from the Coms.  Sounds she’d never thought to hear again.

      “That’s…that’s…” she trailed off because she didn’t want to miss a moment.

      It was the song “Johnny B. Goode.”  Performed by Chuck Berry.

      The famous opening guitar riff was playing through unseen speakers, the sound completely…human in such an alien place.

      It was jarring.  It was surreal.  It was familiar.

      Kirov was watching her reaction closely but he let her listen to the entirety of the song before he asked, “This is…music from your home planet?”

      “Yes, it’s rock and roll,” she whispered, her eyes wide because she huffed out a breath, a sudden grin appearing on her face.  “Oh my God, Kirov, where did you find it?  Do you have others?”

      He jerked his head in a nod and her breath hitched in excitement.  “Tev.  I found them in the Uranian Federation’s database.  Apparently, an Earth probe was intercepted in the Fourth Quadrant, its contents uploaded, and then released.”

      A probe?

      Lainey’s brow furrowed, racking her brain.

      “There were other contents,” Kirov explained.

      “Like what?”

      “Images.  Languages.  Sounds.  Audio sounds, not music,” Kirov said, turning his attention back to the Coms before he played the unmistakable sound of chirping crickets.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered.

      He played another sound, this one was the sound of cars, of buses driving.  Another sound was rain, of the ocean, of waves crashing.

      “And the images?” she asked, excited.

      Kirov swiped on his Coms and dragged a photograph onto the screen.

      Lainey stood from the table on shaking legs, approaching.  It was an image of numbers, of mathematics.  Kirov swiped again and another image showed, a picture of a mother breastfeeding her baby.  The next was the UN building, the next one after that showed cars in traffic, and then an old photograph of Earth appeared.

      “This is your planet?”

      “Y-yes,” Lainey whispered, overwhelmed, happy, homesick.

      Kirov flipped through other images: a book, an airplane taking off, a woman with a microscope.  He stopped on a black and white diagram of a pregnant woman and a man, staring at it intently.

      He paused only for a moment before the next photograph was…sheet music and a violin.

      “Stop,” she whispered, getting closer to the screen.  Notes.  Actual notes.  She could read them better than she could read words.

      “Is this your instrument?” he asked, peering at the violin.

      “No,” she said.  “But it’s a beautiful instrument nonetheless, one I’ve played before.”

      “There are other images, other sounds,” Kirov explained, turning his attention back to her.  “Many of them that were uploaded and then forgotten.”

      “Kirov,” she said, her suspicions confirmed, “I think you found the Golden Record.”

      “The Golden Record?” he asked, frowning.

      She’d read about it once.  She’d been interested in the music NASA had put into space.

      “It was launched in a probe called Voyager.  It was a collection of sounds and images and greetings in different languages spoken on Earth.  They put it all on there, hoping to find an audience,” she explained, looking up at him.  “It was supposed to take over 30 or 40,000 years before it got close to another system.  But someone found it long before that.”

      He absorbed that information like a sponge and inclined his head.  “Tev.  There are many advanced species with access to that technology.”

      “There was more music on Voyager,” she said, hope rising in her chest.  “They put on Beethoven and Mozart and Bach.  I know they did.”

      “It is why I brought you here,” he said.  “I wanted to see if your piano sounds were among them, so I can begin creating your instrument.”

      Lainey inhaled a sharp breath, deep affection warming her chest.

      “My instrument,” she repeated softly.

      “Tev,” he murmured, pulling her closer.  “I promised you, did I not?  That night at the base of the facev.”

      The night he’d taken her to their little meadow, with the pink fireflies and the stream that shimmered with moonstones and the blue moss that felt like velvet against her bare skin.  The night they’d been intimate for the first time, when she’d first kissed him.

      Lainey shivered with that memory.  That night had frightened her because she’d realized just how deeply she could fall for Kirov.

      That night he’d stolen a piece of her heart and he’d been taking little pieces ever since.

      When had she started falling in love with him?  She didn’t know.  Not truly.  It might’ve been that night, or it may have been when she first saw him, bathed and magnificent in moonlight, a fantasy made flesh.

      Or it may have been all the other moments after that.

      “Yes,” she whispered, looking up at him.  It hadn’t been so long ago, but somehow she felt like it’d been ages.  She felt like she’d known Kirov for a lot longer than she truly had, as if time moved differently on Luxiria, as if time moved differently between them.  “I remember.”

      Kirov’s eyes warmed, softened in a way that she knew was only meant for her.

      When Lainey looked back to the screen, she looked at the sheet music for a long time, hearing the notes in her head as though she was reading words from a book.

      “Can I hear more music?” she asked.

      “Tev,” he said immediately, swiping over the Com.  “Of course.”

      And he played the songs for her, going through the Golden Record.

      There were chants, there were songs with bagpipes and windpipes and drums, there was opera by Mozart, the Queen of the Night aria.  Kirov’s favorite—thus far—was by Louis Armstrong and his Hot Seven, a wonderful jazz piece that made her close her eyes and feel.

      Who knew aliens loved jazz?

      But then she heard it.

      Bach.

      The Well-Tempered Clavier.  Book Two.  Prelude and Fugue in C, No.1.

      Pure piano, the beautiful sounds drifting over her ears like a caress.

      Tears sprung in her eyes, her hands shaking with the notes, as Kirov watched her reaction.

      Lainey listened to it in its entirety, with bated breath, hardly daring to move.  And when it was over, she asked to listen to it again.  And again.

      “This,” she finally whispered to Kirov, pointing to the Com.  “This is my piano.”

      Kirov inclined his head.

      “What…” Lainey trailed off, her head still muddled from the music, but feeling determined, wanting to create that music again.  “What do we do now?”

      Kirov guided her to the table and pulled out a tablet for her, not unlike the one he’d given to Crystal.

      “I need a design for your instrument.”

      “I’m terrible at drawing,” she warned.

      “Try,” he urged.  “It does not need to be perfect.  I will need the approximate size as well.”

      That would be easy, considering she knew a piano like the back of her hand.  Lainey quickly drew a rough sketch of a standard 88-key grand piano and a sketch of a keyboard, up close.  She’d once played on a piano with 97 keys—with 9 extra bass notes—but thought better of including those.

      When Kirov looked over her designs, he asked, “How do you produce sound?”

      A loaded question.  Lainey took in a deep breath and said, “Well, to put it as simply as possible, when you press a key,” she tapped Middle C on her keyboard design, “a hammer strikes a string inside and produces a specific note.  But on Earth, there are keyboards where the sound is programmed in and reproduced without strings.”

      Kirov nodded, cocking his head at the design.  He was getting a look in his eye, a look she was slowly beginning to recognize.  His intense look when she knew his beautiful mind was working like crazy.

      “We will begin with this keyboard, tev?” he finally said.  “You can isolate specific notes from the music you heard and I can program them.  Any notes you still need, we can synthesize if you can identify the correct pitch.”

      Lainey’s lips parted, her belly warming unexpectedly with arousal.  Kirov’s brows ticked up when he scented her and a growl rose from his throat.

      “Baby,” she breathed, reaching up to lock her hands around the back of his neck.  “It really turns me on when you talk about pitch and piano notes like that.”

      Kirov chortled and rasped, “Noted, female.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      For the next five days and nights, they worked together whenever they could in Kirov’s labs.  Of course, her male had other duties to attend, but he still made their project a priority, something she couldn’t tell him just how much she appreciated.

      And life was good.  She would wake next to Kirov in the mornings, feel his heat and scent wrapped around her in their furs.  On the rare occasion she woke before him, she would kiss him awake and then they would spend a leisurely and pleasurable morning in bed.  Once they got up, Kirov would work on the kitchen extension he’d already started adding.  Sometimes Luxirian males would show up with materials or help her male with installation and while it would still be another week until it was finished, Lainey could already see that it would be beautiful, the kitchen of her dreams.

      Afterwards, Kirov would need to attend to his duties as Ambassador and Lainey would usually call up Crystal and Erin or Kate.  She’d learned that Erin had finally convinced Bianca to move into the house on the terrace and while Bianca still refused to speak with Lainey, it relieved her that they were out of that windowless room.  And with still no news of the stolen Luxirian crystal, it was the best decision for their sanity and mental health.

      Lainey had also connected with Cecelia and Taylor, who were enjoying mated life with their Luxirian males.  It made Lainey happy, knowing that her friends weren’t that far away, that she could talk with and see them every day.

      Kirov returned home shortly after.  He would still go over to his father’s house, would still come back distant and frustrated, which took him a while to shake.  He still never told her or offered up any information, despite her trying to ask questions.

      Then he would take her to the lake after dinner and they would walk the shores for a bit before going to the labs, to resume working on her piano.

      Their project steadily came to life.  They worked together on the design of the keyboard, debating over different materials and structure.  When Lainey had identified all the notes and chords she could by ear from the collection of songs from the Golden Record, they filled in the gaps with synthesized notes.  Lainey assigned them their place on her instrument and Kirov logged the information into his Coms.

      Then they’d tweaked.  With all the notes inside the Coms, Kirov recreated Bach and it sounded perfect.  For the other songs, Lainey heard when a synthesized note was slightly off key and Kirov changed it until she was satisfied.

      “You remember all this from memory?” he asked her, late on their fifth night, while they were still in the labs.

      He wore that same expression she’d often looked at him with.  Awe.  It pleased her, considering he’d been a little quiet that day, a little distant.

      Lainey flushed and told him, “I’ve been playing the piano since I was four.  I was classically trained.  I played piano more than I did anything else, even sleep.  These notes, this music…they are a part of me.  So yes, I remember them.”

      Lainey was sitting, perched on the table, next to Kirov, who was tinkering with the kind of metal he would create the keys from, weighing them, testing them.

      Kirov hesitated but then said softly, “When you saw your Golden Record…you were happy.”

      “Music makes me happy,” she said simply in reply.

      He went quiet.  He’d been doing that throughout the day, even throughout the week, going quiet.  Sometimes, she’d catch him just…thinking, the wheels turning in his mind so hard.  It was difficult to get his attention when he was like that, but Lainey was patient.

      But lately, that silence had started to feel different.  It felt…loaded.

      “Do I?” Kirov asked suddenly, cocking his head to the side, his fingers stilling over the metal in his hands.  “Do I make you happy?”

      Lainey froze, blinking, the question catching her off guard.  She should be used to it by now.  Kirov was always direct.  And with the exception of the situation with his father, he was always honest with her…which was perhaps why that situation hurt her as much as it did.

      She must’ve hesitated too long because Kirov’s eyes slid away, his shoulders stiffening.  The metal key in his hand dropped to the table with a loud clang and he blew out a sharp, frustrated breath.

      “Where is this coming from?” she asked softly.

      “The selfish part of me,” Kirov started, looking back at her, “worried that if I showed you the Golden Record, you would pull away from me.”

      Lainey’s lips parted, her brow furrowing, blinking.  “You were thinking of not showing it to me?” she asked slowly.

      “I do not know.  I do not think I could do that to you,” he confessed.  “It was a piece of your home planet.  It contained music, something I knew you loved above all else.  It had images of your home, of your people, of your world.  I worried it would strengthen your resolve to leave Luxiria…to leave me.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” she asked, not sure how to feel about his confession, wondering if this was what he’d been thinking about this past week.

      “Because I wonder if it matters at all,” he said, frustration seeping into his tone.

      “Kirov—”

      “I keep thinking of you, at the moment when you heard that music,” he said.  “You are beautiful to me, Lani, always…but in that moment, you were…vrax, you were more.  Music gave you that happiness.  It radiated from you.  Here, on Luxiria, you cannot experience music like that.  It is something I fear I will never be able to give you.  That realization has haunted me since.”

      “If you’re asking me if I miss my home, if I miss Earth, of course I do,” Lainey said, both softened and frustrated by his words.  “Wouldn’t you?”

      But she knew with certainty that if she returned to Earth, she would be changed forever.  She would miss Kirov, ache for him too much to be whole again, even with music.

      She kept that to herself, however, afraid to speak those words.

      It was a truth, a reality for her now that she could never be that person she was on Earth again.  Not with everything she’d experienced, everything she’d seen.

      Not that I want to be that person again, her mind whispered.

      On Earth, before her abduction, she’d been bitter, alone, lashing out at people who tried to get close to her.  She’d remained estranged from her parents, even though she’d gone back to music, even though she’d started performing again.  After Nadine’s death, the only thing that had kept her going was music.  It was the only thing that had given her purpose, as pathetic as it sounded.

      And even though she wanted to, she didn’t tell Kirov any of this at that moment.  Though her mind screamed at her to confide in him, to soothe his justified worry, her tongue remained tied and tight behind her teeth.

      There was still a part of her that wouldn’t give everything to him, she realized.  And maybe he’d realized that too.  Maybe that was where this was all coming from.  He wasn’t a genius for nothing.

      And Kirov was a male who deserved everything.

      But could she give everything to him, knowing that he held something important from her?

      “I would miss Luxiria with every part of my being,” he said finally, softly.  His eyes raised to meet hers, intensity shining in them.  “But I know, without a single doubt in my mind, that I would give it all up for you.”

      Lainey swallowed back a gasp at the certainty in his voice.

      “But I also know, without a doubt, that you do not feel the same,” he finished slowly.

      “There’s a lot…there’s a lot that we still don’t know about each other, Kirov,” she murmured, desperately scrambling for an excuse.  Anything to dismiss those words, which felt wrong coming out of his mouth, which made her feel sick.

      He saw right through her excuse, as usual.

      “This again,” Kirov bit out, his hands tightening on the edges of the table.

      “It’s true!” she exclaimed, her temper rising.  “We’ve known each other for what…less than three weeks?”

      “What do I not know about you, luxiva?” he growled.  “I know everything.  Everything important.”

      Lainey sucked in a breath.  “No, you don’t.”

      “Then tell me,” he growled, his voice booming around the room.  “Tell me something I do not know.”

      “I had a best friend,” Lainey found herself saying, sliding off the table, her anger growing.  She didn’t like this situation, didn’t like the way he was pressing her.  He was always pressing her, pushing her.  “She was like a sister to me, I knew her better than I knew music, and she knew me like the back of her hand.  And then she died.  And it ripped me apart and I’ve never the same.”

      Some of Kirov’s fight drained from his body, his eyes softening ever so slightly, but when he reached for her, she stepped away from his touch.  “Luxiva, come here.”

      “No,” she said, her hands trembling at their unexpected confrontation.  The night had been going so well and suddenly it wasn’t.  Why?  Why were they doing this now?  “Something else you don’t know about me is that I’ve always picked the wrong men because maybe deep down, I knew they wouldn’t last, that I didn’t want them to.  My last boyfriend was emotionally abusive and I let that go on longer than I should’ve.  And it only took until it got physical for me to leave him.”

      Kirov growled, going still.  “He hurt you?”

      “Yes,” she hissed, tears filling her eyes, emotions assaulting her from all sides.  What the hell was happening?  “And after him, I never touched another man.  Not until you.”

      “Luxiva—”

      “Something else you don’t know about me,” she continued, still evading his grasp, “is that I haven’t talked to my parents in years.”

      Kirov stilled, watching her closely.

      “I picked up music on my own,” she admitted.  “I touched a piano once when I was four and it was immediate.  It was love and I didn’t even know what love was then.  But it was my mother who forced me into it.  Who made me practice late into the nights, until my hands cramped and my fingers spasmed.  It was my mother who signed me up for showcases and performances and took me out of school, even though my grades were failing.  It was my mother who once slapped me across the face so hard I heard my ears ring when I refused to go on stage one night when I was twelve.  And when my father cheated on her, when he started sleeping with one of my music instructors, with one of the board members at his company, with the nineteen-year-old college girl who lived across the street, my mother would take her pain and anger out on me.  But what was worse than the abuse was that she made me hate music.  It made me sick to my stomach to touch a piano.”

      Lainey realized that she was crying, that her voice was raspy and husky and she was dragging in deep breaths because she felt like she couldn’t breathe.

      “The moment I turned eighteen, I moved away.  I quit piano, threw away everything I’d worked hard for, just to prove she didn’t control me anymore, didn’t own me anymore,” Lainey said.  “And it was Nadine, my best friend, who finally encouraged me to take it back up again, who helped me rediscover that love again.  When I listen to music, I remember that.  I remember her and her support and that’s a part of why it makes me so happy.”

      Lainey dashed a tear away from her cheek before crossing her arms, hugging her waist.  She looked up at Kirov who was standing just an arm’s length away, but he felt a lot farther.  She didn’t know why she’d told him those things, all at once, but they’d exploded once she’d started and she hadn’t been able to stop.

      But she didn’t like to be pushed.  He knew that.  Perhaps that was why he’d done it.

      “So my point is,” she continued softly, “that no…you don’t know ‘everything important’ about me.”

      “Lani—”

      “And it doesn’t feel nice to be left in the dark, does it, Kirov?”

      She held his eyes as she said it and watched his jaw tighten at her unspoken message.  She’d stopped asking about his father because there was only so much rejection she would take before she learned to keep her mouth shut.

      Kirov was silent, the lab completely quiet.  The conversation had started out innocent enough, but had ended in a much different place.  But Lainey felt like it needed to be said.

      Lainey waited for him to speak, to say anything really.

      Say something, she pleaded in her mind.  Hold me, tell me you love me, trust me, confide in me about your father.

      But he never did.  He never did any of those things.

      The old Lainey would’ve lashed out at him then.  Would’ve tried to push him away, to hurt him…simply because she felt vulnerable.

      Now, however, she had no desire to do that.  Not to Kirov.  She wanted to be better for him.  She didn’t want to be the old Lainey.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, fresh tears continuing to fall from her eyes.  “I’m sorry I haven’t told you these things until now, Kirov.  But you keep things from me too.  I’ve tried to act like it doesn’t hurt, but it does.  And until we’re more honest with each other, until we can trust each other with these things…I just don’t know where we stand.  You’re asking me to give up everything I’ve known for you, you want me to bond myself to you during the ravraxia, but you won’t even introduce me to your father.  Don’t you realize how that makes me feel?”

      Kirov flinched, turning away, running a hand over his horn in frustration.

      Until they sorted their shit out, until they were open with one another…she didn’t know if they could have a future.

      That realization hurt worst of all.

      “You do not understand,” he finally said.

      “Then make me understand, Kirov,” she pleaded.  “Please.”

      She waited.  And waited.

      But he remained silent.

      Finally, he said, “It is late.  We should return to the dwelling now.”

      Feeling deflated, emotionally raw, vulnerable, Lainey’s shoulders sagged.

      And for the rest of the night, she couldn’t quite meet his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “I fear it is lost,” Vaxa’an confided, through the Com screen in Kirov’s personal lab.

      “Cruxan has yet to locate it?  It has been almost half a lunar cycle since it was taken,” Kirov said, reading the frustration on the Prime Leader’s face.

      “No,” Vaxa’an replied.  “The male who took it was brought in for questioning, stripped of his warrior rank, but he handed it off before Cruxan got to him.  We are still debating punishment.”

      “Who could he have given it to?  Other warriors in his unit have already been questioned, tev?”

      Vaxa’an hesitated.  He’d been doing that more often lately and Kirov knew that it stemmed from his own actions when he’d stolen Lainey from the Golden City.  His friend and warrior brother no longer trusted him like he used to.  He probably never would again.

      “It was revealed during questioning of the warrior’s unit that his blood sister had gone to the Mevirax, to join them.”

      Kirov cursed.

      The Mevirax.  The Others.

      They were a dissenting group of Luxirian warriors that had rebelled during Vaxa’an’s sire’s rule, long ago.  Their exit from Luxirian society had been a bloody one, but they had taken their possessions, their females, and offspring and had gone to live in the wild lands of Luxiria, starting their own tribe.  They were rumored to live near the cave of the Pevrallix, a sacred place.

      No one spoke of them.  No one dared to.

      To make matters worse, Vaxa’an’s own blood brother, Jaxor’an, had joined the Mevirax, shortly after the Jetutians unleashed their plague, killing Vaxa’an’s and Jaxor’an’s mother and, by extension, their sire, leaving Luxiria to Vaxa’an’s rule.

      “You believe that this warrior gave the crystal to his blood sister?” Kirov asked, trying to see the logic behind that.  “Why?  What need would the Mevirax have of our most powerful crystal?”

      “I do not know.  But there are rumors,” Vaxa’an said quietly.  “Whisperings.”

      “Of what?” Kirov growled.

      “That their females can bear offspring.”

      Kirov stilled, but then shook his head, “Impossible.  Privanax has worked tirelessly in his labs concerning our females’ fertility.  The Mevirax…they have stones and earth.  They do not have our technology.”

      “Perhaps technology is not what the females needed,” Vaxa’an countered.  “Perhaps the Fates healed their females.”

      “You believe these rumors?”

      “I do not know what I believe,” Vaxa’an said, shaking his head.  “But I do know that there are more and more reports of females gone to seek them out, of Breeding pairs leaving the Golden City, hopeful for offspring of their own.  It does not seem as if the rumors have reached the outposts yet, but I fear that in time, they will.”

      “You just mention this to me now?” Kirov asked, frustration mounting.  His temper had been quick of late, especially since last night.

      “I will give information to my Ambassadors as I see fit,” Vaxa’an growled.

      Kirov blew out a sharp breath, knowing it would take time.  “If you wish to personally punish me for taking my fated mate, then fine.  But these matters concern the Luxirians residing in the outposts and I do not appreciate being kept in the dark.”

      Kept in the dark.

      Words his female had shot at him last night, words that had buried into his soul and festered.

      She’d been right.  It didn’t feel good.  It felt like betrayal.

      Vaxa’an went silent, tension radiating through the feed, before the Prime Leader finally said, “I will need you back in the Golden City in six spans.  I am calling all Ambassadors here so we can decide on proper action with the council.”

      Kirov gritted his teeth, but forced himself to nod, trying to keep control of his temper.  “Yes, Prime Leader.”

      Vaxa’an inclined his head and then cut off the feed.  Kirov stared at the blank screen and cursed, running a hand over his horn in frustration.

      It was late in the evening.  Usually, his luxiva would be with him at the labs at this time.  They would be working on their project, but Kirov had not gone to her, still guilty and aggravated about what had transpired between them the night before.

      The call with Vaxa’an didn’t help matters and once again, Kirov was running out of time.

      All morning, Lani had been distant.  They had hardly touched, hardly spoken.  And it physically hurt him…knowing that he was the cause, knowing that he was giving her reason to detach.

      Kirov gave a frustrated bellow, hearing it echo around the quiet space.

      She didn’t ask much of him either.

      She only wanted to meet his sire.

      She only wanted him to be honest.

      Why was that so hard?

      For many reasons, he knew.  Reasons that he could and could not verbalize to her.

      But he hadn’t even tried.  He hadn’t even tried to tell her why he’d kept her away from his sire.  He hadn’t tried to explain the situation.  It had nothing to do with her.  Yet, she believed it did.  She believed that Kirov was ashamed of her, had alluded to it last night.

      And he’d said nothing.

      Kirov squeezed the edge of the table so hard he felt the metal bend beneath his palms.

      He’d said nothing.

      Throughout that morning, throughout the rest of the span, and the time alone he’d spent in his labs, something became very apparent to him.

      Either he opened up about his sire, or he would lose her forever.

      There was no contest between the two and Kirov knew that he’d put it off long enough, risking everything he’d built with Lani in the process.

      He’d been a fool.

      But he knew what he had to do, what he should’ve done a long time ago, from the very first moment his luxiva had stepped foot in Troxva.

      Kirov set his jaw and pushed back from the table.  He shut down his Coms for the night and then left the labs, heading towards his hovercraft.

      It would happen as soon as he returned to the dwelling.

      Kirov would introduce her to his sire.

      Then he would pray to the Fates that she didn’t run from him afterwards.
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      That night Lainey was sitting in their unfinished kitchen at the ‘island’ counter Kirov had installed the morning before.

      It was almost finished and Lainey looked around at the seamless, beautiful lines.  An alien kitchen, but one she helped design.  She’d described human kitchen appliances to Kirov—an oven and a stovetop being the most important—and sketched them out for him.  He’d told her that he would make them.

      Everything was simple for him in that way.  If he didn’t have something, he could create it.

      She loved that about him, that he was so resourceful and intelligent.

      So why did her heart feel so heavy that night, sitting in their unfinished kitchen?

      Because I wonder if I’ll ever get to use it, she thought.

      That time last night, they’d been in his labs.  She’d been crying, pleading with him to be honest with her.  It had been a difficult moment, an even more difficult night when they’d returned to the house.  That morning had been filled with tense silence before Kirov had left…and she hadn’t seen him since.

      Her heart was aching, on the verge of breaking.  But she still clung to a little thread of stubborn hope, which was so completely unlike her.  To hope for something.  To imagine the positive instead of the negative.

      She saw the lights of Kirov’s hovercraft flash against the wall in front of her as he landed on the terrace.  The house was sound-proof so she didn’t hear him until he entered through the front door.

      Slowly, Lainey turned in the rounded ‘barstool’ at the island to look at him.  Her lungs tightened.  God, he was so beautiful to her that it hurt to look at him sometimes.

      And the circus that was taking root in her chest, that intense, dizzying, heart wrenching, yet wonderful ache?  She’d never felt anything like it.  She knew she would never feel anything like it again, not for another male besides Kirov.

      “Hi,” she said softly, her heartbeat stuttering.  She was frozen in place, wondering what the next few moments would be like.  Because she had a feeling that they were important moments…moments that would dictate their future.

      “Luxiva,” he murmured, his expression unreadable except for the longing she saw in his eyes.  He was tense, though, his muscles tight.  He was standing on the threshold of the living room, facing her, but not moving towards her.

      She held her breath, wondering, hoping.

      Kirov held her eyes as he asked, “Will you come with me, Lani?”

      “Where?” she asked, trying to keep her voice even and steady.

      “Down the terrace,” he replied and her breath hitched.  “I…I wish for you to see my sire.  I need you to.  It is long overdue.”

      “Yes,” she said, pushing up from the island, swallowing hard.  She noticed he’d said ’see’ instead of ‘meet.’  “Yes, of course.”

      Relief, hope, nervousness, and happiness struck her all at once, making her knees tremble as she walked towards Kirov.  When he reached for her hand, she felt her bottom lip quiver, but she swallowed whatever tears that were about to make an inconvenient appearance.

      She squeezed his hand and let him pull her out the front door, the cool night air greeting her, threading through the navy blue dress she’d pulled on that morning.  Before she knew it, they were stopped in front of the house, though Lainey couldn’t see inside, due to the mirrored glass.

      Before he led her inside however, he looked down at her, cupping her cheeks in his palms.  Hesitantly, she placed her hand on his chest, feeling his heart beating at an accelerated rate, which was abnormal.

      “Promise me,” he said softly, “that you will not step within arm’s reach of him.”

      Her brow furrowed, confusion pulling her lips down in a frown.  “What?”

      “He…he is not himself.  He has not been for a long time,” Kirov said, his voice so deep, so gruff that it struck her as wrong.  “Promise me.”

      “Okay,” she whispered, realizing that there was much, much more going on here.  But a strange thing happened.  Instead of nerves, she felt…calm.  She felt strong.  Because Kirov needed her to be, for him.  “I promise.”

      He looked at her, dread so evident on his features that she could smooth over the worried lines with her fingertips.

      “I am sorry, luxiva,” he said softly.  “For everything.  I want to make this right and I know we still have much to discuss afterwards.”

      He was…trying.

      That was all that mattered.

      Her chest squeezed again.  She couldn’t think of anything to say, so she pulled him down and gave him a soft kiss.  It wasn’t anything more than a gentle touch but Kirov seemed to need it.  Hell, she needed it.

      When they pulled away, Kirov inclined his head, his warm hands dropping away from her face.  Then, with a steadying breath, he reached past her, pushing open the front door once it unlocked at his touch.

      Immediately, angry yelling reached her ears.  The houses were sound-proof for a reason it seemed, but Lainey didn’t let her shock show.  There was a younger Luxirian male, a guard, she realized, near the entrance.  The male looked at Lainey with a strange expression, but turned his attention to Kirov and said something in Luxirian.  Kirov inclined his head and then led her further into the house, which Lainey realized was almost identical to their own, minus a second story.

      Kirov brought her into the living room, having her stop near the fire pit.  And there, she saw him.

      An older Luxirian male, with Kirov’s eyes.  He was cowering in a corner towards the back of the room, two other Luxirian males trying to advance on him.  The older male’s whitening hair was tangled wildly around his horns, his shirt ripped, though the loose pants he wore looked fresh and clean.

      He was yelling loudly, in Luxirian, or at least what she assumed was Luxirian, though it sounded strange, different.  The other two males were responding, trying to calm him, and Lainey’s throat closed up tight at the scene before her.

      Kirov advanced towards the group quickly and Lainey knew better than to follow him.  One of the males, an older male as well, with greying hair, turned to look at him, relief evident on his features.  His eyes widened, however, when he saw her and he bit out something in Luxirian to Kirov, his tone urgent.

      Kirov replied, shaking his head.

      Suddenly, his father’s eyes were on her.  They were almost identical to Kirov’s, to those beautiful blue eyes she loved.  She found comfort in that and she held his gaze steadily, wondering what he thought of her, standing in his house.

      Kirov stood between them and he spoke in low tones to his father.  Lainey heard her name, heard luxiva, as he told him about her.  But his father’s features, his eyes, never changed.  They were simply blank.

      Until they weren’t.

      Something flashed in them quickly and he let out a sudden loud roar, making her flinch, as it bounced around the house.  Then he charged towards her, his meaty fist raised high.

      Her stomach sunk though she wasn’t afraid.  She knew that Kirov would never let anyone hurt her, would allow no one to come near her with violent intent.

      And he didn’t.  Her male snagged his father around the waist and though they were roughly the same height, Kirov subdued him singlehandedly.  His father struggled in his arms, managing to jab an elbow right into Kirov’s temple in the process—making her gasp in concern—and Lainey felt tears burn her throat, though she wouldn’t allow them to rise.

      This was what Kirov hadn’t wanted her to see, why he hadn’t brought her here.  It all became suddenly so clear.

      Eventually, his father grew tired from his struggles and sagged in Kirov’s arms.  Her male held him up, supported him, as he led him to a cushioned chair to rest.

      Lainey remained standing near the fire pit, listening as Kirov murmured something to his father, who grew unresponsive.  All the fight seemed to drain from him, leaving him exhausted, his eyes beginning to close.  She was already forgotten in his eyes.  He never looked at her again.

      Kirov comes here every day, she thought, her heart aching.  Is this what he encountered every single day?  Was this why he always came back to their house…changed?  Different?  She couldn’t imagine what he felt, what he’d gone through before.

      When Kirov’s father shut his eyes, Kirov reached out a hand for something the other Luxirian male had in his hands.  Lainey realized it was a shirt.  A clean, unripped shirt.  And when Kirov, with the aid of the two others, undressed his father and then put on the new shirt, Lainey realized what the whole outburst had been about.  The other two males had only been trying to change his clothes.

      Once they were finished, Kirov looked back at her, still crouched in front of his father, keeping him upright in the chair, though the older male slept.  Their eyes connected and held.

      I love him, Lainey thought, looking at the desperate, melancholy lines that had appeared on his face.

      Those words sprung into her mind, out of nowhere and yet they were completely expected.

      She loved him.

      There was no denying it anymore.

      And she knew, right at that moment, standing frozen in that house, surrounded by thick tension…she knew that she would never leave him.

      The older male approached Kirov, placed a hand on his shoulder, murmured something in Luxirian.  And with the help of the other guard, both males lifted his father and carried him from the living room, into what she knew was the back bedroom, in the same place that the kitchen was in their own home.

      The older Luxirian male stayed in the living room with her and he turned his attention to her, his head cocked to the side.

      Inclining his head, he pressed a hand to his chest and said, “Lixron.”

      She realized he didn’t have the English language implant and assumed that Lixron was his name.  Giving him a small wobbly smile, she mirrored his gesture and said, “Lainey.”

      “Lani,” he repeated.

      Her smile widened.  “Yes.  Tev.”

      Kirov reappeared shortly, though the guard did not.  He came to her side immediately, their eyes connecting.  He was trying to read her, she realized, and something else occurred to her.

      Perhaps Kirov thought his father would scare her away, would give her another reason to leave him.  Was that why he’d put it off for so long?  Because he thought she’d run?

      Lixron spoke in Luxirian and Kirov inclined his head in acknowledgement, though he said nothing in response.  Then he led her over to the front door, passed the other guard stationed at the entrance, and out onto the open terrace again.

      They’d only been inside for less than ten minutes, but it felt like they’d been in there longer.  Much longer.

      When the door shut behind him, some of the tension left his body and her heart ached, now realizing just how much he carried on his shoulders when it concerned his father.

      He walked them over to their house, but he hesitated in going inside.  Lainey squeezed his hand and asked, “Can we go down to the lake?”

      Kirov nodded and they got into the hovercraft parked just a few steps away.  Once inside, Kirov guided them off the terrace and over the valley of Troxva, flying towards the peaceful, still water that reflected the slight sliver of the Luxirian moon.

      He landed them in their normal spot, on a private little shore of the lake that led up into the forest of trees.  It was quiet and the slight breeze felt cool on her overheated skin.

      Kirov led her off the hovercraft, guiding her to sit down next to him at the shore.  Lainey poked her big toe into the water as it lapped towards them slowly, wondering what to say as she digested everything that she’d seen, everything that she’d realized.

      Kirov was looking out over the lake as she asked softly, “How long?”

      He knew exactly what she was asking and he replied, “Since my mother died from the virus.”

      Lainey nodded, pressing her lips together.  Not only had he lost his mother to the Jetutians, but he’d lost his father as well.  Or at least the male he used to be.

      “It did not happen immediately, but the descent was gradual and steady,” he continued, rubbing the spot near his temple where his father had elbowed him.  “It has become worse in the past rotation.  Most of the time, he does not remember me, who I am.  He speaks nonsense sometimes.  Other times, he will speak in perfect Luxirian.  He does not like other beings to touch him, or bathe him, or feed him.  He tolerates it if I do it, but he fights me at first.”

      “Kirov,” she whispered, reaching out to run her hand down his back in a soothing, slow motion.  She wanted to comfort him in any way she could.

      “My sire was a great mind of his generation,” Kirov admitted, looking over at her, his eyes pained.  “He was brilliant.”

      “Like you,” she said softly.

      He shook his head and said, “There is very little of that mind left now.  Memories, knowledge...it is all lost.”  He hesitated and then admitted, “Sometimes, I wonder if I will share his fate.  I wonder if that same madness will pass to me, if it will destroy my mind too.  My memories.  If it will destroy you.”

      Lainey’s breath hitched, her hand pausing on his back.  She rose up to her knees before positioning herself in his lap, wanting to be closer to him.  She sat on his upper thighs, her legs straddling his hips.

      “Tell me why you kept this from me, Kirov,” she said softly, reaching out to cup his jaw.  “Tell me all your reasons because I am sure there are many.”

      Kirov made a sound in the back of his throat.  Not quite a growl, but softer.

      “You saw what he is like, luxiva,” Kirov said, his brow furrowing.  “For one, he is dangerous.  Unpredictable.  He grows violent when he is confused or in a delirious state.  One strike from him would seriously injure you.  And I never want you in any situation where there is a possibility for harm.”

      “Tell me another,” she said.

      He frowned.  “I…I am…”

      “Tell me,” she whispered.

      “I am ashamed,” he finally admitted and she felt his jaw tense in her hand.  “I did not want you to see him that way.  I wanted you to meet him as the male he once was.  The male I was proud to call my sire.  The male who would be happy for me when I introduced him to my luxiva.”

      Lainey’s vision grew blurry from tears.

      “I know I should not be,” Kirov said, not stopping now.  “I should not be ashamed of my own sire.  But it is difficult to see him this way, though I should be used to it.  I feel guilt whenever I am away from Troxva, but I feel relief every time I leave.”

      Lainey brushed her hand through his hair, tears dripping down her cheeks.

      “Tell me another,” she whispered.

      Kirov’s gaze connected with hers and she’d never felt closer to another being in her entire life.

      Finally, he admitted, “I feared you would leave if you knew the truth.”

      Lainey swallowed hard at the confession.

      “It was an illogical fear.  I know that you would not leave solely for that,” he said softly and his words comforted her.  “But he is my sire.  He is a part of my life and would, by extension, be a part of yours.  He can be difficult to handle.”

      “You know I never back down from a challenge,” she whispered, giving him a small smile.

      Kirov relaxed a little at her teasings and said, “Nix, female, you do not.”

      She leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his cheek, letting her lips linger.  “Thank you.  Thank you for telling me but you haven’t scared me off.”

      “Nix?” he asked.

      “No,” she said, pulling back to look in the eyes.  “I’m sorry you’ve had to go through this, Kirov.  I cannot imagine what it has been like.”

      “I should have told you,” he said.  “Long ago.  I am sorry.”

      “I understand why it took time,” she murmured, “now that you’ve told me.  I forgive you for that.”

      Kirov leaned his forehead on hers, getting close, and rasped, “I do not deserve you, female.  Sometimes, I think the Fates made a mistake.  Sometimes, I think you were meant for a male much greater than I.”

      Lainey’s breath hitched because she knew he meant it.  She pressed a kiss to his lips, breathing him in.  And she knew that they still had a lot to work through, a lot to talk about, but she knew it would all be okay.

      She had faith.

      She had Kirov.

      “I don’t want someone perfect.  Because heaven knows I’m not perfect,” she whispered.  “But I’m beginning to think these Fates know what they’re doing…because I think that we’re perfect for each other.”

      And that was all that mattered.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Lainey lay awake in their bed.  Kirov had fallen into a deep sleep after they’d released some tension together once they returned from the lake, but she couldn’t find sleep.  She didn’t want to.  Not yet anyways.

      She had her cheek pressed into his naked chest, her arm wrapped possessively around his waist.  She listened to the soft beat of his heart, so different than her own.

      Lainey understood now why Kate, Beks, Cecelia and Taylor had all chosen to stay.  It was because of this feeling.  It was because she felt whole, for the first time in her life.  It was because she was crazy about the male who laid next to her, because she couldn’t imagine him not in her life.

      These alien males are potent, she thought, smiling against his chest.  There’s something in the water here.

      “Kirov,” she whispered, hating to wake him, but knowing she needed to tell him.  She didn’t want to wait anymore.

      When she reached up to brush his hair, he came awake, blinking at her.  He purred immediately and she grinned, leaning up to kiss him.  She’d woken him from sleep before, but for entirely different reasons.

      “Are you needing, female?” he rasped.

      She exhaled an amused snort and whispered, “Always with you.”

      “Then come closer,” he murmured, reaching under the furs.  “Let me satisfy you.”

      Lainey chuckled but grabbed his hand to stop its descent, her smile slowly dying as nerves suddenly tumbled in her belly.

      “What is it?” he asked, noticing her expression.

      The corner of her lips quirked up and she brushed her thumb over his lips, before glancing up at his eyes.

      “I love you,” she whispered.  “I wanted you to know.”

      Kirov stilled, his eyes flaring with warmth, with emotion.

      She pressed her fingers to his lips when he was about to speak and said, “I want to stay.  I want to stay on Luxiria with you.  I want to perform the ravraxia.  I’m ready.”

      “Tev?” he rumbled, drawing in a deep, shuddering breath.

      “Yes,” she whispered.  “I’m sorry for waking you.  But I couldn’t wait until morning to tell you.”

      Kirov pounced on her then, rolling her underneath his naked body, the furs sliding away until their flesh was pressed together.

      “Never be sorry for that,” he rasped.  “Vrax, luxiva.  I love you too.”

      Lainey’s grin wobbled.  She’d known that already, could feel it in every word he spoke to her, but it felt nice—more than nice, fucking amazing—to hear those words verbalized.

      She’d never heard those words from anyone in her life, except for Nadine.

      “My luxiva,” he whispered down to her before kissing her with intensity, with eagerness, with a passion that made her head swim.

      “Yes,” she whispered.  “Yours.  And you’re mine, Kirov.”
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      The Jaxvara wasn’t what Lainey had been expecting.  Only a brief distance from Troxva, the sacred place was towards the end of the massive lake, in the northeast.  Situated within the forest—which Kirov told her was called the Jaxavir—about a quarter mile in from the lake shore was a small clearing.  The trees surrounded it in a perfect circle, the forest quieting around it.

      Even though there were no markings, Lainey felt that it was…different.  Strange.  Otherworldly.

      But she trusted Kirov, who led her just to the threshold of the circle, even though goosebumps trailed down her bare arms.

      “Are you ready, luxiva?” Kirov asked her quietly, as if he too didn’t want to break the hushed quiet of that place.

      In the center of the circle was a domed tent.  Kirov had dispatched a few Luxirians to make preparations for their arrival immediately.  Only last night, Lainey had confessed her feelings for Kirov.  Less than a full day had passed since and she was standing there, on the threshold of her new life, staring at that domed tent.

      But she wasn’t hesitant.  She wasn’t frightened.  This was her decision.  She’d never been more sure of anything in her life.

      “Yes,” she said, taking his outstretched hand, giving it a squeeze.  Her almost-transparent white dress rustled around her ankles with a light breeze.  “I am.”

      Kirov was bare-chested, with his hair neatly plated down his muscled back, with only tight pants encasing his body.  Lainey’s eyes ran over him, her belly clenching with want, with need.

      They would mate that night.  They would bind their lives together that night.

      And Lainey couldn’t wait to get started.

      “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Kirov’s lips quirked up at her strange words, but then his expression sobered, that intense look coming across his features, crossing into his eyes.  He pulled her to the very distinct line of the circle, her toes just touching it.

      Then he began to speak in Luxirian.  Soft words that grew in intensity, grew in meaning.  Ancient words, she realized.  Words that Kirov might not even know the meaning of, but knew by heart anyways.  Words so ingrained in their culture, so ingrained in him.

      They were beautiful and Kirov’s deep, guttural voice made them even more so.  They flowed over Lainey like a stream of water, drenching her, soaking her.

      And when Kirov stopped, he looked over at her, his horns straightening, those beautiful blue eyes she’d been desperate to see all those nights ago piercing her into place.

      At least until he pulled her across the threshold of the circle.

      Lainey gasped.

      Her eyes widened.

      Her belly clenched tight as waves of arousal went through her.

      Something was happening, something…unearthly.  Something alien.  Something magical.

      It’s the Seeing, she realized.  She’d heard about it, from Cecelia, but she hadn’t truly grasped what it actually was until that moment.

      Kate had told her that she hadn’t truly believed in the Fates until her ravraxia.

      Now, Lainey understood why.  Because a part of her had thought the same thing, that the Fates were more of an unseen, unfelt entity for Luxirians.

      Not right then.

      She felt them.  And in her mind’s eye, she saw them.  She heard their ancient, whispering voices, felt the glide of their invisible fingers across her flesh, touching her, seeing her.

      “K-Kirov,” Lainey gasped, squeezing his hand to make sure he was still there.

      “Tev, luxiva,” he responded, his voice deep, his voice strained.  “It will pass.  Do not fight them.”

      It wasn’t an unpleasant sensation, but it was a strange one.  It was…exposing.  Lainey felt like all her heart, her secrets, her life were laid bare before them and they were judging her for it.

      But Kirov was right.

      It did pass.

      She felt them leave her like a passing wind and in their place was something else entirely, something entirely more pleasant.

      Pure desire.  Pure arousal, in its truest form.

      It rose from deep within her body, radiating out from between her legs, blooming to her limbs, to the tips of her hair, to the tips of her toes.

      Oh my God, she thought wildly, her eyes widening.

      And then the pleasure hit her in waves.  Unrelenting pleasure that felt like that moment right on the edge of orgasm.  Over and over again.  But she couldn’t get there.

      Next to her, Kirov growled, that sound radiating right to her clit.  But it still wasn’t enough.

      She moaned in frustration, in desperation, turning into him.  And when she felt his arms coming around her, when she felt his flesh against her own?

      Heaven.

      “They have blessed our union, luxiva,” he rasped, his eyes so dark they were almost black.  His chest heaved, his abdomen clenching, and she knew he felt that maddening pleasure too.  “Vrax, female, I need you now!”

      Lainey didn’t want to wait either.  Already, her fingers were tugging at the laces of his pants, fumbling with shaking hands.  She didn’t even stop when Kirov ripped her dress clean off her body, ducking his head to suckle on her upturned breasts.

      “Uhhh,” she gasped, feeling that wicked tongue flick her nipple.  “Kirov!”

      Desperate, she managed to finally snag the laces and she tugged with all her might until they came loose.  Kirov kicked the pants away before returning to her, crashing their bodies together with an almost violent sound.

      And still, Lainey felt like she couldn’t get close enough to him.  Her hands groped and slid across the magnificent expanse of his body and she dug her nails in his bulging pecs, gripping him to her, afraid that he would turn away.

      A purely animalistic sound rose from him at her possessive touch.  He liked it and when she sought his lips, he showed her just how much.  Their teeth clashed together, their tongues entwining.  He showed her how he would fuck her with that kiss and she couldn’t fucking wait.

      “Kirov,” she moaned, her voice a whine, her breath leaving her in rough pants.  “Please!”

      Kate had told her the ravraxia would last three days.  Three days of this desperate otherworldly need, of this intense arousal for her male.

      It would kill her.  Surely.  But it would be a sweet, sweet death, one she would gladly experience with him.

      They didn’t make it to the domed tent in the center of the Jaxvara.

      No, Kirov dragged her down to the mossy floor of the forest, pushing her onto her back, before kneeling before her spread thighs.  He gripped one of her ankles, his hand hot against her skin, pushing her even wider.  Lainey rotated her hips, needing him inside her.

      “Vrax, luxiva,” he rasped, his jaw ticking.  “We need to do this slow.”

      “No,” she moaned.  “Not slow.  I need you now.”

      He cursed again and she whimpered as she watched, with wide eyes, as a trail of pre-cum dripped from the tip of his throbbing, hard, perfect cock.  Her mouth watered, wanting to lap it up, not wanting to let it go to waste.

      “Kirov!” she groaned when he pressed his cock head to her entrance.  “Oh, yes, baby.  Please.”

      “I wanted to go slow, female,” he rasped, the words tearing from his throat, his eyes wide on where their bodies met.  “But I fear I cannot.  Vrax, this need!”

      Lainey’s back arched, stars sparking in her vision, when he thrust into her, lining his cock up perfectly.

      Pain registered, but it was dull and brief as her walls stretched around his massive size.  Nothing would’ve made her stop him as he slid out, only to thrust into her harder.  She moaned, her body on fire and her hands desperately dug into the moss around her, trying to anchor herself.

      His breathing was ragged, a steady gravelly purr revving up in his chest.

      “You will take all of me, luxiva,” he groaned, those blue eyes locked onto her.

      Then with another powerful thrust, he slid all the way inside her, to the very hilt.

      Kirov’s bellow echoed through the hushed forest, mingled with her desperate cry of pleasure as she immediately began cumming.  A soft scream tore from her throat as he continued to rock into her, those knobs lining the bottom and top of his cock rubbing against her, sparking electricity across her flesh, making her belly tighten in intense pleasure.

      “You were made for me,” he rasped darkly.  “Vrax, luxiva, cum for me!  I feel you!”

      Oh my God!

      Kirov leaned down over her, his forearms bracing on both sides of her head.  The change in position shifted the angle and her teeth clattered together, another orgasm crashing down on her before her other had departed, as those knobs stimulated her G-spot, as his pelvis ground against her sensitive clit.

      Too much, too much, she thought desperately.  Wildly.  But she was…taking it?

      He was taking her to higher and higher heights of pleasure, heights she didn’t even know existed.

      And when his purring turned on full-force?  When his cock began to vibrate deep inside her from it?

      It was over.

      Lainey screamed silently, beyond sounds at that point, as a third orgasm hit her fiercely and she gripped Kirov’s back, her nails raking down his flesh.  He roared in pleasure when he felt her tighten like a vice around him, but he still didn’t release his cum inside her, something she desperately wanted.

      “Are you ready, luxiva?” he growled.

      Dazed, her vision blurry, she watched him in confusion as he dragged a claw just above his pec, blue blood welling in its place.

      Blood bond, she remembered.

      “Yes,” she said, her voice husky and raw from her screams.  Still in the throes of her orgasm, she tilted her head to the side, feeling a slight sting as he cut her skin as well.

      Lainey gasped when Kirov kissed her flesh, just above the cut.  Then she felt the wicked slide of his tongue across her neck, felt as though he was licking her in a much different place as he tasted her blood.

      “Take me deep, love,” he murmured before latching his lips onto her.

      She didn’t hesitate.
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        * * *

      

      Kirov felt his seed climb in his cock as his luxiva leaned forward to take his blood.

      His senses were overloaded, the pleasure unfathomable.  He groaned into her, unable to keep his hips still as he continued to mate her, thrusting into her hard and fast as he tasted her blood.

      Her walls spasmed around him, trying to demand his seed and Kirov would give it to her, soon.

      Then, Kirov felt her.  Felt her inside, a light touch that grew and grew.

      The fellixix, the blood bond, had begun.  But nothing prepared Kirov for the feeling of it, for the experience of two souls becoming one, their minds becoming one.

      “K-Kirov?” she rasped, her tone questioning, yet awed.

      She felt it too.  Felt the intense, new sensation that would be a part of them forever.

      “Luxiva,” he murmured, pulling away from her neck, seeking her lips instead and finding them.

      Vrax, he loved his female.  Loved her with every thread of his being.

      When he tested their new blood bond, opening up that connection between them, exposing the depth of his emotions, his thoughts, Lani gasped.

      She was looking up at him, her red hair spread across the white moss, her eyes burning bright, her cheeks flushed from pleasure.

      Then he felt it.  He felt her opening up to him too.  He felt her love, her need, her pleasure, her hope.

      Kirov roared, his hips jerking, pinning her down into place, his thrusts going jagged as he fucked her thoroughly, the way he needed.  Between them, he plucked their blood bond and he heard her breath hitch, felt her walls ripple around him again.

      That was all it took.

      Kirov tossed his head back, mindless with pleasure, as he emptied his seed inside her, streams of his hot cum bursting from his tip.

      “Uhhhh,” Lani moaned.  He felt her fingertips dig into his muscles.  “I feel you, Kirov.  Everywhere!”

      He didn’t know how long he orgasmed.  It seemed to go on for eons and he knew that nothing would ever be the same again.

      Groaning, finally spent, he collapsed, maneuvering her to the side so he could still stay deep within her.  He purred deep in his chest, never wanting to leave her cunt again.  And for the next three spans, for the next three nights, he had no intention of leaving her.

      As they caught their breath, his curious little female plucked their blood bond, unable to resist testing the newness of it.  He groaned, feeling that touch tingle down his spine, sizzle in his varx, and he stirred inside her.

      “Wow,” she finally whispered, turning into him with a tired, but wide grin.  “That was…unreal.  Amazing.”

      Kirov’s lips quirked and she sucked in a breath.  Through their blood bond, he discovered that she loved when he smiled, when he got a certain mischievous look in his eyes.  A look he had right then.

      The next wave of the ravraxia was slowly building again.  For three spans, they would be driven by it, binding themselves to one another, physically, mentally.

      Lani gave a little moan of surprise when he shifted his cock inside her, feeling her snug and wrapped tight around him.

      He burned, just thinking of all the ways he would take her, just thinking of all the ways they would learn one another.

      Winding his hand around the back of her neck, he brought her close, gently touching his lips against hers.

      “You,” he rasped, emotion clogging his throat, “are amazing, luxiva.  Vrax, I love you so much.”

      She softened, her blood bond thrumming with joy, with…happiness.

      And he felt it right then.  That happiness.  His eyes widened in realization because he’d seen this happiness before.  When she’d heard music in his labs, on the Golden Record.  Her features had grown soft, her eyes had brightened, her lips parted with awe.  He’d doubted he could ever make her that happy.

      But Lani was looking at him like that, right at that very moment.  His blood bond was open, so she felt what he was realizing…that he did make her that happy.  That he could.

      Tears entered her eyes and she whispered, “You make me happier than music does, Kirov.  Never doubt that.”

      Beauty in words.

      It stunned him.

      Beyond those words, he felt their truth…and that was even more beautiful.

      Lani kissed him, sliding her body over his so that he lay beneath her.  His hands glided up her smooth, bare thighs and she steadied herself with her palms planted on his chest.

      Seeing his luxiva framed against the night sky, a sliver of the Luxirian moon drenching her in silver light, surrounded by the pillerva trees in that sacred place of the Fates…Kirov felt like he was just beginning his life, like he had found his true purpose in her, in loving her.

      “Vellixa,” he rasped, awed.

      He remembered the first time he’d called her beautiful.  Back in the Golden City, the morning after he’d caught her spying on him.  She’d rejected his words, though he spoke the truth, as if she hadn’t believed him.

      But right then, with him, in that magical, ancient place…Lani smiled.  A radiant smile that burst from her, that lit her up and blinded him with its luminance, with its beauty.

      Kirov vowed that he would dedicate his life to making her smile like that…for the rest of their spans.

      “Thank you,” she whispered against his lips.  “Thank you, Kirov.”

      Then through their blood bond, he felt the mating call rise.

      And for the rest of the night, they spoke all that needed to be said in other ways.
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      Two lunar cycles later…

      

      The song echoed around their home, the acoustics amazing.  It still surprised Lainey, despite her playing the piano every single day, just how rich the music was, how full.

      Needless to say, Kirov had nailed her piano.  On his first try.

      He’d presented it to her shortly after the completion of their ravraxia, when she’d still been high out of her mind on incredible, consuming sex and her equally incredible and consuming alien mate.  He’d snuck it into their house in the middle of the night, while she’d slept, a replica of a grand piano design she’d sketched out for him, complete with a bench.

      In the morning, he’d awakened her with kisses and orgasms and afterwards, had asked her to go downstairs.

      She’d burst out into tears the moment she’d seen it.  Beautiful and white and gleaming, sitting in the corner of the living room that had a perfect view of Troxva’s lake.  And she hadn’t been able to stop crying, even as she tested the keys with trembling fingers, hearing those perfect sounds, those perfect notes.

      Lainey had played her favorite song for Kirov that morning.  Claire de Lune.

      And afterwards, he’d looked at her with awe in his gaze and she felt that awe reverberate through their blood bond, mingled with his love.  He’d murmured, “Vellixa.”

      And every day since, she’d heard that word come from him, multiple times a day.

      The song Lainey was playing, right at that moment, however, was for Kirov’s father, Kivaxi.  The older male sat in his favorite chair, warmed by the fire pit.  His guard, Pilava, stood close, always watching.  Lixron was there as well, gazing out at the terrace, listening to the music in silence.

      Kirov wasn’t home yet, but he would be any moment.  It was nighttime and the bright stars were out, twinkling and beautiful.  Kivaxi, Pilava, and Lixron came to the house often, once they’d discovered that Kirov’s father was calmed by music of all things.

      It had been Lainey’s idea, a thought she hadn’t been able to shake.  Nadine had once told her that music could heal, that she knew of a woman with dementia who recalled memories if they were linked to specific music.  It was a try, at the very least, and she’d had Kirov make a copy of the Golden Record and had him play it during his next visit with his father.

      Kirov had come home that night, stunned, but hopeful.  Relieved.  Because he’d told her that it had worked.  His father had been in the middle of a tantrum and the music had lulled him, calmed him until Kirov was able to bathe him without hassle.  Ever since, Kirov had the music playing and he said he’d never seen his father more at ease, more relaxed.

      After that, Kirov tentatively allowed his father near Lainey, at their house, under supervision.  Pilava, sometimes Tiravi, the other guard, and Lixron always accompanied him and Lainey would play the piano for them.  Kivaxi would settle in, still as a statue, with a small smile on his face, and he would listen intently to whatever she played.

      That night, she played a song by Yann Tiersen, from the Amélie soundtrack.  Comptine D’un Autre Été.  It was one of Kivaxi’s favorites.

      Through their blood bond, she felt Kirov.  He was close.  And a moment later she saw his hovercraft come into view.  Though he couldn’t see her through the mirrored glass, she saw him land on the terrace and jump down.

      Lainey ached at the sight, marveling at how beautiful he was.  She remembered when she’d first seen him, how enamored she’d been, how bewildered she’d been by her intense attraction.

      When he came through the front door, her heart leaped in excitement, in happiness.  He’d been gone for most of the day, finishing up a project for the armory.  He’d been absent for dinner, even though she’d cooked for Kivaxi, Pilava, and Lixron in the kitchen, a simple meal of meat and roasted roots.  She was still getting a feel for Luxirian ingredients, but she did her best.  She liked to cook and she liked cooking for people she cared for.

      Lainey almost gasped at the intense emotion that came through their blood bond.  She would’ve if she wasn’t so used to it.  Kirov entered their home, but stayed on the threshold of the living room, standing near his seated father.  And while their familial relationship was still complicated, it warmed her heart when Kirov reached down to touch Kivaxi’s shoulder.  And she almost burst into hysterical tears when Kivaxi touched his son’s hand in reciprocation, though it could’ve also been due to the intense hormones coursing through her body.

      Kirov’s love, his gratefulness, flowed into her, warming her chest.  He still dealt with the guilt of not being with his father all the time, but Lainey did what she could to help ease it, knowing how busy he was.  While it still made Kirov uncomfortable for Lainey to be around his father, given his unpredictable nature, she always interacted with him under the protection of Pilava and Tiravi and Lixron, almost every day.  She was never in danger of being hurt and Kirov had slowly accepted it.

      The song ended and she looked over at Kivaxi, who waited with anticipation.  “One more?”

      He knew those words, since Lainey had repeated them often.

      “Tev, tev,” the older male replied.

      Lainey smiled, her eyes going to her mate, holding his gaze for a brief moment.  Then she turned, placing her fingers back on the keys, straightening her spine.

      And she began the next song.

      A song that held a very special place in her heart.

      Once, Lainey believed that happiness was the ethereal waterfall of notes in Claire de Lune’s climax or quiet, still mornings at her piano bench, in her small studio apartment, sipping on a hot cup of tea, or laughing like a loon with Nadine over something silly they’d seen.  She still thought so.  Those were happy moments, happy memories.

      But now, happiness was Kirov, the way he looked in the mornings when she happened to wake up before him, the way the world fell away when he kissed her, the way he curled his hand around the back of her neck as he did.

      Happiness was the beautiful emotion in his deep gaze when she’d told him she was pregnant a few weeks ago, that they were going to have a child…hopefully the first of many to fill their home.  Little Kirovs with dark hair and intelligent, mischievous eyes.

      Happiness was watching the shimmering lake reflect a Troxva sunset with him.  It was when he was deep inside her, their bodies one, connected through their blood bond, vulnerable and exposed without fear.

      Happiness was that moment, their eyes connected across a room as Lainey played a song for him, only him.  His song.  The one she’d written for him as an attempt to capture and preserve the beauty she felt every single day.  The beauty he gifted her every single moment.

      It still didn’t feel like enough, but she continued to play, to pour her everything into it.

      But as Claude Debussy once said, music was the space between the notes…and she had confidence that her intelligent male understood everything that went unsaid.

      Kirov closed his eyes, hearing that music in the silence.

      And he smiled.
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        At 25-years-old, unmarried, and untouched, Eve Tesler is an outcast in the Everton colony’s society. Loneliness plagues her daily life and fearing that will she never know true intimacy, she does something uncharacteristically reckless: she pays the steep price for an unforgettable night with one of the Krave, legendary alien lovers with unparalleled skills and non-human abilities in the bedroom. Only, she never expected him…
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