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THE ALIEN’S LOVER

(Warriors of Luxiria Book 3)




By Zoey Draven


Welcome to Luxiria, where the twin suns are hot and the alien warriors are hotter…




Beks Bridgett’s mission in life is to try everything at least once.  Some call her fearless.  Others, reckless.  While her bucket list includes things like skydiving and kissing random strangers, getting kidnapped by aliens and sold to an intergalactic fight club definitely isn’t.  That is, until a fierce, intimidating, and panty-meltingly hot alien warrior springs her from her caged prison.




Ambassador Lihvan, one of the deadliest War Generals of Luxiria, is known for his unshakable drive and intense ferocity in battle.  He is a warrior of few words and even fewer needs…but many, many secret, dirty desires.  When he rescues a human woman who delights in teasing him to an inch of his infamous control, the powerful Luxirian fears that she will be the one to finally bring him to his knees.




After a rescue mission goes awry, Beks and Lihvan find themselves stranded on a dangerous and ever-changing planet, alone.  Nestled in a small shelter, not only are they trying to survive the elements, but also the lust and desire that runs between them…




Features a feisty human woman, a seven-foot tall hot alien with vibrating -ahem- parts, and cold, cold nights tucked in a little, little cave.  What could possibly go wrong?




Full-length, 50,000+ word novel that can be read as a standalone, but revisits characters from previous books.


[image: Image]




Reasons to sign-up for Zoey Draven’s Mailing List:




1. Exclusive bonus chapters/content

2. Free books through ARC opportunities

3. Special gift card giveaways

4. New release information straight to your inbox

5. Your no-spam-guaranteed dose of sexy alpha aliens! ;)




Sign-up for Zoey Draven’s Mailing List here!







ONE







Beks, she thought to herself, you’ve really stepped in it this time.

That was the only coherent thought she had as she stared at the grimy, slick walls of her cage.  She didn’t know how long she’d been there exactly.  Perhaps a couple days, perhaps a couple weeks.  Time was nothing when one was in a perpetual state of shock.  She’d been numb for a while, but now Beks was beginning to return to her old self.

Well, as close to her old self as possible, considering she’d been captured by fucking aliens.  Aliens that ran a human trafficking scheme, a scheme she was apparently very involved in.

There were other women in the small room with her, each in individual cages the size of large dog crates.  Most were quiet.  Some were sobbing.  Even less whispered to each other through the steel bars.  They had to be quiet.  If they weren’t, the aliens—with their scaled, rustling skin, and long, lizard-like tails—would make sure to silence them all.

“When do you think the next fight is scheduled for?” one voice asked.  The woman sounded calm, matter-of-fact.  Even though Beks couldn’t see much in the dark room, she knew it was the blonde speaking.

The fights.  Beks remembered them.  How could she forget, even if she’d wished they’d been some horrible nightmare?  They were hosted by the aliens that had captured them.  Beks had already attended one.  She remembered being shuffled and chained to the others, paraded in a single line into a blazing hot arena that was packed to the gills with other species of aliens.  One after another, all kinds of species were pitted against each other, fighting to the death, much to the morbid delight of the crowds.  And afterwards?  The victor could take his choice of the women.

Only five fights had been held the day Beks had been in the arena.  And luckily, she hadn’t been one of the one’s picked.  She felt bad for her relief because she couldn’t even imagine what had happened to the others.

Another voice responded to the blonde’s question, although this woman’s tone seemed more brittle.  “Every three days.  I’ve been tracking it.”

“Has anyone ever escaped?”

The question had been her own.  Beks was so surprised by her own voice, a husky shell of what it usually was, but then her chin lifted in the dark, owning her question.

There was a pause and then the blonde said, “No.  Some have tried though.”

Beks didn’t have a chance to reply because the door to their windowless room opened and the overhead lights blared on.  Hisses of surprise sounded from the women, Beks included, and she shielded her eyes against the sudden assault.  It shamed her how she scuttled back towards the darkened, sullied corner of her cage, like an animal.

Anger grew in her belly.  It felt good.

The voices of their captors made her flesh crawl.  Their language didn’t sound like words to her, more like rasps and guttural grunts, but she’d heard at least one of them speak a mottled version of English.

Into each cage, an alien threw in scraps of food and it landed with a nauseating splat on the dirtied floor.  Beks knew that it tasted rancid and bitter from experience, but if they didn’t eat it, they would starve.

Which might be the better option, she thought, narrowing her eyes on her captor, feeling restlessness rise in her chest, which should have warned her about what she would do next.

It had taken so little time for Beks to become a stranger to herself.  She’d always prided herself on being fearless, on not being crippled or paralyzed by rejection or nerves or the gut-churning fright of the unknown.  And now?  She was cowering in a corner, completely naked, dirty, and smelling like her own shit.  And she was doing nothing about it.  She’d let them defeat her.

When she felt a thread of indignation, so familiar to her old self, she grasped onto it with desperation, holding onto it in fear that it would flee.  And that was what possessed her to do what she did next.

Scrambling to the slop that had just landed in her cage, she picked it up, ignoring the slimy feel of it.  She wrenched her arm back and threw it at the passing alien with all that was left of her strength.  It landed with a satisfying, disgusting sound, right on the alien’s chest, and then slid to the floor with a plop.

Better to die as herself than as a product of what these aliens had made.  A rush of smug pride made her dizzy.

There was complete silence before her cage was unlatched, the door flung open so hard that it bashed into the wall, denting it.  The alien grabbed her roughly, rasping at her in his crawling language, and hit her across the face so hard that she saw stars.  Her vision blurred.  Pain blinded her for a brief moment, but she didn’t need to see to feel the alien slam her into the ground onto her hands and knees.

Panic made her cry out when she felt the alien wrench her thighs open, his hands leaving her body for a brief moment, no doubt pushing aside the armor-like clothing he wore.

A loud bang rattled the entire room.  The alien standing guard at the entrance shifted, saying something in his native tongue to the alien that hovered behind her with disgusting intent.  His gruff reply made her shiver in repulsion and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to struggle away from him, but he held her down with ease, still trying to free his cock.  She kicked her legs and screamed, clawing the floor to try to escape his grasp, but he was too strong.

Another loud bang came and this one made the ground beneath Beks shake.  The alien behind her shouted at the one by the door and Beks turned her head to see him leave his post.  A moment later, a bright, blinding flash of light illuminated the entire room and a pained scream echoed around the endless corridor just outside the door.

The guard suddenly reappeared, but he wasn’t alone.  For a second, Beks couldn’t believe what she was seeing.  The alien had a hand sunk into his chest.  And that hand belonged to a hulking, massive male, with curling black horns and scaled skin that shifted with the light.

The new alien tossed his prey aside and the lizard-like alien slumped over, dead, with a giant hole in his chest, dark blood streaming from the cavity.  The horned alien turned and stepped into the room, shouting something over his shoulder into the dark hallway in a strange, lilting language.

Beks had no time to react to the intruder because the moment he saw her frozen captor kneeling behind her, he roared in fury and rushed the both of them.  Beks had just enough time to cover her head, thinking he would kill her, but instead she heard a hissing sound, a grappling of flesh on flesh, and a sickening snap.  She heard the rest of the women gasp or cry out in fear and then there was silence.

Slowly, she lowered her arms so she could peek into the room, her breaths coming out in fast pants, heart thundering in her chest.

The horned alien was looming above her, chest heaving, skin splattered with green blood.  His massive body blocked out the light from above, but she could clearly make out his vivid blue eyes and the deep scar that ran down his cheek.  And perhaps Beks was just imagining it, but there was an expression of disbelief on his face, coupled with a strange intensity that made her skin prickle with awareness.  Awareness of what…she didn’t know.

Perhaps he’s never seen a human before, she thought, dazed.

The alien crouched down next to her, the action quick and smooth, and she curled into a ball, trying to shield her nakedness, her vulnerability.  But she never turned her eyes away.  She didn’t want him to see her fear, especially when she spotted the two aliens he’d just killed with his bare hands.  The one that had attempted to rape her lay in a lifeless slump on the floor, his neck bent at an odd angle.

Just then, the room filled with aliens that looked just like the one next to her, huge, hulking beasts with golden bands around their biceps and long, dark hair that ran down their backs.  The women cowered away as the aliens attempted to open the cages, finally just ripping the hinges straight off, the barred gates clattering to the floor.

“Female,” the scarred alien rasped.  Beks’ eyes flickered to him in surprise.  His English was accented, but clear.  “You do not need to fear me.”

When he reached out towards her, Beks scrambled back, her exposed breasts bobbing.  She huddled with her back against her cage and wrapped her arms around her knees, trying to shield her nudity from this strange alien.

His expression didn’t change.  There was a calm patience about him, so unlike the brutal and violent episode she’d just been witness to.  Once again, her eyes dropped to the lizard alien.  This scarred alien could kill her with even more ease.

He followed her gaze, just as one of his men called out in his language.

“Tev,” the scarred one called back, his eyes returning to hers and holding.  “Brixav ra.”

Beks watched in alarm as the aliens that had just filed into the room began taking the women out, one-by-one.  Some followed in a daze, some had to be slung over their huge shoulders, trying to fight.  Beks was surprised that there were only six women that had been crammed in the small room with her.  She thought there would be many more.

“We must leave, female,” the scarred alien said and her attention returned to him.  “Now.”

“How do you know English?” she asked, numbly, trying to get her brain working.

“Language implant.  We all have one,” was his simple reply.  He looked towards the door once more, realizing they were the last occupants in the room.  “Female…”

Beks didn’t know what the hell was going on and the best she could manage, given her shock, was, “I just want to go home.”

The alien’s jaw set and he reached for her again.  Beks cried out in surprise when he easily nabbed her and swung her in his arms until she was cradled against his chest like a baby.  She was torn between wanting to claw at him to escape or holding onto his neck so she wouldn’t fall.

His body was warm and hard.  Strong.  His strength was undeniable.  She felt it in the muscled cords of his arms as they flexed around her and the vibration from his long strides hitting the steel, cold floor.  Whether it was exhaustion or a strange pull she felt to his quiet, consuming strength, Beks finally gave up and relaxed into his arms.  If he could hold her this tenderly, at least she would be treated better than her captors had treated her, she figured.  Not a whole lot could be worse than a cage.  Not to Beks, at least.

“You will be safe with me.  I will protect you,” the scarred alien rasped down to her.  “I promise you this.”







TWO







Lihvan’s Instinct roared to life, beating against his chest as he cradled the female in his arms.  He did his best to ignore it.  Now was not the time or the place for his Instinct to finally recognize his fated mate…and to demand that he make her his.  Fully.

The Krevorags knew that they were there.  The alarm had been raised, but Lihvan wondered whether the cowardly species would decide to attack Luxirian warriors or not.  Lihvan’s race was infamous for their skills in combat and battle.  The Krevorags knew they would face heavy losses if they engaged.

Still, Lihvan wanted blood.  When he saw the manner in which the human females were being kept, caged like animals, huddled and scared, something in him had snapped.

He swallowed, tightening his arms around the small female in his arms, with her golden hair and brown eyes.  The Krevorag that had held her down the moment he came into the room…that dishonorable alien had been about to do something unspeakable.  The ultimate sin in the eyes of a Luxirian was taking a female by force.  Lihvan wished he had made the Krevorag suffer while he met his death.

It made him wonder what other unspeakable things had been done to their captive females.  He knew then that they had taken the right course of action, after they had deliberated welcoming war with the Krevorags and their allies.  The leader of his race, Vaxa’an, had tasked Lihvan with infiltrating the Pit, the Krevorags’ fighting ring where the prize was a pleasure mate, human or otherwise.  Vaxa’an had won his own female, his fated mate, from the Pit, but she’d made him see how wrong the institution truly was.

Lihvan agreed.  And he was sent there, to rescue what remained of the females and to offer them safety and protection until the Luxirians could send them back to Earth, back to their homes.

Looking down at the female that had roused his Instinct, he realized that it was now much more complicated.  His body tightened with the strongest need for her.  He felt the strangest compulsion to mark her as his own, to mate her body and fill her with his seed so that no other male would come near her.  Madness.  He’d always prided himself on his control, on his ability to look past emotion and towards logic.

He felt a growl build in his chest.  The need for her almost brought him to his knees, a clawing sensation that robbed his breath and made him tremble.

Vikan appeared next to him, the gruff Luxirian warrior that many stayed away from.  His friend looked at the human female cradled in his arms and then said, “We must hurry.  The Krevorags are beginning to assemble for an attack.”

Lihvan grunted.  He was almost mildly impressed.  He thought that the Krevorags would look the other way when Luxirians were involved.

With a curt nod, he quickened his pace.  None of the warriors would be opposed to a fight.  Many were itching for one after the three span journey it took to reach the Pit, but now they had vulnerable females to protect.

“We depart immediately,” Lihvan said, his eyes catching on their vessel.  “Are the females already on board?”

“Yes,” Vikan replied.  “We have already disabled the Krevorags’ vessels so they will not be able to pursue us.  Perhaps it will deter them from capturing more females for a few spans.”

The thought was sobering.  Their rescue mission would only benefit the females currently in the Pit, not the ones that had already been claimed or the ones that would come afterwards.

Lihvan looked down at the female in his arms and felt a stirring in his chest.  He swallowed hard and forced himself to look away.  It would do him no good if he got too attached to her.  She would be leaving for her own planet soon, no matter what his Instinct desired.

Already he felt his Instinct rebel at the thought of letting her go.  Lihvan gritted his teeth, his jaw tightening, the deep scar down his face pulling in discomfort.

After navigating the twisting, dark hallways of the Pit’s underground tunnels, they finally reached their vessel and Lihvan wasted no time in boarding.  To Vikan, he said, “Get us off the surface.”

Vikan nodded, his eyes straying to the female in his arms once again.  It looked as if she were sleeping, or perhaps she had passed out from shock or exhaustion or both.  Either way, it was best that she was resting.

“We put the others in the grand quarters.  They will be safe there until we reach Luxiria.”

He nodded and left Vikan to his duties.  Lihvan would be needed in the command center shortly, but he wanted to make sure that the female was safely delivered with the rest of the humans.

So why did he find his feet carrying him to his own quarters?

Before he knew it, he was standing in front of his door, in the opposite direction of the grand quarters.  The female roused against his chest as the door whooshed open and Lihvan stepped inside, hearing the door secure itself behind him.

His quarters were nothing special.  Not even his dwellings on Luxiria, both in the Golden City and on the outpost he oversaw, were anything special.  It was where he slept.  That was all.  No sentimental trinkets or plush furs to relax against.  When his sire had passed from this life, Lihvan had rid himself of everything that reminded him of that time.  It was better not to remember the constant disappointment, the constant shame.

Thinking of the female in his arms, he wondered what she would think of his sparse dwellings.  Would she like the soft, colorful things that females of his race seemed to favor?  He thought of her sleeping on his firm sleeping platform, devoid of any pleasurable comforts, and he cringed.

No, he thought, shaking himself.  He could not think that way.  She would be gone from his life soon, gone as quickly as she’d appeared.

When he glanced back down at her, preparing to set her on the sleeping platform, he found her eyes, a deep brown, fastened on him, alert and awake.  He had learned to recognize human emotions from Kate, Vaxa’an’s human mate.  And what he recognized in the female’s features was wariness.

Then her eyes widened and she thrashed against him, trying to push at his shoulders, when she realized he was lowering her to the sleeping platform.

“Female—” he grunted, taking a blow to the hardened muscles of his stomach.  She had a good punch to her, which pleased him to no end, even though his abdomen now ached.

“I will not have sex with you!  Get away from me!” she screeched in his ear.  Lihvan reared back and she tumbled onto the sleeping platform in a heap of naked limbs.  His ears rang from the sheer volume of her voice but he winced when her words penetrated.

Slowly, he backed away from her, even though his Instinct demanded that he be near.  Just the thought that she assumed he would…it brought bile to the back of his throat.

“Female,” he said, his voice gruff.  “No Luxirian will ever touch you in that way, not without invitation.  It is dishonorable.  I only intended for you to rest.”

She had curled into herself, a small ball of blonde hair and pale flesh.  Lihvan crossed to his drawer and when it swung out, he pulled a fresh tunic from within, knowing that it would swamp her body.  A primal part of him ached to see his clothing on her.  At least his scent would mark her in some way.  With slow steps, he laid the tunic on the sleeping platform, in front of her, and then backed away.

Gesturing to the door on the left wall of the quarters, he inclined his head and murmured, “You may wash there if you wish, in privacy.  I must leave you now, but I will have your meal delivered.  Then you should rest.”

She was still staring at him, but the lines of her body had relaxed a little, or perhaps Lihvan was imagining it.  He wished he could stay with her, if not only to be in her presence since she wouldn’t be in his life for very long.  But he figured that was the last thing that she wanted…especially after what he had walked into back on the Pit.

Lihvan’s fist clenched, anger and disgust churning his belly, and he turned to face the door.  It opened but before it closed, he found himself saying quietly, “Tell me your name, female.”

She swallowed, the elegant lines of her throat shifting.  Lihvan was transfixed by the delicate bones near her neck.  He thought them…lovely.  And that was a word he had never even considered to be in his vocabulary.

Lihvan was tempted to turn away when he felt her gaze trace the deep scar that ran down his cheek.  Females had always shied away from him or looked upon him with pity whenever they saw it.  Why would this female be any different?

She surprised him.  In a quieter voice that slid over him like the finest Luxirian brew, she said, “My name is Rebecca.  But everyone just calls me Beks.”

Beks.

Lihvan was tempted to say it, but he stopped himself.  With a curt nod, he stepped into the hallway outside his quarters.

“Wait,” she said, suddenly.  He paused just beyond the threshold, but didn’t look at her.  “What is…what is your name?”

This is a foolish game, he thought to himself, squeezing his eyes shut.  Why had he brought her into his quarters?  He should’ve put her in with the other females.

In a colder tone than he intended, he said, “My name does not matter, female.”

Then, he closed the door.

Fates…why?  Why had he been gifted with a female he could never claim?  She was not only a compatible Breeding partner, judging from his Instinct’s reaction to her, but he sensed that there was something deeper.  She was…his fated mate.  But that was surely impossible, wasn’t it?  What were the chances that the first human female he’d set eyes on after Kate, Vaxa’an’s mate, would be his own luxiva?

Despair made him reach out a hand to steady himself on the wall of the hallway.  Everything he had ever wanted—a mate, a family, an escape from the crippling loneliness that had been plaguing him the past few rotations—was dangling right in front of him…and yet, he couldn’t have it.  He couldn’t have her.

Not that she would even want him anyway.

With a growl, he pushed away from the wall and made his way to the command center.  He had other pressing problems, one of them being getting every occupant on the vessel back to Luxiria safely.  After he accomplished the mission Vaxa’an, his close friend and the Prime Leader of his species, tasked to him, perhaps then he could figure out what to do next.

“Beks,” he said, testing the name on his tongue.

Her name tasted of silk and the light of Luxiria’s morning suns.







THREE







Beks stared at the spot that the large, scarred alien had occupied just moments before and then she let out a sharp exhale, her limbs slowly unwrapping from around her body.

The alien was…intense.  That was an appropriate word to describe him.  Her hand trembled when she reached out to touch the shirt he’d left on the edge of the bed and remembered the feel of the shifting, thick muscles of his chest.  For some reason, his obvious strength comforted Beks.  If he had wanted to hurt her, he would have already.  Instead, he’d stayed far away in an attempt to ease her.

Beks’ gaze shifted around the room she was in.  The room was small.  The size reminded her of her old dorm room in college, but somehow it didn’t seem crowded.  The bed, she estimated, was a little larger than a full-sized bed and three-feet longer, no doubt to accommodate the sheer bulk of the alien.  Anything less and he’d be falling off.

The walls were bare and made of a silvery metal material.  There were no windows that she could see out of and the door seemed like it was activated by a keypad that Beks didn’t even want to try to access, even though she worked in the tech industry.  Her inner nerd was immediately wary.

Gingerly, she got off the bed.  She eyed the shirt, scooping it up as though it might bite her, and walked through the door the alien had pointed to.

There was a clear, vertical tube set against the far wall, which she assumed was a shower of some kind.  After fiddling with the pad imbedded into the glass, and perhaps through sheer luck, she got it to work.  A steady stream of water poured down from the ceiling and she stepped eagerly into the spray.  Beks almost moaned.  She didn’t remember the last time she’d bathed…the night before she’d been abducted, most likely, and the timeline for how long she’d been captured was still a little fuzzy in her mind.

There was no soap, at least none that she could see, but the hot water was enough.  For now.  Even though she wanted to scrub her skin raw, to erase that cage, that lizard alien’s fingers on her bare skin, by the time she’d stepped out of the stall, she felt slightly better, albeit tired.

She wanted to sleep, but she was afraid of what might happen if she let her guard down.  She tried so hard not to think about what had almost happened back in that room, right before the scarred alien had killed the other with his bare hands.  Beks squeezed her eyes shut, her hands trembling as she pulled the borrowed shirt on.  It fell to her knees and the sleeves came to her elbows.  She was dripping in material, but picturing the size of the scarred alien, she figured it might even be a little tight on him.

The material was airy and light, the softest material she’d ever felt, but it was the scent that made her nipples bead.  She almost gasped out loud, she was so surprised by her reaction.

The shirt smelled like a minty musk, oddly enough.  Masculine and unexpected.  She knew it was the alien’s scent.  Dimly, when he’d carried her out of that room where she’d been kept caged for so long, she’d smelled him.

She cursed her reaction, even as she lifted the front to inhale more deeply.  Heat bloomed between her thighs and she dropped the shirt, embarrassed.  Beks had never been prudish about her sexuality, but finding herself physically attracted to an alien, with dark curling horns and muscled shoulders that made her toes clench, was dangerous.  Especially after everything she’d experienced.  Her attraction to him didn’t make any sense.  She was confused, obviously.  It was much better if she simply ignored it.

Beks shivered, sitting back down on the bed.

Where are the others? she wondered, staring at the door.  Were they safe?

She hadn’t even thought to ask when the scarred alien had been there.  There were a lot of questions she’d wished she’d asked, now that she could get her mind working.  Like, what were the new aliens’ plans for the women?  Where were they taking them?  What would they do with them?

So go demand answers, she thought.  That was what her old self would’ve done.  Her old self, pre-capture, would’ve marched around wherever she was, raising hell, until she got what she came for.  Relentless.  That was what her best friend, Kate, had always called her.

A pang of loss hit her.  Kate had disappeared over a month ago…or had it been two months now?  Beks shook her head, frustrated and sad.  Two peas in a pod.  Kate had been the sister and family that Beks had always wanted…and she had a sneaking suspicion that Kate had been captured like she had, by those aliens.

It physically hurt to think about what might have been her best friend’s fate.  Was she even still alive?

A sudden burst of anger took her by surprise and it made her shoot off the bed and march to the silver keypad on the wall.  She was tired of not knowing, of allowing others to control what happened to her.  Back on Earth, Beks never let anyone get in the way of what she wanted.  And right now?  She wanted some damn answers.

It took her ten or eleven tries to finally get the door to swoosh open, but the lost time hadn’t dulled her determination.  The corridor where the room was situated was empty and she decided to take a right and follow the hall, hoping it would lead her to someone who could direct her to the scarred alien.  The alien who hadn’t told her his name, even though she’d told him hers.  The alien she was sort of, kind of—okay, definitely—attracted to, which had trouble written all over it.

Even though she felt a little silly roaming about in a shirt with no shoes, with no idea where to even go, she finally came across an alien.  He wasn’t as broad as her alien, but he still towered over her.  At the sight of Beks, his brows shot up and he approached her warily.  An urge to laugh bubbled in her throat.  This alien looked like a spooked animal and yet he easily had a hundred pounds on her.  It eased her nerves, at least.  He didn’t seem like he’d hurt her.

“I’m looking for…” she exhaled sharply, wishing that damn alien had just told her his name.  “The alien who…” she trailed off, wondering if he took offense to the word ‘alien.’  She cleared her throat, “To the guy who brought me on the ship.  He’s about your height…with a scar on his face.  I need to talk to him.  Right now.”

She realized just then that it was foolish of her to assume he spoke English.

He studied her and then went to a silver pad on the wall, keying in some code, before speaking in the same rasping, lilting language that she’d heard the scarred alien speak.  She wondered what they called themselves, what they called their language.  It was odd, but for the first time, Beks realized that all of the species she’d seen had different cultures and customs, just like the people of Earth had.  Until now, she’d been so preoccupied with escape, with getting back to her home, that she hadn’t even realized the implications of alien life, the enormity of it.

A voice came through the keypad after a lengthy pause and then the alien turned to her and said, in heavily accented English, “You may follow me, female.”

“Where are we going?” she asked, voice hesitant, as she fell into step beside him.  Had it been a mistake, being this bold?  She didn’t know what their plans for the human women were, after all.

“To the command center of the vessel.”

Well, alrighty then, Beks thought.

It was a short walk and Beks kept a wary eye on the towering alien next to her.  When they came to a stop in front of a large set of metal doors and with one last sideways glance at Beks, her alien escort opened them, typing in a code.

Inside was a whirlwind of activity.  But that only interested Beks for a brief moment…because there was a large, clear panel of glass—huge panel of glass, really—that showed…space.  Honest to God, real life space, the kind she’d only ever seen in pictures or movies.

So many stars, she thought in awe, her mouth hanging open, too stunned to realize that almost every single alien in the command center had turned to stare at her.

The scarred alien stepped in line of her view and her lips parted, remembering in a brief flash her physical response to him.  The alien crossed his arms over his massive chest and Beks felt a tingle travel from the base of her neck to the tips of her toes.

“You should be resting,” he said to her, a small, impassive frown on his features.  Over his shoulder, he bit out an order in his language and the rest of the men returned to their work, ignoring them.

Beks wondered if he was the captain of whatever this was.  The men seemed to listen to him at least and there was no denying his strong, authoritative tone, even in his different language.

He continued to stare at her, as though expectant.  “I was told you needed to speak with me,” he prompted.

Suddenly, she remembered why she was there.  Looking at him had temporarily fried her brain, but, almost without realizing it, she said, “I want to know your name.”

His frown deepened and he widened his stance, his tree-trunk sized thighs spreading.  A flash of heat made her sharply intake a breath and she saw his nostrils flare.

“You broke out from my quarters and came here to ask me my name?” he questioned, his voice deep, raspy, but unreadable.

The only thing she could say was, “I didn’t realize I was being kept prisoner in your quarters.”

His chest stiffened and he shifted closer.  But Beks wasn’t afraid.  Even though he could kill her easily with his sheer strength alone, Beks didn’t feel threatened.  He wouldn’t hurt her.

How she knew that, she didn’t know.  It was just a feeling.

Something that sounded like a purr rumbled from his chest and Beks’ heartbeat fluttered in response.  God, that sound…it was like a purr crossed with a growl.  It was both calming, yet…primitive.  She felt it reverberate down her spine and spread to her nipples.

“Lihvan,” he said, inclining his head to her.  “My name is Lihvan, female.”

Lee-von, she whispered in her head.  Lihvan.

Beks cleared her throat, thrown again by the surge of something that passed through her body at the sound of his voice, at the knowledge of his name.  “Well…I—uh…I have some questions for you, Lihvan.  Questions that I want answered,” she said, her eyes sliding up to meet his.  She added, “Right now,” just in case he didn’t take her seriously enough, not like it would do much.

His eyes seemed to flash the moment she spoke his name.  A purring rumble once again sounded from his chest but he cut it short, like he didn’t want her hearing it.

Interesting, she noted.  She wondered what that response meant.

“Right now,” he repeated, his frown growing even deeper, his eyes and face still unreadable, “is not a good moment, female.  You should go rest back in your quarters.”

“You mean your quarters,” she reminded, taking a step closer.  He seemed startled by her sudden movement and took a step away from her before he scowled at himself.  Female awareness spread to the tips of her fingers and Beks cocked her head to the side, wondering if the alien was either threatened or wary or attracted to her.  Or all three.

Beks was no stranger to picking up subtle cues from men.  She was no stranger to navigating the dating pool, to decoding vague text messages, to playing games.  She was damn good at it too.  And even though she preferred being single, a part of her missed that intricate little puzzle between sexes, that push and pull, those first moments of nervous excitement.

Beks eyed the tall, bulky alien in front of her and wondered if he would like the games she played with him.  It might even be fun to see his serious, intense facade break a little under her flirtations.

A challenge was something Beks had never been able to resist.  And she had an attractive, sexy, seven-foot-tall challenge standing directly in front of her.

Besides, after her capture and subsequent captivity, maybe she was due for a little bit of enjoyment, a little bit of fun.  It was potentially dangerous, and more than a little reckless, but she needed a well-deserved distraction from her thoughts.

And she could get her answers from him in the meantime.

“You’ll make time to answer some questions I have,” she murmured, her eyes connected with his gaze.  He had pretty eyes.  They were strange, like cat eyes, but the color was the softest of blues, a surprising contrast for so severe a male.

His spine straightened at her words, making him seem suddenly inches taller.  His brow twitched as he said, in a dry tone, “You think to order me about, female?  I am the one in command here.”

“So you are the captain then,” she replied.  Well now…she’d always loved a man in uniform.  She pursed her lips, thinking, as her eyes roamed the command center deck.  “Fine, I can compromise.  When will you be free to talk with me, captain?”

Lihvan stared at her, the scar that ran down his cheek pulling a little.  Just when she thought he wouldn’t answer, he bit out, “Once my duties are seen to here and we are a safe distance away from the planet’s surface, then I will come speak with you, but not a moment before.  Unless you wish to remain within firing range of the planet we just pulled you from…”

Beks lips pressed together, but she gave a curt nod, her eyes straying briefly to the vast expanse of inky blackness and stars just behind him.  She’d been outmaneuvered by her scarred alien, but a part of her loved it.

Her chin tilted up.  “That sounds reasonable.”

“Then if there is nothing else, female…” Lihvan looked behind her, motioning for the alien that had escorted her to the command center, no doubt ready for her to depart as quickly as she’d come.

Beks could take a hint.

But Lihvan was just within reach and Beks couldn’t resist.  Before she turned to leave, she reached out and brushed her fingertips over his forearm.  His skin was cool to the touch, the muscles hard as stone beneath his intriguing, shimmering, mirage-like flesh.

“Until later, captain,” she said softly, her lips curling at the corners.

The scarred alien’s jaw clenched so tightly that, for a moment, she was afraid it might shatter.

Game on, Beks thought.
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Lihvan watched the female leave, feeling tension coiling through his body, tightening his muscles.  His Instinct clawed at his chest within him, urging him to go after his female, to pin her up against a wall and take her, hard and thoroughly, and to spend his seed deep within her.

Lihvan swallowed, wrestling with his control.  He saw the sideways glances that his warriors were giving him, no doubt sensing the hints of arousal he was giving off.  Her scent still lingered in his nostrils, so sweet and thick that he could almost taste her on his tongue.  She’d been aroused by his body when she’d seen him.  Her own scent had given her away.

Once Lihvan felt his control return and his Instinct recede a little, he strode over to his post, barking orders at the males with more frustration than he intended.

Pushing the female from his mind, he knew that his sole purpose at the moment was to get his warriors and the human females to safety and out of range of the Pit.  Even though the Krevorags were not likely to follow them, they would soon be alerting their allies, like the Jetutians, whom Lihvan did not want to encounter, especially with their newly arrived guests.

Vikan came over to him from his post, his expression guarded.  Vikan had always been more closed off than the others, which was perhaps why he and Lihvan got along so well.  Out of all of the Prime Leader’s appointed Ambassadors, all males that Lihvan considered close friends, all males that he had gone through military training with, Lihvan and Vikan were most similar.

Vaxa’an, the Prime Leader, now mated to his human female, Kate, was the great leader of their people and had been raised as such.  Rixavox and Cruxan enjoyed the more carnal pleasures of life, enjoying their share of females, Luxirian and otherwise, and relishing the pulsing heat of battles.  Kirov, the technology advisor, pursued whatever he wanted—whether that was perfecting the tracking devices for their crystal-fueled weapons or determining exactly how many times he could make a female orgasm within the span of a few hours—with single-minded intensity, almost to the point of obsession.  He was a genius and a ruthless warrior, a deadly combination.

Vikan kept to himself, continuing to mourn the loss of his Breeding partner after she’d been killed by the virus the Jetutians had unleashed among their female population, virtually wiping it out.  Those that the virus did not kill were rendered infertile, thus the reason why Vaxa’an had sought out a Breeder in another species only to discover his fated mate in a human instead.

As for himself…Lihvan kept a level head.  He was the peacemaker among the strong personalities of the Ambassadors and in the Luxirian council.  Vaxa’an relied on him to make sound decisions that would further their race, decisions based on logic, not emotion.

Lihvan knew what others thought about him.  They thought him cold, distant.  His physical appearance didn’t help matters either.  While scars were seen as markers of a warrior, the scar on Lihvan’s face distorted his features just slightly, making others avert their eyes.  And his horn…his chipped horn.  That was the worst of all.  Horns were seen as a sign of virility among his people, a sign of age and strength.  He’d injured his in a battle that had almost cost him his life.

“Why was the female here?” Vikan questioned, staring out over the command center.

Lihvan pushed his thoughts from his mind and tapped in coordinates into the system that Kirov had designed.  It would take three spans to reach their home planet of Luxiria, perhaps shorter if they cut through the Jetutian’s territory, but he wasn’t sure whether it would be safe to chance it or not.  The Jetutian had spies everywhere.

“She said she had some questions,” Lihvan answered, keeping his voice level, praying to the Fates that his friend would not sense his inner turmoil.

He wasn’t so lucky.  Vikan was watchful, observant.  His quiet friend said, “You know there is no place for the humans on our planet.  The unrest that Vaxa’an’s mate has caused should be proof enough.”

Lihvan felt a swell of anger and cut his gaze to Vikan.  Before he could stop himself, he said, “If your Instinct wakened for one of them, I do not believe that you would be saying that.”

“How do you know that my Instinct has not?” was all Vikan asked before he turned from Lihvan and returned to his post.

For a moment, Lihvan was stunned.  Had one of the females caught his friend’s interest?

When he looked over at Vikan, the male purposefully avoided his gaze and Lihvan knew better than to confront him about it.  He pushed his friend’s odd remark to the back of his mind and continued with his duties.

It was what he was best at, after all.

Once Lihvan felt comfortable that they were far enough away from the Pit and once he confirmed that no nearby allies of the Krevorags were in pursuit of them, he finally retired from the command center.  A quarter of the warriors went to eat their third meals on the meal deck and even though Lihvan should join them—he hadn’t eaten since the night before—he decided instead to take two plates of rations back to his quarters.  His female, Beks, would be hungry and it filled him with an odd masculine pride to nourish her body.

Not his female, he corrected silently.  He couldn’t afford to think like that.  In fact, it would be better if Lihvan simply sent her to stay with the other females, but his Instinct didn’t like that thought.

I promised to answer her questions, he reminded himself, as if he could justify his selfish need to be near her.

She was lying down in the middle of the sleeping platform when he entered his quarters.  Immediately, his body went tight, his Instinct battling within him, a purr thrumming from his throat.  Greedily, his eyes scanned every inch of her body.

- Mine. -

His Instinct was staking its claim and Lihvan already felt like he was losing the battle.  He was not used to the feeling of failure.  He had molded his entire life around not feeling failure ever again…and he’d been successful, in his military career, in battle and war.

But this little human female, with her soft, long hair and piercing eyes could make him do anything.  That thought terrified him.  The power she could hold over him terrified him.

Her eyes blinked open when she heard him enter and she sat up, looking to the plates of food in his arms.

“For me?” she asked.

Lihvan swallowed and gave a jerk of his head, his eyes straying briefly to the bare expanse of her legs.  His tunic, which he had given her to wear, had ridden up her thigh in sleep.  That sight alone thickened his cock in his leg coverings and he clenched his jaw, the pulse of lust sizzling through his blood.

Beks, in his clothing, could make him roar with masculine pride.  Her, in his tunic, in his sleeping platform, on his furs…it was enough to make him lose all reason and give into his Instinct.

Somehow, some way, he managed to remain in control and carried the plate over to her, thrusting it in her hands before scuttling to the far corner and putting his back against it.

His female was blinking the sleep from her eyes and every moment that passed, she grew more and more awake.  When she noticed his distant position, she smiled and said, “Do you think I’ll bite?”

He frowned.  Did humans usually bite others?  His gaze drew to her dull teeth and he almost snorted.  Those teeth could do no damage.

“Nix,” he said, in his own language.

She cocked her head to the side.  “Nix?”

“No,” he corrected, his voice gruff.  “I do not think you will bite me.”

Her next question made him stiffen, in more ways than one.  “Do you want me to?”

His gaze shot to her across the room and when he inhaled, he almost groaned aloud.  Fates…her scent.  His female was sitting in his tunic, on his sleeping platform, and she was aroused for her male.

Even Lihvan feared he could not retain control over his own body.

To distract himself, he crammed a large piece of trixava in his mouth and chewed, an excuse to remain silent.  The food’s taste helped dull the scent of Beks, but Lihvan’s gaze refused to move off her small form, no matter how hard he tried.

The female seemed to realize that he wouldn’t answer and mercifully, she eased her teasings.  Poking at the food on her plate, her spine straightened and she said, “Right…I have questions that I want answered.  And I won’t wait any longer.  I don’t like other people being in charge of what happens to me.”

“What do you wish to know, female?”

“Where are the other women?” she asked.

“Safe,” he replied.  “They are being housed on the vessel together.  They have bathed and food has been brought to them.  They are comfortable.”

Beks stared at him from his sleeping platform, not touching the food he’d brought her.  “So…why am I not with them?” she asked.

The question was like a knot in his chest.  “Do you wish to be?”

“I…I don’t know,” she replied, frowning.  “I just…I want to know why you took us.  I want to know what you’re planning to do with us all and whether or not we can go home.  That’s all that I’ve thought about since I was captured.”

That knot tightened in his chest, his Instinct howling when it heard that she wanted to leave, wanted to leave him…which was madness.

His voice was strained when he replied, “We have come on orders from the Prime Leader of Luxiria, to rescue any unwilling females from the grasp of the Krevorags.  We are traveling to my home planet of Luxiria and once we arrive, we will arrange passage for any that wish to return to Earth.”

A breathy exhale escaped her full lips, her eyes wide.  “Really?”

Lihvan inclined his head, his food momentarily forgotten at the soft look in his female’s eyes.  “Tev.”

“Why would you do that?” she asked.  “Why risk your safety to help us?”

The question confused Lihvan, but then he remembered that there was a time when his race had actively participated in the Pit.  It was only after Vaxa’an’s mate, Kate, made their Prime Leader question the morality of it that it became obvious what the right path would be.

“Luxirians do not tolerate violence or wrongdoings against females,” Lihvan answered, frowning, feeling his hand clench tighter around the plate when he recalled the frightened faces of the human females, cramped in that room on the Pit…when he saw the Krevorag scum kneeling behind the female in front of him, prepared to do the unthinkable to any Luxirian male.

“So, you or your men won’t hurt us?”

“Nix,” Lihvan scowled, insulted at her question.  “Never.”

Beks relaxed, her shoulders dropping.  “I’m sorry, I just needed to hear you say it.”

“There are some Luxirians who have committed crimes against females in the past, corrupted males with no honor,” Lihvan said.  “But you can be certain that every male upon this vessel is a true Luxirian warrior that upholds the value of honor that the Fates demand.”

“The Fates?” Beks asked slowly.

“Our deities,” he answered.  “Our creators.”

Beks studied him and he both welcomed and rejected her perusal.  His Instinct demanded it and his spine straightened in response, letting her look over her male at her leisure.  The other part of him, the logical part, said that nothing would come from it.  He shouldn’t get attached to her, for there was no future.  The honorable warrior in Lihvan would never force a female to stay with him, even if his Instinct had roused for her, even if his Instinct recognized her as his fated mate.  The female had been through enough.  Her only wish was to return to her home and Lihvan couldn’t compromise that, no matter how much he wished to.

“Eat,” he commanded, in a gruffer voice than he’d intended, his eyes sliding away.  “You need to rebuild your strength.”

She was a temptation that he couldn’t afford.  The sooner he accepted that, the better.
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Beks ate her food, like Lihvan requested, but she couldn’t help her gaze straying to him the majority of the meal.  He was still pressed against the wall of the room, like he was afraid she was contagious.  She would have been offended had she not spied a boner the size of her goddamn arm in his tight pants.  Or at least what she thought was an erection…perhaps alien physiology was a little different down there.

With her heart fluttering in her throat, she found it hard to concentrate on her food when her eyes kept dropping to Lihvan’s impressive size.

What the hell is wrong with me? she couldn’t help but question, pressing a warm hand to her cheek.  She was lusting after an alien, who had just saved her from the equivalent of sexual slavery to another alien.  She shouldn’t be feeling anything right now.  And yet, she couldn’t take her eyes off him.

There was something about Lihvan that called to her.  Yes, he was intense and a little broody and he didn’t looked pleased to be in the same room as her even though she thought he might be attracted to her.  He didn’t make sense.  He was a puzzle that a part of Beks was just dying to figure out, even though she knew she should stay far, far away.

She’d never done anything the easy way.

Case in point, when she asked him, “Won’t you come sit down?  The bed is plenty big for you.”

A hard swallow from Lihvan.  His eyes flickered to hers and held.  Beks counted the seconds with bated breath, seared by that impossibly pretty gaze.

“I will stay here,” he finally said, in a gruff tone.

She reminded herself her flirting was harmless, just like when she’d brushed his arm in the command center.  She’d just wanted to see him loose a little bit of his edge and see how he’d react.  In some ways, the towering alien reminded her of a hardcore, dedicated military man, all rigid rules and harsh lines.  Perhaps the risk taker in her just wanted to see those lines blur a bit.  She wanted to see who he was behind those lines when he had nothing left to protect him.

Like the plethora of coding languages she’d learned in college, little strings of characters and letters and numbers that dictated how programs worked and ran, she wanted to know what he was made of, what made him tick.

She tried another tactic, curious how he’d respond.  “Aren’t you going to shower?” she asked, eyeing the faint streaks of blood on his chest, evidence that he’d killed her captors.  He hadn’t washed yet.

Lihvan looked down with a frown, as if he hadn’t even realized the blood was there.  “Do you wish for me to bathe?” he asked.

Meaning to tease, she murmured, “Only if I can watch.”

A sharp inhale came from his direction and he went very still.  Did the air suddenly seem thicker? she wondered, her brows lowering, her gaze lowering.  Yep, that thing in his pants was definitely a cock because she could see it throbbing, like a little heartbeat.

A not-so-little heartbeat, she corrected, lips parting, a full-on, full-body flush heating her from head-to-toe.  Again, she pressed her hand to her cheek, wondering why she was like this around him.  It was like he’d cranked her ‘desire/lust’ knob all the way up and he was the only one with the controls.  She’d never felt this horny around a man in her entire life.

His nostrils flared and Beks saw his hand tightening around the plate.  He squeezed it so hard that Beks gasped when it split right in two, food and metal clattering to the floor.

Lihvan ignored it.  In fact, he didn’t even seem to notice.  His body was tight, tense, muscles contracted and ready to spring.  And he was doing that strange purring sound again.

“Lihvan?” she asked quietly, feeling her nipples pebble beneath his shirt.  The room smelled of him, that same minty musk that she’d inhaled off the shirt, except it seemed concentrated.  It was making Beks head swim, making it hard for her to think about anything but the alien in front of her.

“This is not a game, female,” he suddenly said, voice deep and thick.  “Your scent tells me you wish to mate and that is not to be taken lightly.  Not with a male like me.”

Beks shook her head, trying to clear the sudden haze.  Her scent?  He could smell how turned on she was?

“A male like you?” she questioned.  Her voice was throaty, like she’d just smoked a pack of cigarettes.

He never turned his gaze away from her.  He pinned her in place, like a predator stalking his prey.  “If we mate, I will never let you go.  That is the kind of male I am.”

I want that, was her first immediate thought, which disturbed her as much as it thrilled her.  What would it be like to be claimed by someone like him?  His power, his presence, his gaze made her tingle with awareness and she imagined herself lying back on the bed, slipping off his shirt, and spreading her legs for him.  What would he do?  Would he take what she freely offered?  Would he tug her hips to the edge of the bed and thrust inside of her?  Would he be rough or gentle?  Would she cum around his cock as he mated her?

That word…mate…it was primitive, raw, and sexy as hell.  The air in the room was even thicker and Lihvan’s purring growls were growing louder and louder with each passing moment.

What’s happening to me? she wondered, lips parted, skin flushed.  This wasn’t normal, was it?

Maybe she was playing with fire, but Beks had always liked to push boundaries.  She liked to push other people, see how they would react.

She told herself that was why she slowly shimmied up his shirt until it was bunched around her hips.  She told herself that was why she slowly spread her thighs so he would have a teasing glimpse of her naked pussy.

Lihvan seemed to stop breathing for a second and Beks almost moaned at the expression on his face, one of complete and utter focus as his gaze zeroed in on the throbbing juncture of her thighs.

“We don’t have to have sex to have some fun together,” she murmured softly, brushing a gentle finger over her engorged clit.  She gasped, her head falling back, stunned because she thought she might cum just from that one little touch.  “I—I feel…” she trailed off in another moan.

Lihvan didn’t move.  He was completely still, watching her, as if afraid if he moved an inch, she’d stop.  What he didn’t know was that Beks was already too far gone to stop.  So, it didn’t surprise her when another gentle swipe of her fingers—just one little touch—set her off into a clenching, spiraling orgasm that made her gasp and moan like the wanton she was.

Afterwards, she met Lihvan’s eyes, her ragged breath filling the room.  She was too shocked by her reaction to him to be embarrassed.  And the look he was giving her?  It looked like he wanted to spring across the room and devour her.  It didn’t look like he’d minded her impromptu masturbation session.  Not at all.

The purring was growing deafening…and were his horns straightened?  Beks eyed them, trepidation making an appearance.  Had she gone too far this time?  After all, he was an alien…a being with different customs, different interpretations.  Even though she felt secure with him, she realized she probably shouldn’t have done that, no matter what she felt when she was near him.

“I…” she trailed off.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean…”

Except she had meant to do it.  Now, she was embarrassed.  Kate had always called her impulsive, which might just be another word for reckless.  She always acted before thinking, unlike her level-headed best friend that analyzed everything beforehand.

Without saying one word, Lihvan pushed off his spot from the wall and left the room as if it was on fire.  Beks stared at the door, which had swooshed closed behind him, and then she let out a shuddering sigh.  Slowly, she pushed off the bed on shaking legs, smoothing the shirt back down her thighs, trying not to let shame fill her up and boil over.

She’d always loved sex, but she loved the intimacy of it more, of feeling the weight of a man, of smelling him on her skin, tasting him on her tongue.  She’d never been ashamed of it and had always had a healthy sex life.  But she didn’t feel so good about what had just happened.  She was in way over her head.

Crouching down, she picked up the broken plate that Lihvan had crushed and picked up what remained of the food.  She didn’t know where to discard it, so she neatly piled it by the door before her eyes returned to where Lihvan had been standing.

Beks stepped closer, peering harder.

There was a dent in the wall.

Her eyebrows rose as she inspected it.  It was roughly the size of the towering, scarred alien that had just fled the room.  It took Beks a moment to realize that he’d actually dented the steel wall with his body, from the force of keeping away from her.  And right where his hands had been pressed?  There were claw marks, as if he’d tried to gouge his nails into it.

Beks ran a shaking hand through her hair, eyeing the scratches.

What in the world had she done this time?
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Lihvan headed straight for the training pits.

His cock was so hard that he feared it might burst the woven seams of his leg coverings, but that was the least of his worries.  He needed a distraction.  And fighting was exactly what he needed to work out his frustration and aggression.

On the way, he alerted Vikan that he needed a sparring partner.  Most of the warriors on the ship were good fighters, but Lihvan wanted to fight against the best on the ship…well, second only to himself.

The training deck was situated on the second level of the vessel.  There were some warriors already engaged, utilizing the sunken pits made primarily of hard metal and blood stains.  Lihvan chose a secluded pit at the back of the training deck and jumped down, landing in a crouch.  Briefly, he looked down at his bare chest, remembering the female’s remark about whether he would bathe.  He’d forgotten that he still wore the blood of the Krevorags and he wondered whether that had frightened her or not.

A fresh surge of arousal made him growl.  No, she hadn’t been frightened.  She’d been…wanting.  As he warmed up his muscles, Lihvan tried not to breathe through his nostrils, since he could still smell that sweet, musky scent that was solely her.  It made his Instinct prowl inside him, aching to burst free, aching to claim its mate.

He tried not to remember her teasings, tried not to remember the sight of her pink, aroused flesh between her thighs, tried not to remember her breathy moans as she touched herself.

His palms stung from where he’d pressed his claws into his flesh, but he relished the pain, hoping that it would distract him from his arousal.

She had been…magnificent.  His female was a sensual creature, unafraid to pursue her pleasure.  He’d wanted nothing more than to go to her when she’d been lying across his sleeping platform.  He’d wanted nothing more than to part her thighs and spear her with his cock where she ached for him.

Yet he hadn’t.  Partly because if he claimed her as his, she would be bound to him forever.  If she left, if she went back to Earth, Lihvan knew that he would hunt her mercilessly and bring her back to him.  She would never be free of him.

The other reason why he hadn’t gone to her…well, that reason shamed him even more.

Vikan’s voice cut through his thoughts.  “You look as if you have been conquered.”

His friend stood at the edge of the pit, studying him from above.  The low lighting prevented Lihvan from seeing his features, but he knew Vikan’s face would be pinched with knowing.

“Get down here,” Lihvan bit out.

Vikan studied him for a moment longer, which frustrated Lihvan enough to growl, before his friend jumped the fifteen feet down into the pit with ease.  He landed with a solid thump and then straightened.

“I hope that cock is not for me,” Vikan said, voice neutral.

Lihvan glowered and without warning, lashed out with a swipe of his bloodied claws.  Vikan dodged and the fight began.

It lasted a while, for which Lihvan was thankful.  Fighting was what made sense to him.  It was what he was good at, what centered him.  He relished the measured breaths, when he should inhale, when he should exhale.  He lived for the challenge of dissecting his opponent’s movements, to try and track where they would attack next.  To a certain extent, he had learned to like the pain, to savor the scars and lashes and claw marks adorning his flesh because they made him a better warrior, a stronger one.

Near the end, when both warriors were beginning to slow, to defend instead of attack, they called the fight and sank down on the blood splattered ground, backs to the metal wall of their chosen cage.

Their breaths were ragged and Lihvan blinked away the blood that had dripped into his eye.  His chest was a smattering of fresh cuts and sliced skin, but he knew they would heal quickly.  Vikan didn’t fare any better.  Lihvan had gouged him, perhaps a little too deeply, in his side, which would take longer to heal.

Once they recovered and caught their breaths, Vikan eyed him from across the pit.  Some of the tension that had been released during the fight trickled back in as Lihvan interpreted that look.

“Just say it,” Lihvan said.  “I am too tired to argue.”

“No good will come from this, brother,” Vikan warned.  “The female must return to her own planet.”

Instead of directly addressing his concern, Lihvan asked, “Has your Instinct chosen a female for you?”

Earlier in the span, before Lihvan had returned to his quarters, Vikan had hinted that it had.

Vikan averted his gaze.  “I am still loyal to Nitav.  It does not matter if it had.”

Nitav had been Vikan’s Breeding partner, his chosen mate, even if she had not been his fated one.  Lihvan shook his head and said quietly, “Nitav is dead, Vikan.  She has journeyed into the blackworld where the Fates watch over her now.”

Vikan’s gaze was level.  “My feelings have not followed her into the blackworld.  They remain in me still.”

“You deny yourself a future if you keep yourself shrouded in the past, my friend,” Lihvan said slowly.

“There is no future with them, Lihvan,” Vikan said, voice hardening, his gaze like ice.

Lihvan met his stare.  He’d been worrying more and more about his friend, who seemed to withdraw into himself more with every passing span.

“Remember that and you will save yourself much grief,” he added.  With that, Vikan pushed up from the wall, his wound making his features stretch tight.  “I am needed at the command center.”

Lihvan watched Vikan pull himself out of the pit and disappear at the top without another word.  Lihvan leaned his head back, thinking over Vikan’s words, wanting to deny them.  But he knew he couldn’t.

What Lihvan wanted more than anything, even his Ambassador status, even more than being one of the best warriors on Luxiria, was a mate.  A family.  Offspring.  And not many knew that about him.  When Vaxa’an had found his fated mate in a human female, he’d been overcome with a jealousy that surprised him.  Ashamed even.  He should’ve been happy for his friend because Vaxa’an deserved happiness.  Yet, a small part of him was filled with envy.

And now…now when his Instinct had recognized something in Beks, with her soft hair and alluring smile and tantalizing scent, he was to be denied the chance to pursue anything with her, before he even knew her.

It is for the best, he told himself.  But even thinking that filled him with dismay and the loss of what could have been.







SIX







Lihvan didn’t return to his quarters after he finished in the training pit.  Instead, he bathed in one of the spare quarters and slept there, although it was a restless night.  He’d been haunted by erotic dreams of smooth skin and breathy moans, all too aware that the female that had taken hold of his thoughts was a quick stride away.

When he entered the command center after the few hours of sleep he got, he found Vikan still at the controls.  His friend looked as if he’d gotten no sleep at all and jerked his head at him in greeting.  They didn’t speak about what had happened in the training pits and they wouldn’t.

Lihvan looked at their position on one of their Coms and was surprised to see that they were in Jetutian territory.  Which meant that they must travel with vigilance.

“Any signs of Jetutian vessels?”

Vikan’s face was like facev stone, the same stone the Golden City was built from.  “None yet.”

But the lines of his body made Lihvan tense.  Quietly, he asked, “You think there will be an attack?”

Viking had always been more perceptive to the Fates’ will than any other warrior Lihvan had ever encountered.  To heed his instincts would be a benefit to them all.

Vikan’s eyes flashed to him.  “I think we should all be on our guard.  Something does not feel right.  The darkness is too still.”

Lihvan’s gut tightened, his mind flashing to the safety of the females on board.

Vikan seemed to think the same thing because he said, “The only way to keep them safe is to fight well.  We cannot send them off in an escape pod, especially in Jetutian territory.  The risks are too great and we may never recover them.”

Lihvan looked around the command center.  Most of the warriors were resting, but he would rouse them from sleep in the next few moments.  He was irritated that Vikan hadn’t thought to do so the moment they passed out of the Second Quadrant and into the reach of their most-hated enemy.

“Get us away from here as soon as you can,” Lihvan said.  “We should not have passed this way.  It was a mistake.”

Vikan said, “Vaxa’an wanted the females to safety as quickly as we could.  I was only following his orders.”

Lihvan grit his jaw, but anger made him say, “If Nitav was on board, you would not have even considered coming this way.”

And then he turned from his friend and went to sound the alarm to wake the rest of the warriors, so that they could prepare for the worst.  Preparing for the worst had saved his life in many instances and he wouldn’t gamble with those under his command.

He thought of Beks as he issued the call, debating whether he should put her in with the rest of the females.  But he reasoned she would be safer in his quarters.

For a brief moment, he glanced back at Vikan and his muscles tightened.  The warrior’s face was scanning the darkness of space, looking, watching.  If Vikan felt threatened, then an attack would be imminent.

Not for the first time, Lihvan wondered if Vikan purposefully courted an encounter with the Jetutians.  He’d been bent on revenge after the grief of losing Nitav had passed.  Lihvan wondered if he’d just found his chance, except it came at the cost of endangering them all.

Just as Lihvan feared, after most of the warriors were awakened, in position and ready for a possible confrontation, one of their Com alarms sounded, indicating an incoming vessel.

The command center exploded into action and Lihvan knew that elsewhere on the vessel, Luxirians were doing the same: preparing.

In the end…it didn’t matter.  The smaller vessel they were on was meant for swift travel and was not equipped for offensive attacks.  The best weapons they had were themselves, Luxirian warriors…a race feared and sought after by both enemies and allies.

As a Jetutian vessel came into view, at least three times as large as theirs, Lihvan knew that an encounter had been inevitable.  They should not have traveled through that part of the galaxy.  Their impatience would cost them.

The only question was what the Jetutians wanted for their freedom.

One of the translators at one of the Coms called to Lihvan.  “Ambassador, there is a message uploading to our vessel.  A request to open a connection.”

Lihvan would risk the lives of Luxirian warriors if he chose to combat them.  They were simply outnumbered.  And Lihvan had always believed in doing what was rational, not what his Instinct wanted him to do.  His Instinct only wanted two things: to mate and to fight.  The Fates had gifted him with an analytical mind, which had battled against his Instinct’s will his entire life span, but thus far it had served him well.

Lihvan approached the warrior and read the message for himself.  It was in Jetu, but Lihvan, like many Luxirians, were fluent in multiple languages, especially the languages of their enemies.

“Grant it,” Lihvan rumbled.

The warrior obeyed and a moment later, a feed connection crackled to life and Lihvan saw the unmistakable face of Gribrak, the Jetutian equivalent of a Luxirian war general.  A war general that Lihvan had encountered more times than he’d wanted to in his life span.  The same war general, as luck would have it, that had gifted him with the deep and grotesque scar down his face.

In Jetu, Gribrak greeted him with the cloying rasps and long worded syllables of the grating language.

“Ambassador Lihvan,” Gribrak said, voice tauntingly smug.  His glowing blue eyes looked eerie on the small silver screen.  “This is most unexpected.”

In Luxirian, since Lihvan refused to speak their language, he replied with, “State your demands.”

“I have just had an interesting message from our Krevorag allies,” Gribrak said, eyes narrowing on Lihvan’s face, “claiming that a group of Luxirians stole their supply of human females.”

“I did not know,” Lihvan said, his voice low and controlled, “that you were nothing more than a messenger for the Krevorags, Gribrak.  I would think that their affairs were beneath you.”

Gribrak scowled, not liking what Lihvan implied.  “I do not care for the human females.  Keep them for your pleasure slaves if you wish.  You know what my request will be.”

Lihvan gritted his jaw, even though relief flowed through him.  The Jetutians did not seem to realize that Luxirians were biologically compatible with humans, or else Gribrak would have demanded them back, considering their main goal was to completely wipe out their race.  At least the females would be safe.  At least Beks wouldn’t be in any danger from them.

“We have no Luxirian crystals on board,” Lihvan answered him.  “You know that.”

“Which is why I will need leverage,” Gribrak replied easily.  Lihvan stiffened, but kept his expression neutral as his enemy continued, “We have all of our cannons, ammunition, and laser sensors directed right at your vessel, Ambassador Lihvan.  Tread carefully.  One wrong move and I will give the order.”

Lihvan glanced back at Vikan.  His features were unreadable, except for the slight trembling of his hand.  Lihvan knew it was not fear.  It was rage.  Vikan had always kept it tightly leashed, much like Lihvan.

Lihvan returned his gaze to the Jetutian.  “What do you want as your leverage?”

Gribrak smiled.  His sharp, jagged teeth were repulsive.  “I will use you.”  Lihvan gave no outward reaction.  He knew any hint of it would please Gribrak to no end.  “We will send a vessel to collect you, Ambassador, and ransom your return to your Prime Leader in exchange for thirty vonnes of Luxirian crystals.”

Lihvan almost laughed.  Thirty vonnes?  Impossible.  Luxirians only possessed a fraction of that, since mining work had lessened in the past ten rotations.  The Jetutians had always assumed that the Luxirians were drowning in crystals, one of the few natural resources that enabled long distance space travel, but that was simply not the case.  However, Lihvan knew he bartered not only for the life of the warriors on board and the human females, but for time.

It was a gamble, but one he would need to take.

“Twenty,” Lihvan returned.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Vikan start, but he held out a hand behind him, telling his friend to still.  “You will see none, however, if you harm this vessel.  Our deal is held together by the safe return of my warriors to Luxiria and only then will our Prime Leader be notified.”

Gribrak pretended to consider, but Lihvan caught the gleam of eager greed in his eyes nonetheless.  “We will send a transport to your vessel shortly.”

The stream cut off and Lihvan stared at the silver pad, gathering his thoughts, trying not to let hate and disgust overwhelm him.

“Ambassador?” the warrior asked, after a brief moment of pause.  “Your orders?”

Loud enough for all the warriors present to hear, he said, “Secure the females and make sure they are safe.  Getting them back to Luxiria is still our mission.”

“We should fight them,” another warrior said and Lihvan cut his gaze over to him.  He was a younger warrior, fresh from military training, but he should still know better than to contradict a superior’s orders, especially Lihvan’s.  “This is an opportunity for us to avenge our lost females!”

Lihvan’s gaze drilled into him so hard that he thought it might cause the warrior pain.  “Are you challenging my authority?  Did our Prime Leader give direct power to you that I, or Ambassador Vikan, do not know of?”  The younger warrior paled, his jaw tightening when he realized that he’d misstepped.  “No?  Then keep your tongue inside your mouth before I loosen it from your skull,” Lihvan growled, feeling precious moments slip by with frustration.  He felt his muscles bunching and swelling in response, but he managed to retain control.

Barely.

Another Com signaled another vessel and the warrior in front of it said, cutting through the thick silence, “A vessel just released from the main Jetutian bay.  Approaching fast.”

Vikan strode over to Lihvan and his usually calm friend was tight with anger.  Quietly, so the warriors wouldn’t overhear, he hissed, “Have you gone mad?  The Jetutians are not to be trusted.  When they realize that we hardly have five vonnes of crystals, they will execute you.”

“I know,” Lihvan murmured lowly.

Vikan inhaled sharply.  “Then why—”

“To give you time.”

Vikan eyed him and then said, “You were not planning to return.”

Lihvan huffed out a sharp laugh.  “No.  The Jetutians must truly believe that we have been hoarding our resources, or else they would not make such ludicrous demands.  No…they will find out soon enough.  But before they do, the moment they take me on board, you must escape and do it swiftly.  I do not trust Gribrak to keep his word not to harm the vessel.  Jetutians never keep their word.”

Vikan shook his head.  “No, I will not allow you to do this.”

“We have no choice.”

“I will go in your place.  One Ambassador is as good as another,” Vikan said, clasping a hand on Lihvan’s shoulder.  “I have nothing more to lose.  And you…your Instinct has chosen a female for you.  You have everything to lose.”

Lihvan’s chest squeezed when he thought of Beks, at the possibility, but then he turned her away from his mind.  There was no point dwelling on it now, considering that he would most likely die that span.

“No, my friend,” Lihvan said.  “I cannot allow you to do that.”  When Vikan started to protest, Lihvan continued with, “Gribrak has a personal vendetta against me, as you well remember.  He would not take you in my place.  This is something that I must do.”

Vikan’s hand clenched on his shoulder.  “Lihvan, I do not like this.”

“You do not have to,” he said.  “Just make sure that you use this distraction well and you get this vessel back to Luxiria as soon as you can.  That is all that I ask in return.”

Vikan went silent.  Sharp exhales sounded from his nostrils and his friend wrestled with the knowledge that Lihvan could not be swayed from this.

“And what of your female?” Vikan finally asked.

“She will return to Earth with the others.  Back to her home,” Lihvan said, voice rough.  “She will never know that my Instinct chose her for me…and perhaps that is for the best.”

Lihvan swallowed his regret and as the transport vessel crept closer and closer, he mourned the loss of her.  He would never know what could have been.







SEVEN







Something was wrong.

Beks felt the hair on her arms rise and she slid her palms down, rubbing, trying to shake the sudden feeling of unease that had descended over her like a shroud.

The space ship had given a large lurch a while ago, startling her from a deep sleep.  It had taken her a few moments to realize where she was and why…and she couldn’t help but feel disappointment when she realized that Lihvan had not returned to his quarters after what she’d done.

Maybe he’s just not interested, she thought.  Maybe she’d misread the situation and assessed his body language through very human eyes.  

Getting out of bed, she touched the wall of the room.  There was a slight vibration, like a gentle humming, but nothing like what she’d felt when she’d realized that the ship was in flight.  They had stopped.  But why?  Had they already reached Lihvan’s home planet?  What had he called it…Luxiria?

She didn’t know why but warning bells were going off in her head.  For a moment, she let her mind run wild.  She wondered if those lizard-like aliens had caught up with them and were demanding their return.  Was something wrong with the ship?  Or had Lihvan been lying to her the entire time when he’d said she could go back to Earth?  Was he planning to sell them to the highest bidder just like those other aliens?

Breathe, she told herself.  Slowly, she approached the door, deciding that she should just go find out for herself.  Lihvan might not appreciate that she’d broken out of his room again, but if he had any complaints, then she would handle it.

Mimicking what she did the first time, Beks got the door to slide open once more and she poked her head out.  There was no one around and the hallway seemed quiet, so she ventured out.

She remembered the way to the command center, but the closer that Beks got to it, the more she thought something was wrong.  The ship’s hallways were completely deserted.  Panic began to bubble in her throat as she wondered if these aliens really were as trustworthy as they seemed.

Just as she reached the hallway that led to the command center, she saw Lihvan emerge from its doors, alone.  Stifling a surprised gasp, Beks ducked out of sight.  Her gut instinct told her that she should be wary and until she got to the bottom of whatever was happening, she’d treat Lihvan’s actions with suspicion.

Hoping that he wouldn’t venture towards the hallway she was currently hiding in, Beks listened intently and gave a silent sigh of relief when she heard his footsteps retreating.  She poked her head around the corner and saw him disappear at the opposite end.  Only then did she follow him and for the first time, she was thankful that she was barefooted.

For what seemed like hours but was probably only a few minutes, Beks followed the towering alien that she harbored a strange, intense attraction to.  A couple times, she thought he’d catch her but she made sure to keep her distance and to be as silent as possible.  And damn, she thought she was doing a great job.

Finally, he stopped, halting in front of two large metal doors.  Beks hovered next to a piece of machinery, watching, wondering what he was up to.  He’d turned his attention to the silver pad next to the door and Beks thought she caught movement on the screen.

Just as she leaned closer to try and get a better view, her toes bumped into the machinery she was hiding behind and Lihvan moved quicker than she thought possible.  With a growl, he sprung on her, claws extended.  Beks gave a short, startled cry and then Lihvan wrenched his body away, managing to right himself while also capturing her against him.

“Female,” Lihvan rasped into her ear, chest heaving.  “I almost…vrax!”

Beks didn’t know what else to say, except, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have startled you.”  She was proud that her voice only shook a little, remembering the gleam of those deadly claws.

Lihvan’s ragged breaths didn’t change.  And when Beks looked up at him, she saw him cast a hard stare at the metal doors.  “Beks, you must leave.  Right now.”

“Why?” she questioned.  “What’s going on?  I felt the ship—”

“Now!” he snapped.  “Leave and return to my quarters immediately.”

Irritation made her prickly.  “Hey, you can’t order me around like some sort of dog, buddy.  I’m not—”

He made a sound in the back of his throat.  Then Lihvan cut her off by pulling her more tightly into his body, craning his head down so that it rested in the crook of her neck.  She felt him inhale deeply, like he was smelling her skin, and she wondered why that little action felt so erotic.  She felt the sharp contrast of his black horns against her cheek and she felt the other one tangle in her hair.

“Lihvan…” she started, her momentary anger draining out of her.  Her voice failed her, however, even though she didn’t know what she would’ve said.  Instead, her throat closed up, clogging with unexpected tears, when his hands spanned her waist, when they ran over her curves like he was trying to memorize the shape of her, when he lightly brushed his lips across the sensitive flesh of her neck and whispered words in his language that she felt deep inside her bones.

He touched her with an infinite gentleness and Beks had never felt so treasured, so wanted, in her entire life.  It shook her to her core.

The moment ended far too soon.  Lihvan pulled away, his features showing his emotion.  Beks thought that it resembled grief.

“Luxiva,” he started, “I am begging you to leave right—”

His words were cut off by a sharp hiss as the doors slowly slid open, revealing a tightly huddled group of yet another alien species.  Immediately, Lihvan shoved her behind him, blocking their path with his body.

It was too late.  They’d already seen her.




*     *     *




Gribrak’s gaze darted behind Lihvan and zeroed in on Beks.  Lihvan sickened at the realization on his enemies’ face, feeling panic bloom under his flesh until he thought he might suffocate from it.

He was angry at his female, for following him, but mostly at himself, for not realizing it sooner and for embracing her when he should’ve pushed her from the docking bay.  His momentary weakness would be her doom and the knowledge gutted him.

In Jetu, Gribrak addressed him.  “This is most surprising, Ambassador.  A human female as your mate?  I would think you had more control than that.”

Lihvan hated the way Gribrak’s eyes trailed over his female and the growl that tore from his throat was filled with both warning and rage.  The only thing that prevented him from launching himself at the smug Jetutian was the knowledge that the docking bay was being monitored by Vikan.  His friend would’ve seen Beks, would’ve seen the potential danger in having her so close to their most-hated enemy.  All Lihvan had to do was buy time so that Vikan could come retrieve her from harm’s way.

Unfortunately, Gribrak also seemed to come to this realization.  His gaze darted around the docking bay and then he grunted at his men, “Take them both.”

Lihvan’s muscles bunched and started to grow, sensing the direct threat against his mate.  His Instinct bristled, hackles rising.

“Quickly!” Gribrak commanded, eyeing Lihvan like he was a weapon about to go off.

Lihvan reacted, knowing that at all costs he had to protect his mate.  He lashed out with his claws at one of the seven Jetutians that had surrounded them both and blood immediately gurgled from the enemies’ slit chest.  Beks gave a small cry of fear and surprise that raked across his insides and made him roar in fury.

His Instinct guided his actions, his vision focused, tracking every single movement of the Jetutians.  He dispatched one more of them, his thick hide slapping onto the floor in a bloodied mess, before he felt an electric jolt through his body, robbing him of strength.

His limbs became limp and he felt another jolt, which brought him to his knees.  His breaths went ragged and he blindly reached behind him to make sure his female was still unharmed.

Gribrak crouched in front of him, tilting his head to the side in that unnatural Jetutian way that looked as though it might roll off his neck.  Dangling from his hands was the weapon that had shocked him.  A coward’s weapon.

“Never have I seen you so undone, war general,” Gribrak commented, his gaze flickering to Beks behind him.

Lihvan attempted to make another swipe at him, but his arms were heavy.  They thudded onto the docking bay floor, useless.

“Take them,” Gribrak said, rising.

Focus, the logical part of him reasoned.  He was a war general, one that could strategize and keep a level head in dangerous situations.  Dampening the rage that coursed through his veins, his eyes were drawn to the transport vessel the Jetutians had traveled in.  And just like Luxirian transport vessels, there were four escape pods attached to the sides.

He could fit Beks into one if he regained control of his limbs soon.  He could fire it back towards the vessel and hope that Vikan had not escaped by then, even though that was exactly what Lihvan had told him to do.

Nothing else mattered except for her safety.  Lihvan would gladly give his life if it meant she would be unharmed.

Lihvan felt a twitch of his strength return to his arms as he was dragged on board.  Behind him, he heard Beks struggling, but he told himself to be patient, to not lash out with his growing strength or else his plan might not work.  She was tossed down beside him on the biting metal, in nothing but his tunic.  His eyes caught and held her own.  He wanted to roar at her obvious fear, knowing that he was failing her as a protector.

Failing…just like my sire, he couldn’t help but think, feeling shame that he’d long buried threaten to choke him.

But he rebelled against it.  He was not his sire and he would not fail his mate.  He’d pushed himself to be the best war general that Luxiria had ever seen and he poured that focus, that ambition, into the plan that had begun to form in his mind.

When the transport vessel doors shut and Gribrak stepped over his body to take command, Lihvan flexed his fingers, testing his control.  The electric jolt only seemed to have a temporary effect and every undisturbed moment helped fuel him.

Lying still, his eyes connected with Beks’.  Terror made her gaze glassy, but he tilted his head down, trying to convey everything in one single look.  Her brows furrowed as she tried to read his expression and then her eyes flickered over to the group of Jetutians and Gribrak, who were congregated at the front of the transport vessel.  Only one Jetutian had been left to watch over them and Lihvan knew that he could easily dispatch of him, especially when it meant getting his mate to safety.

Brave female, he thought, pride welling in his chest as Beks made a visible effort to lessen her fear.  When she looked at him again, she nodded slightly and Lihvan knew that she would be ready when he made his move.

Next, without moving his head, he looked at the hatch on one of the escape pods closest to them.  It looked as if it needed an access code, but he knew from one harrowing experience a few rotations ago that if he destroyed the panel, the hatch doors would open by default as a security measure.

He just needed an opportunity and he needed it before they reached the main Jetutian vessel.

His opportunity came when Vikan fulfilled his promise.  Lihvan didn’t see the Luxirian vessel engage all fifty thrusters and speed away towards their home planet and away from Jetutian territory, but he felt the tremendous wave of energy that violently rocked them.

The vessel tilted sideways and Gribrak cursed loudly while the other Jetutians tried to right themselves.  Lihvan didn’t waste a moment.  With his body straining, his strength not fully returned, he catapulted off the cargo floor and put as much power behind his momentum as he launched himself at the Jetutian guarding them.  With a quick pull, he snapped his neck and he slumped to the ground, lifeless.

Before Gribrak could even react, Lihvan slammed his fists into the control panel for one of the escape pods and Beks hurried to meet him, scrambling inside the hatch door when it opened.

Gribrak recovered and roared in Jetu at his crew, “Disable the pods!  Disable them now!”

Lihvan jumped in after Beks, the door whooshing closed behind him.  The Jetutian escape pod had a different layout than the Luxirian ones.  Lihvan shook his head, his body feeling sluggish after his burst of adrenaline.

Any moment Gribrak would cut off their only hope of escape if he didn’t act quickly.  Lihvan’s mind raced as he disengaged the escape pod from the transport vessel to the sound of Gribrak’s curses.

Relief flooded him when the pod shot off the vessel and hurtled into the darkness.  One problem solved, one to go.  Aware that Beks’ body was being crushed by his weight, he quickly charted a course for the nearest planet…the name of which was Jalun.

Vrax, he cursed silently, scowling.  But they had no choice.  The Jetutians would only be able to follow the escape pod in their main vessel and Gribrak wasn’t even close to it.  They needed to get to the planet’s surface and get to safety before the Jetutians pursued them.

Although only a fool would follow them to Jalun.  Even though there was plenty of oxygen in the atmosphere, its surface temperatures were mercurial and it was home to some of the most deadly creatures Lihvan had ever encountered.

Still, there would be food and water and shelter.  Lihvan could work with that and provide for his mate until they were found…hopefully by his own people.

Only after he sent out a coded distress call in the direction of Luxiria—praying to the Fates that it would find its intended mark—did he attend to his female.  Pulling her around his body, he ran a palm down her cheek, checking her for injuries.  Her eyes were wide with shock from what had happened and once he made sure she wasn’t harmed, he simply pulled her soft, vulnerable body into him, cradling her.

“I will protect you, luxiva,” he said softly into her hair, his eyes on the horizon.  Jalun came into view and only grew larger and larger as they approached.  “As a Luxirian warrior, this is my bond to you.”







EIGHT







Beks could officially add ‘Crash land on a freaky alien planet’ to her list of things she’d done since getting abducted.  Also on that list was ‘Masturbate in front of a sexy alien,’ ‘Get kidnapped by more aliens,’ and ‘Watch more aliens get killed by aforementioned sexy alien who I have weird, achy feelings for.’

Terrific.

The moment they climbed out of the completely destroyed oval shaped pod they’d escaped in, a wave of heat crashed down on her and she gasped.  And hey, Beks had been to Florida in the middle of summer, but that heat had nothing on this heat.  She could hardly breathe it was so suffocating and she immediately broke out into a full-body sweat.

Lihvan was busy scanning their surroundings, but he didn’t look nearly as sweaty as she felt.  He seemed a little slower than usual, but she figured it was from getting tasered one too many times.

“Are you okay?” she asked him, remembered the sight of him weakened and frustrated.  She wiped her forehead and her palm came away sticky.  “I mean…are you injured?”

He looked at her, his expression serious and grim even though he reached out to stroke a hand through her sweat-clumped hair.  “Do you think I cannot protect you?”

Uh oh, Beks had a feeling she’d just insulted the big guy.  “No, no…I mean, yes, I know that you can, um,” her eyes ran over his generous muscles and bulk, “protect me.  I just…that alien really dropped you.”

He grunted, but didn’t respond.

Swallowing, she asked just two of the questions on her mind.  “Who were they?  Why did they come aboard the ship?”

“Jetutians,” he said, face unreadable, but his brows drew together.  “An enemy of ours.  We were in their territory.”

“Oh,” Beks said quietly, knowing nothing of the politics of aliens.  At least she now knew that Lihvan hadn’t been planning to sell them off to the highest bidder.  That had just been a product of her overactive—and paranoid—imagination.

Lihvan studied her for a brief moment and then grunted, releasing her from his grasp.  “We must find shelter.  Before the sun falls.  It is dangerous out in the open.”

Dangerous? Beks wondered, gulping.  She looked around the clearing where they’d landed.  The planet had a dark landscape, full of sharp ragged rocks and dark forests made of what looked like black, shiny vines, as opposed to trees.  In the distance, a yowling, warbling sound made the hairs on her arms stand on end and she unconsciously stepped closer to Lihvan.

“What was that?” she asked, her voice sharp as fear skittered up her spine.

“What we need to avoid,” Lihvan said.  He bent over to crush something in the pod—perhaps a tracking device of some kind?—and even though Beks’ number one priority was getting away from this area, the sight of Lihvan’s backside still managed to draw her gaze.  “Although its meat is very tender.”

“You…you’ve eaten whatever that was?” she asked, incredulous.

He jerked his head in an affirmative nod she’d come to recognize.  “Tev.”

Which Beks had deduced meant ‘yes.’  And since she didn’t really want to know the specifics of that story, she tugged on his bicep a little, wanting to leave and yet marveling at the smooth hard muscle she encountered.  Yeah, her mind was all over the place.

“Let’s go,” she said quietly, her gaze flickering around the clearing.  There was also a strange, sulfur-like smell emanating from the soil that she wanted to get away from.  She was a city girl through and through and she wasn’t apologetic about it.  She’d gladly take cracked, weathered concrete to grass any day.

Lihvan pulled her into pace beside him as they left the pod behind, but Beks only made it a few steps off the soil when she hissed.  The path of the direction they were headed in, towards a range of mountains—or at least what looked like mountains—was covered in tiny pebbles as sharp as shards of glass.  Not only did they lacerate her bare feet, but they were scorching hot.

Her big, towering alien cursed in his language and immediately swung her up into his arms, peering down to check her feet.  His expression was one of anguish, as if he’d done something unimaginable horrible and for a moment, Beks forgot the pain, so taken aback by his intense reaction.

“I am sorry, luxiva,” he murmured, his voice gruff, his surprisingly gentle fingertips brushing off some of the stray pebbles, so carefully, like she was made of glass.  “I am sorry.”

“You didn’t know,” she murmured, her gaze never leaving his face.  That weird emotion, that same one when he’d embraced her right before those aliens had taken them, returned in full force.  It clogged her throat and she forced herself to look away from him, trying to stop that emotion from progressing into anything else, something inevitable.  She cleared her throat, suddenly shy.  “Is there another way we can go?”

Lihvan shook his head.  “I will carry you.”

“But—”

“I can move more quickly than you would be able to,” he said and even though a part of her bristled at his implication, she knew he was probably right.  She would only slow them down if she had to carefully monitor every step she took and her feet would be useless by the end of their journey.

Beks nodded and Lihvan set off, towards the thick vine forest.  Shifting her body to get a better grip, she heard him sharply inhale when she twined her arms around his neck.  She caught his gaze on her, that intense, broody look making her shy again, but she looked away, towards the direction they were headed.

Silently, they made their way through the roughened path.  The moment that Lihvan shouldered aside the veil of vines and let them fall closed behind them, it grew so quiet that it was almost eerie.  It was like the vines absorbed sound.  What was even better was that inside the forest, the heat receded slightly, cooled by the shadows.  She could breathe again.

Thick light filtered through and Beks had noticed that the sun on the planet had already begun to set.  How long would it be before it was completely pitch black?  And more importantly, would they find shelter before then?

Her body vibrated with every step that Lihvan took and when she slipped down where he tightly cradled her against his abdomen, she felt the unmistakeable shape of his cock.  And it was hard.  Very hard.

Beks cleared her throat and she almost jumped at how loud it sounded.  Barely above a whisper, she asked, “Have you been to this planet before?”

Planet.  She almost shook her head in disbelief.  She’d said planet so nonchalantly, like she was asking him if he’d ever been to a particular restaurant in town.  It was her new normal, this strange new life she’d found herself in where planets and sexy aliens existed.

His eyes were scanning the vines all around them very carefully, as if he was watching for something.  Remembering his skill, remembering how easily he’d dispatched the other aliens they’d encountered with a slash of those deadly claws that clutched her to him so gently, she wondered where he’d learned to fight.  Was he a soldier of some kind on his planet?

“Tev,” he said just as quietly, answering her question.  His massive feet, covered in a soft leather material, crunched on the razor pebbles, but it didn’t sound as loud as Beks thought it should.  “I have been here once before.”

“Why?  Is it common to travel to other planets?”

“For a hunt,” he replied.  “It was for…sport,” he finally said, testing the English word in his mouth.  His accent was thick but Beks liked his voice, liked how deep and guttural it was.  She wondered what he sounded like waking from a deep sleep and a shiver raced through her.

His gaze drew down to her again, as if he was helpless not to, before he returned to scanning their surroundings.

“You were hunting that animal we heard earlier?”

“Animal?” he repeated, brow furrowed.  “More like a beast.  I hope not to encounter it while we are here.”

Lihvan stopped his stride in front of a massive rusty orange blob that looked like a clay material.  It was spread out over the pebbles and Beks swore that she saw it move.

“Stand on my feet for a moment, female,” Lihvan ordered, gently lowering her down.  Her bare feet made contact with his leather boots and her eyes went wide when he suddenly whipped off his shirt, displaying an endless supply of muscles on top of muscles.  His strange, scaled skin that she was becoming mildly and embarrassingly obsessed with was tinged a dark green color, reflecting off the light of the vine forest.  Back at the pod, his skin had looked almost peach.

Lihvan dropped his shirt down onto the pebbles and nudged her onto it so her feet wouldn’t get cut.

“What are you—”

A sharp squeal emanated from the clay blob when Lihvan broke off a large stump with his bare hands.  The blob begin weeping a clear fluid and Lihvan reached down by her feet to rip off a swath of cloth from his shirt.  He blotted up the fluid with his shirt and then carefully folded and tucked it in.  And then, where Lihvan had broken off a piece…the clay began to grow back.  Right before her very eyes.

It had completely regenerated in the span of thirty seconds and then it began to move, albeit slowly.

“Was…was that thing alive?” she managed to ask, rooted into place, watching as the clay blob hightailed it away from them as fast as it could.

“Its blood makes starting a fire easier,” he replied and then held up the clay chunk he’d broken off, “and its flesh keeps it burning most of the span.  This will last us for tonight and most of tomorrow.  Stand on my feet again, female.”

She did as he requested, still eyeing the blob.  Lihvan retrieved his shirt and tucked the small strip of cloth inside, wrapping it up tightly.

“I can hold it,” she murmured, her eyes briefly straying to his chest.  She’d always been a sucker for nice, defined pecs and Lihvan’s were drool-worthy.

Lihvan did his frowning thing, like he didn’t approve of her lifting a finger during their little ‘vacation.’

“You can’t hold me and that…blood ball,” she reasoned.

Lihvan’s frown deepened, but then he said, “Do not let the blood soak through and touch your skin,” before placing his shirt in her opened hands.  She considered it a small victory as he once again swung her up in his arms.

They walked in silence for what seemed like hours.  Every moment, the sun sunk lower and lower into the sky, the vine forest darkening more rapidly.  As it became darker, it also became colder.  Beks didn’t know when she’d noticed it, but one moment, she was sweating bullets, making even Lihvan’s grip on her slip, and the next she was curling deeper into his body, trying to soak up his constant heat like a sponge.

By the time they reached the mountains, although it was the side of the mountain that backed against the vine forest, Beks was shivering uncontrollably and Lihvan’s pace had noticeably picked up.  It was a relief when Lihvan spotted a deep crevice, carved into the mountainside.  He tucked Beks between two large boulders to shield her from view and instantly, she missed his heat, the feel of his skin against hers.

“Stay right here and do not move.  You will be safe while I make sure there are no creatures inside,” he murmured, concern etched onto his face when he saw her shivering.  Just like the oppressive heat, he didn’t seem too bothered by the icy cold.  “I will warm you soon.”

His words weren’t meant to be erotic, but that was where her mind went.  Naturally.  Even when a tinge of panic colored her as she watched him enter the slim cave entrance, she kept thinking about his words.

Why does he effect me like this? she couldn’t help but wonder.  It scared her.

Slow, tortuous moments ticked by and dark thoughts began entering her mind, her overactive imagination at work again.  What would happen if there was something in the cave and it attacked Lihvan?  What if he was injured and needed her help?  What if he never came back?

Unease made her stand from her hiding spot and, still clutching the blood ball, she ventured into the cave, thankful that it wasn’t covered in the same rocky pebbles as the vine forest was.  It was smooth beneath her feet…but it was also pitch black.  The entrance was the only place that gave some semblance of light, from the lowering sun, but beyond that…it was darkness.  Complete, thick, can’t-even-breathe darkness…

“Lihvan?” she whispered, blindly reaching out to try to touch the sides of the cave.  It was narrow enough that she was surprised he’d managed to squeeze inside.

There was no answer.  And even though she tried to suppress it, her panic only rose.

“Lihvan,” she called louder, hating the desperation that tinged her tone.  “Lihvan—”

“Female,” came a growl and sweet relief filled her, making her gasp out loud.  “I told you to stay there.”

His voice came from just a few feet in front of her and when she reached out, she encountered his smooth, scarred chest.  Her palms instantly warmed and she didn’t possess the willpower not to press herself against his body.

“I thought…I thought that maybe something had happened to you,” she said, slightly embarrassed that she was clinging to him like an overly obsessed girlfriend.

He grunted, gentling his tone, “Come.  It is safe.”

Beks followed him deeper into the cave, keeping a hand firmly planted on his back so that she wouldn’t lose him in the darkness.  And she told herself she was definitely not coping a feel…but even she knew she was lying to herself.

“We will rest here,” he murmured, but Beks saw nothing.  In addition to having crazy weatherproof skin, he must’ve also been able to see in the dark extremely well.

But to admit to him that she didn’t have night vision seemed, oddly enough, like an embarrassing shortcoming even though she knew she couldn’t help it.  Especially when he was so amazing and self-assured at everything she’d seen him do so far.  He was probably annoyed that he had been saddled with a human weakling.

“I—I, um…can’t really see anything,” she said softly, feeling her cheeks burn even as her teeth continued to chatter from the cold.  She hated admitting weakness.  It was partly her motivation for clawing herself up in a very male-dominated industry back in Chicago.  Weakness just never sat well with her.

“I will have a fire soon,” he replied simply, taking the bundle of cloth from her hands.  Then, a high-pitched clinking sound reached her ears, like he was striking something.

Not five minutes later, he was true to his word and a small ember of fire drew her eyes.  Soon, it was a blazing ball of light, fueled only by the clay he’d taken off that creature in the vine forest.

Immediately, she registered the warmth.  It reached out to her with welcoming fingers and she savored every touch.  Once she stopped violently shivering, she looked around and noticed that the cave extended even farther back, but they were making themselves at home in a smaller alcove.  She couldn’t see the entrance of the cave, which relieved her.  At least they would have time to prepare if they heard something coming down the tunnel.

Once he seemed happy with the bulk of the fire, Lihvan stepped over it towards her.  Immediately, he drew her into his arms and Beks moaned as even more heat infused into her bones.

Lihvan drew her down to the ground and she let him maneuver her limbs until she was happily nestled between his thighs.  His giant arms wrapped around her from behind and very slowly, she allowed herself to relax against his chest, giving him her weight.

“What’s back there?” she asked softly, tilting her head to the back of the cave.

“Water crystals,” he replied.  Beks felt the words vibrate from deep in his chest.  “We are fortunate.”

Beks puffed out a soft breath, letting the warmth lull her.  They had fire, shelter, and now water.  She knew those were the three essentials when it came to survival, due to her morbid fascination for Naked and Afraid.  She’d binge-watched the show on more than one occasion and hell, at least she had a shirt…and a giant, impressive, hot and broody alien to keep her warm.

Yeah, she’d hit the survival partner jackpot.

“Thank you,” she murmured, turning her head slightly to look at him, “for everything.  For keeping me safe.”

His expression was unreadable, but she saw his brow lower slightly.  “It was my fault you were taken by the Jetutians.  I put you in danger.”

Now it was her turn to furrow her brow.  “No, you didn’t.  I was the one who followed you on the ship.  I got myself into that mess.”

“Nix,” he grunted.  “I should have not…”

“What?”

His jaw set.  “I should not have touched you.  Those few moments would have been sufficient for you to escape before they saw you.”

Her lips parted.  He was talking about The Embrace.  The one that had stolen her breath and made her want things she shouldn’t, feel things she shouldn’t.  But damn, it had felt good.

She didn’t want him to feel guilty about that.  Licking her lips, she turned in his arms so she was kneeling between his thighs.  His strange, but beautiful eyes flickered over her features, pausing on her lips, and she wondered if his kind kissed to show affection, just like humans.  His lips looked soft, even drawn down in that hard frown of his.

Not wanting to frighten him, she leaned forward and kissed his cheek instead, right over his scar.  His skin warmed her lips and she lingered for longer than necessary.

When she pulled back, his pupils were dilated and that purring sound gently reverberated around the cave, echoing.

She smiled softly and returned to her original position, with her back against his chest, cozily wrapped in his arms as his hard body thrummed out more heat than the fire.  Taking his hands, she placed both of them across her waist.

Lulled by his heat and confession, with her eyelids gradually growing heavier, she murmured softly, “I like it when you touch me.  Don’t ever be sorry about that.”
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After a short nap cradled against Lihvan’s body, Beks woke to the sight of the fire and the sound of high pitched screams.  She jolted, but then Lihvan’s arm tightened around her, his voice murmuring, “It is the wind through the tunnel.  Do not be afraid.”

Beks gradually let herself relax, her heartbeat racing, and then she glanced behind her, clearing her scratchy throat.  “I’m sorry I fell asleep on you.”

“You needed the rest,” was all he said.  He hadn’t moved an inch, from the looks of it, and she probably had sleep hair and a line of drool.  She wiped her mouth as discreetly as possible just to make sure and then disentangled their limbs.

She instantly regretted it.  While the fire had warmed up their little alcove quite a bit, it was Lihvan’s heat that had been keeping most of the chill at bay.  The wind that rattled around in their cave felt like an air conditioning unit cranked to lowest possible setting, blasting across her skin…in Antartica.  Goosebumps rose on her arms and a shudder racked her body, but she told herself that she needed to be useful while they were stranded on this planet.  She could handle the cold.  Beks couldn’t cleave herself to Lihvan the entire time they were there…it wasn’t practical.

When she looked at the alien who continued to be the object of her growing obsession, his eyes were glued to her chest…namely her nipples pebbling his shirt.

Typical male, she thought, lips parting, feeling her body react to his obvious attention.  Which was nuts.  Completely nuts.  They were stranded on a dangerous planet, with virtually nothing, and she was thinking about sex?

Her eyes dropped between his legs and saw his hard cock pushing against his leather pants.  Beks blew out a breath, her pussy beginning to flutter with arousal, and she saw Lihvan’s nostrils flare.

“Female,” he grated, his jaw tight.  “You must stop.”

“Stop what?” she asked, darting her gaze to him almost guilty.  She’d been caught checking out his junk.

“I can smell your cunt,” he growled.

Beks didn’t know if his crude words turned her on even more or not.  But she felt his powerful voice to the very tips of her cold toes.

“You…” she licked her lips.  “You can…”

“Tev,” he said, his frown not budging an inch.  His erect cock was so big that it literally cast half of his pants in shadow from the firelight.

“I can’t help it,” she argued.  “Besides, you’re the one who looked at my nipples first!”

Lihvan swallowed and his eyes strayed downwards to her chest again, as if proving her point.  Were his horns straightening?

Then he grunted and looked away, pushing himself up in a graceful stand.  Their alcove suddenly seemed a million times smaller with his broad chest, muscular thighs, and massive height taking up much of the room.  The fire highlighted the eight square muscles lining his abdomen and Beks wondered what it would be like to run her tongue around every defined one.

She remembered her wanton display the last time she’d seen him.  She remembered the dent in the wall he’d left behind.  She pictured Lihvan pressing himself into it so hard as he watched her masturbate.  And again, she wondered if he’d done that because he was taken aback by her actions or because he’d been on the verge of lunging for her…

He said that if they mated…he would never let her go.  She’d responded to the possession in his voice then.  She’d craved it.  Now?  She felt like if he did claim her, she’d never be the same again.

That thought was enough to make her back off a little.  It scared her.  What was it about him that scared her so much?

Dropping her gaze away, she said, “Let’s, um…let’s do something.”

Nice, Beks, she thought with a mental eye roll.

“Are you hungry?” he asked, without missing a beat.

“A little,” she admitted, surprised that after the events of that day, her stomach could want food.  “But I can wait until the morning.”

Lihvan frowned, his scar pulling his cheek.  “I will hunt for you.”

“No, really,” she insisted, berating herself for not lying in the first place.  “It’s dark and way too cold.  I don’t want you going out there.  Please.  Let’s just get some of those water crystals you talked about earlier.  I might just be thirsty.”

After all, when they’d crash landed, it had been blazing hot.  She was probably just slightly dehydrated.

To her relief, Lihvan nodded but then said, “You stay here.  It is dark where the crystals are and they are sharp.  I do not want you injuring yourself.”

Beks lips pulled into a frown, but then she agreed, “Okay.”

“No following me this time,” he said, eyeing her.

Her lips quirked the other way.  “I promise I won’t.”

Beks watched him disappear out of their alcove and down the cave tunnel.  His scaled skin had appeared golden in front of the fire but turned a darker blue shade as he rounded the corner.

Beautiful, she couldn’t help but think.  Everything about him fascinated her and she worried that if they ever got off this planet and back to some kind of civilization, would she be able to break this weird little crush she had on him?

Another problem for another day, she decided, her gaze flickering to the fire.  Lihvan returned shortly.  In one arm, he cradled seven or eight shards of silver crystals.  They were about a foot long each and bounced light all over the alcove as he walked towards the fire.  In the other arm was a black stone, with a small rounded notch the size of her palm.

“What’s that for?” she wondered.

“We need to boil the crystals to extract the liquid,” he said, setting down the crystals and turning the stone in his hands.  “I will need to carve it down more.”

“Let me do it,” she said, wanting to be helpful.  “You’ve already done so much.”

He was on the verge of denying.  Beks could see it on the tip of his tongue.  However, for a moment he eyed her and she got the eerie sense that he could see everything about her.  It made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end and it had nothing to do with the freezing cold air blowing into their shelter.

Beks was still shocked when he sat down next to her, his thigh brushing her knee.  He handed her the stone, which felt about thirty pounds heavier than it looked.  Lihvan had carried it with such ease, but her biceps strained until she set it down in front of her.

“You can use this,” he said, handing her one of the crystals.  By contrast, the crystal was surprisingly light.  “It is very strong until the outer casing is boiled down.  It is a good tool to carve with.”

Experimentally, she brought the crystal’s edge down into the stone’s notch, hard.  To her surprise, a large piece of stone flaked off, like pastry.  Lihvan nodded in approval next to her and Beks felt her chest warm a little, finally feeling like she could contribute.

“On this hunt that you talked about earlier,” she said, intensely aware how close he was to her, “how long did you stay on this planet?”

“Eight spans,” he replied.

In addition to guessing the meaning of tev and nix, Beks had also deciphered that ‘spans’ meant ‘days.’

“Were you alone?”

“Nix,” he said, proving her assumption.  “There were three others.  One died during the hunt.”

Beks’ lips parted, her hand hovering above the stone.  “I’m sorry.  Was he—or she—your friend?”

“No, we did not know one another well.  It was a military training exercise, early on,” he said.  Then he frowned.  “Females do not hunt.”

Beks bristled slightly and she turned her head to ask, “Why couldn’t they?  You don’t think we’re as capable as men?”

She swore she saw his eyes soften.  His hand brushed through the strands of her hair and down her back.  His gentle, intimate gesture shocked her into silence and that damned annoying feeling squeezed her chest again.

“Females are much too valuable to be subjected to the possibility of death, Beks.  I meant no offense,” he murmured.  God, she could listen to him say her name all day.  His accent softened the harsh syllable and it floated into her mind.  “The thought of an injured female…most Luxirian males would rather offer their own lives in exchange.”

Beks hesitated.  “Really?”

Lihvan gave that head jerk.  “Tev.”

“Luxirian?” she sounded out slowly.  “Is that what your kind is called?”

Another jerk.  “Tev.”

“And…” she started, licking her lips, resuming her chipping.  “Is that why you saved us?  Why you risked your lives to free us from that place?  You just go around all the galaxies, rescuing women?  You must have quite a fan club,” she joked, but thinking about said fan club made her carve harder.

Lihvan didn’t smile though, not like she’d ever seen him smile.  “Our Prime Leader participated at the Pit.  He took a human female as his prize.”

Outrage choked her, the crystal clattering to her feet.  “You—your leader was one of those brutes?  And you say you’re a defender of women?”

Lihvan studied her, but remained calm.  He ran a palm over his chipped horn before elaborating with, “His female made him see how wrong he was to participate.  She made him understand the wrongdoings committed against females.  He immediately entrusted me with this mission, to take the remaining human females from the Pit.  Do not judge him so harshly.  We did not know the full implications, since some females of certain races choose to be offered in the Pit.”

Beks couldn’t believe that.  “I was locked in a cage when I wasn’t standing in that arena,” she told him.  “They fed me God only knows what and I fell asleep at night to the sounds of women sobbing.  No one would willing want that.”

Lihvan’s fist clenched on his thighs and his body thrummed with a sudden energy.  It was the closest she’d seen him coming to completely losing it.  In a ragged voice, he said, “I wish I could kill them over again.  I would offer you their heads if you wanted them.”

It was probably the closest thing to romance she’d ever get from a guy like this.

Beks blew out a breath.  “Let’s talk about something else.  Tell me about your planet.  What does it look like?”

Lihvan was clearly struggling with his newfound rage, but Beks was impressed by how tightly controlled his emotions truly were.  After a prolonged moment of a hardened jaw and the flashing of his strange, yet pretty, gaze, Lihvan answered with, “Just like many planets in the Quadrants, Luxiria is very different geographically depending on the location.”

“Where do you live then?  What is it like there?”

Longing flashed across his face, so simple and yet surprising.  It was clear he loved his planet, his home, and Beks couldn’t help but feel envious.  

Home is where the heart is, she thought sadly.

Her best friend, Kate, had been the closest thing to family she had.  She was estranged from her mother, had never even known her father.  She’d always kept herself emotionally distant from people, so she didn’t have strings and strings of friends.  That look of desire on his face…well, she’d never felt that sure of a home before, even though she loved Chicago.  She’d never felt that sure about anything before.

“I have two dwellings,” he started.

“What, one wasn’t enough?” she joked, trying to lighten the mood.  Her throat felt tight and she took it out on the stone bowl, once she’d picked up her crystal.

“Out of necessity,” he replied, cocking his head at her in a way she found…sexy.  “The Prime Leader made me an Ambassador to our people.  I oversee an outpost called Kroratax.  My primary dwelling is located there.  My other is in the Golden City, our capitol.  I journey there often, for council meetings and other political affairs.”

Beks was impressed.  And goddamn, if the way he talked about meetings and political affairs didn’t make him sexier, she didn’t know what would.  She’d always had a thing for a man in uniform.

She swallowed thickly and teased, “You sound important then.”

Lihvan’s chest puffed out a little at her compliment and she bit back a smile.  Even though he seemed proud of her recognition, the way he ran his hand over his horn told her that she’d perhaps also embarrassed him a little…or made him uncomfortable.

That thought only made her smile a little wider and her heart kicked up in pace.  Damn, he was cute.

“There are other Ambassadors,” he said thickly, humble as could be.

She shivered and huddled a little closer to him when a high gust of wind rattled down the cave.  “Tell me about Kroratax then,” she sounded out slowly, although she was sure she’d butchered the pronunciation.

“Kroratax is…” he trailed off, seemingly at a loss for words, but finally settled on, “beautiful.  More so than the Golden City.  The air is crisper, the heat is not so intense, and we live in the shadow of a facev…a mountain.  There are many…I think you call them trees.  But Luxirian trees, with white moss.  Luxirians journey to Kroratax for our hot springs.  They are said to heal all ailments and promote fertility.”

Beks felt a flush creeping up her neck and she immediately thought, I’d like to try out those hot springs with you, you sexy beast, you.

Clearing her throat, she said, “It sounds lovely.”

“I was birthed there,” he added next, in a quiet voice.

She tilted her head to look at him.  “You were born there?”

He jerked his head.  “Tev, Kroratax was my mother’s favorite place in all of Luxiria.”

Something shifted in the air and Beks felt his pain as sharply as if it were her own.  It descended into the alcove, bitter and full.  Deep down, she sensed that he had not meant to say it, to reveal that small part of himself, to reveal his pain.

Inhaling, she reached out to touch his arm, “Lihvan…”

He shot to his feet, avoiding her gaze.  “That is large enough for boiling,” he said, gesturing to the black stone in front of her.  When she looked at it, she was surprised by how deep she’d managed to carve it in such a small amount of time.  He plucked it off the ground and retrieved a fresh crystal.  “Come, I will show you how to boil the crystals and strain out the metals.”

Beks could respect that he didn’t want to talk about it, even though a part of her ached at the sadness in his voice.

She shuffled next to him, observing quietly as he talked her through the different steps with infinite patience.  Every now and again, she’d glance at him sideways, memorizing his strange, yet beautiful, features.  She wanted to know everything that made him who he was, the good, the bad, the ugly.

Because one thing was very clear to her: this crush wasn’t going away anytime soon.  And while that scared the shit out of her…true to Beks’ form, she was going to run with it and see where it led.
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Lihvan cursed himself when he introduced his mother’s memory.  He kept her tucked away in his mind, in a safe place, where he could visit her and remember her in peace.  Now, she was floating around on this hellish planet, when all Lihvan had wanted was to keep her safe.  Raw emotions were building up in his chest, like they always did when he remembered his family.  Whenever his grief had reared its head before, he’d retreated to work out his frustration and sadness and anger in private.

Now there was nowhere to run.

Lihvan looked at Beks, at her golden hair, and watched as she mimicked what he’d shown her with a furrowed brow.  She’d insisted on trying, even though a part of Lihvan ached to provide everything for her.  He was learning, however, that she was an independent soul and the other part of him liked that she didn’t shy away from working hard.

Beks tapped the crystal at its weakest point with another one, loosening the strong membrane around it, before setting it inside the notched stone.  The fire worked its magic and the membrane began to dissolve with the heat, leaving behind a filmy metallic liquid.  Once it boiled down, she used the clean piece of Lihvan’s tunic to strain out the metals.

“Good,” Lihvan said, jerking his head down.

Beks looked at him with a small smile, tucking a golden strand behind her ear.  Her cheeks turned an enticing pink and Lihvan’s Instinct prowled inside of him.  His hands twitched, wanting to reach out and hold her close.  He wanted to kiss her on her pink lips, like he’d seen Vaxa’an and Kate do, a human gesture that looked like a mating of the mouths.  The thought set his blood on fire and his cock throbbed at the image in his mind.

“You learn quickly,” he said, trying to shake off the arousal that coursed through him like Luxirian brew.  His voice sounded so thick that he was surprised his female understood him.

“You are a patient teacher,” she replied, looking up at him underneath her thick lashes.  Another punch of lust hit him hard in the belly and he breathed deeply, trying to regain control, but then regretted it.  Her scent was all over the alcove.  He couldn’t draw in a breath without her filling his nostrils.  It made his muscles bunch and strengthen as his body and his Instinct prepared to mate her.

Lihvan almost laughed.  What did he know about mating?  Absolutely nothing.

His shameful secret, that none but him knew, was that he’d never mated with a female in his life.  It was unheard of, especially for a Luxirian.  Their race revered the elementals: food, war, and sex.  It was why Lihvan had kept it to himself.  After he’d been scarred, after his horn had been chipped, females rarely showed interest, even with his high status and rank as not only an Ambassador, but a war general.

Of course, the Jetutian virus that wiped out most of their females and rendered the remaining ones infertile certainly hadn’t helped.  But Rixavox and Cruxan, two fellow Ambassadors that he considered brothers, still managed to have their share of females, Luxirian and otherwise.

So, as he looked at Beks, at war with his body and Instinct, he wondered if he would even be able to bring his female pleasure.  He was inexperienced.  And she was not even of his kind.

“It’s gone up, like, twenty degrees in here,” she murmured, eyeing him.  She licked her lips and Lihvan began purring before he made an effort to stop.  He may not have experience when it came to mating, but his Instinct knew what it would do.

Lihvan pictured Beks on her hands and knees.  He imagined how it would feel to be buried in her hot cunt, to feel her around him until he lost his mind at the pleasure.  He wanted to take her hard.  Lihvan had always been so tightly controlled, always the logical one, the sensible one…but when he thought of mating his female, he wanted to mark her, bite her.  He wanted to hear her screaming his name, wanted to give her so much pleasure that she became as mindless as him.  He wanted to shoot his seed so deep inside her that she would always feel him there.

A sweet, musky scent filled the air and when he inhaled, he groaned, his pupils dilating, his fists clenching.  It was her arousal.  She was getting aroused, probably in response to the pheromones his own body was giving off.  His Instinct had chosen her as a compatible Breeding partner, but his gut told him that she was something more.  They would respond to one another.  It was only natural.

Beks lips parted, her eyes going slightly glassy.  “Lihvan…”

With a growl, Lihvan pushed off the floor of the cave and said, “I am going to find something to make into a weapon.  I will return shortly.”

“But—”

He turned his back, practically stumbling down the tunnel to the open clearing.  He felt drunk on her arousal and he needed fresh air to clear his hazy mind.  When he reached the entrance of the cave, he drew in deep, greedy breaths and let the biting cold numb his body and calm his blood.

The planet was a nightmarish place…but he was thankful for the intense chill that sank into his bones.  He needed focus.

When he felt his control return, he ventured into the howling, frosted winds.  Always keeping an eye on the entrance of the cave to make sure Beks was safe, he searched for something he could make a spear or dagger with.  He would need to hunt once the sun rose.  If the Jetutians found them, he would also need a weapon to defend his female with.

Once he located a stone he remembered from his hunting spans, he collected it and returned to the cave.  He wouldn’t be able to make a throwing spear, but it would do nicely for a sharp dagger, once he carved it to precision.

Beks was watching the fire when he returned and he felt a measure of guilt that he’d bolted out so quickly.  He’d never been a coward and he didn’t want to start being one now.

He sat down with his back against the cave wall, near her.

“I apologize, female,” he murmured quietly.  “I need to clear my mind sometimes.  I do not like feeling my control slip.”

An emotion he couldn’t recognize flashed in her eyes.  “You need to be in control all the time?”

“What makes me a good war general and warrior is that I always have control…over my mind and body.  Without it, I am nothing but a thoughtless beast, acting on impulse.”

Beks looked at him for a long time before she murmured, “That might not be a bad thing every now and again.”

Lihvan inhaled sharply.  Mere moments ago, he’d returned to her and already, he was losing it.  Vrax, he cursed, grabbing at a water crystal so he could start carving a weapon.  Dark desires danced in his veins, quickening his blood and heart.  He needed a distraction.

They lapsed into silence.  Every single moment made Lihvan’s cock grow harder and harder until he feared that it would rip through his leg coverings.  Never in his entire life had he been this aroused and for so long.  It was a constant state around his female and for a moment, he took pity on Vaxa’an.  His friend and the Prime Leader of Luxiria had probably suffered the same unrelenting condition while courting his human mate.

Lihvan had just managed to shape a rough version of his weapon when Beks asked, “Are you thirsty?” Lihvan slid his eyes to her.  “This water is cooled down.”

She held up the notched stone and Lihvan saw the clear water.  Beks lifted it and approached him on her knees when he nodded.  Her full, tantalizing breasts swayed with her motion and Lihvan swallowed a groan.

“You first, female,” he commanded when she reached him.  He helped her steady the stone as she tipped it slightly, taking a mouthful of the liquid.  “More,” he murmured.

Obediently, she took another sip.  Then she tipped it forward for him and he drank the water, never taking his eyes off her.  Something settled in his bones, a simple and intense satisfaction, just by sharing something necessary with his female.  It called to him, the rightness of it.

Beks lifted the stone away and set it back on the ground.  Before she returned to the fire, she eyed the drop of water that spilled from the corner of his mouth and swiped it up with her finger…before sucking it clean.

Lihvan couldn’t contain his groan that time and he closed his eyes.

Control, control, control, he told himself.  He’d told her the truth on board the Luxirian vessel.  If they ever mated, he didn’t think he could let her go.  If he lost control…their mating would be inevitable, the proper Luxirian customs be damned.  For both of their sakes, he couldn’t afford to spiral.

But he had never seen a more tempting sight.

His movements were jerky, not smooth, when he returned to shaping the dagger and silence fell again, as Beks prepared another water crystal in the stone.

When she was finished with her task and was letting it cool, Lihvan could feel her eyes on him.  She wasn’t shy about it and Lihvan found that he liked her boldness.  His flesh prickled in awareness as her gaze traveled over him, flitting from his face to his bare chest, his shoulders, his arms, his thighs…between his thighs.  When her eyes settled there, Lihvan could pick up the subtle shift in her breathing, could see her shifting her legs from her position near the fire.

Lihvan stared at his hands as they shaped the stone.  It was then that he knew his control was doomed.  He couldn’t be this near to her, smell her, see her without eventually breaking.  To think that he could had been foolish.

“Can I ask you something?” came her husky voice.

Lihvan swallowed.  When he looked up at her, his Instinct called to him.  It said:

- Mate.  Fuck.  Possess. -

“Tev,” he said quietly, voice darkening, her arousal beginning to register.

“Are you attracted to me?” she asked, her gaze level, observing quietly, even though her lips were flushed red.  “Or do I look too strange to you?”

Dangerous ground, he thought.  “We do not look so different.”

“And yet we do.”

“Why do you ask me this?” he asked, his mood turning slightly sour because he knew he would lose this battle of wills.  And losing was something that Lihvan wasn’t used to…but he would gladly learn with this female, he realized.

“Because your cock is always hard,” she said, bluntly, and Lihvan felt a thrill of shock and lust twirl inside him.  “But you don’t seem to want to do anything about it.  At least with me.  I can’t get a read on you because sometimes I think you are attracted to me, but sometimes I think you’re not.  Is it because I’m not a…a Luxirian?”

“Nix,” Lihvan burst out roughly, feeling that spiral coming on as disbelief plagued him.

His female didn’t think he was attracted to her.

That was not something that he could fathom.  Perhaps he had done this all wrong.  Perhaps he should’ve claimed her, should’ve made his needs and lusts clear from the moment he saw her.  Instead, he’d tried to hold back, tried to be an honorable Luxirian warrior, tried to give her space—or himself space—so that the inevitable separation would be easier.

Lihvan didn’t know how much more he could take.

“So which is it?  Because if you’re not attracted to me, then I—I understand.  And I won’t come on so strong, I promise.  My best friend always said I was too flirty for my own good,” she continued, watching him.

“Flirty?” he grunted.

“Yeah…with men.  I don’t mean to most of the time, but I do things without thinking on occasion.”

All of Lihvan’s breath left him and he growled, hackles rising as her meaning became clear.  His jealousy pulsed in time with his cock and Beks looked at him in surprise, lips parted.

“With…males,” he repeated, his voice unrecognizable.

The thought of his female with other males, even human ones, made both him and his Instinct want to roar.  He wanted to track down every last male that had been flirty with her and rip them into a thousand pieces.

“Lihvan?”

He was growling now, his muscles growing, expanding.  The sensible part of him worried that he might frighten his mate with his jealousy, but when he scented her spiked arousal, it put his mind at ease.

Which gave his less sensible part free reign.

In an instant, Lihvan lunged for her, tossing his not even half-finished weapon to the ground.  His female gave a little squeak of surprise when he caught her around the waist, pinning her to the ground of the cave.  She looked up at him with wide eyes when he pressed his lower half into her body, between her splayed thighs.  He groaned when he perceived her heat and then rasped, “Does this feel like I am not attracted to you, female?”

“N—no,” came her shuddered, half-choked whisper and Lihvan inhaled another wave of her arousal, fueling his own.  He rocked his hips against her, building up a friction between them, and he wanted to toss his head back and roar at the pleasure.  “Ohhhh,” his female moaned and Lihvan had never felt so much satisfaction.  Not even when he’d been granted his rank.

“Let me show you how attracted I am to you, luxiva,” he growled, grabbing the hem of his tunic that shielded her body from view.  He yanked it over her breasts, his Instinct purring at the sight.  Full and round and lush.

“Oh my God,” she gasped when he suckled on one of her pebbled nipples.  They had been driving him to madness every time he’d caught a glimpse of them puckering his tunic.  He lashed one with his tongue, his breaths harsh and eager against her warm flesh, before switching to the other.  “Oh yes!”

Leaving her breasts, his Instinct guided him down between her legs, anticipation running high.  Rixavox had once told him that he loved licking a female’s cunt, that it brought the female great pleasure.  Even though Lihvan knew he couldn’t mate her fully—not without claiming her as his until the span they passed from this life—he wanted to bring Beks pleasure.  He wanted to feast on her arousal until it became a part of him.

Her cunt was glistening and swollen.  For a moment, Lihvan rested his head against her inner thigh, rubbing his horns across her flesh.  Equal parts of him wanted to savor this yet set upon her like a beast.  He reached his threshold of waiting when he saw her cunt gush in response to his gaze.

With a growl, Lihvan dove forward and licked up the trail of cream.  Beks’ entire body bucked, her back arched, and for a moment Lihvan thought that he’d hurt her.  He was just about to apologize when she gasped out, “Your…your tongue is ridged.”

Lihvan’s brow furrowed.  “Tev.”

Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright.  Her lips curled.  “What are you waiting for?  Do you want me to beg?  Because I will.”

Lihvan huffed out a breath sharply, thinking that his female would never be one to beg.  Still, her taste was like the finest brew on his tongue and he craved more.

“I will make you beg later,” he purred.

Her breath hitched and then her mouth opened in a wordless scream when Lihvan latched his mouth over her cunt.  And then he didn’t let go.

He lapped at her quickly, his tongue exploring every part of her.  He learned that she moaned uncontrollable when he licked a little hidden nub of flesh and that her head thrashed from side-to-side when he dipped his tongue into the very depth of her, tasting her heat and feeling her tightness.

He couldn’t help but wonder whether his cock would even fit inside her, but then he shut down those thoughts.  He would never know her that way and the sooner he accepted that, the better for the both of them.

Instead, he savored her taste and memorized her sounds.  His female tasted divine.  He imagined waking her like this, with his head buried between her thighs, worshipping her the way she deserved.  Her breathy, soft moans filled his ears, making his chest rumble and a purr rose in his throat.  When his tongue began vibrating over her cunt, her moans turned to screams and then she froze, back hunching, toes curling.

His female exploded on his tongue and he lapped at her, not wanting to waste a drop of her arousal as it flowed from her body.  Her breath was ragged when she finally fell limp but he continued between her legs, rocking his hips against the hard stone of the cave.

“Lihvan,” she breathed.  When his eyes flashed up, he saw that despite the chill, a slight sheen of sweat had broken out across her forehead.  “Lihvan…I d-don’t know if I can cum again so soon…if you…uhhh—”

A groan was pulled from her throat as he snaked his tongue inside her, as far as he could go.  Beks grasped his horns mindlessly, trying to push him away but also bringing him closer, torn between the two actions.  What she didn’t know was that Luxirian horns became sensitive during arousal.  When her hand curled around them both, he could feel her touch travel down to his cock.

Lihvan rocked his horns into her hands, acting on pure, selfish instinct.  When her grip tightened, he growled against her, a moment away from shooting his seed inside his leg coverings.

Nix, he thought.  This was about her pleasure, not his own.  He needed to show restraint and control.  So, with every muscle in his body tight, he resisted the urge to orgasm, even though he was licking his female’s cunt.  That thought alone would have fueled his filthiest fantasies for rotations.

And it will, he thought.  Once she had gone, he would think of this moment.

Her hands squeezed his horns harder as she orgasmed a second time.  Lihvan groaned roughly, but continued to devour her, straining not to follow her into pleasurable bliss.

Still, he didn’t let up once she recovered.  Her third orgasm came more quickly…and then her fourth followed.

It was only after that, once she was begging in between gasps and shuddering moans, that he showed her some mercy.







ELEVEN







Lihvan was breathing like a beast, all rough pants and rumbling exhalations, when he crawled up her body and flopped down at her side.  Beks’ body was humming, every inch of her flesh sensitive to the touch.  She didn’t feel the cold anymore.  She only felt lingering pleasure and the warmth of Lihvan sprawled out next to her.

And his cock was still hard.  Beks eyed the thick length in his pants and her mouth went dry when she saw the crown pushing past his waistband.  At the very tip, an opalescent liquid shimmered and Beks watched as more pushed out with every throb his girth gave.

Oh my God, she thought, already reaching for it with enthusiasm.  Magnificent.

Her mouth watered for it.  She’d always loved giving head, oddly enough.  She thought it was almost more intimate than sex itself, giving someone selfless pleasure, to be that close to the most vulnerable part of their body, tasting them.

Lihvan grabbed her wrist before she reached it and Beks felt a pout form on her lips.

“You haven’t cum yet.  I want to return the favor,” she murmured, trying to free her hand.

“Nix,” he said, voice guttural, so deep and dark that it was almost unrecognizable.  “That was for you.”

“But—”

“Get your rest, female.  For I will want more soon,” he rasped.

Unbelievably, she felt a flood of arousal, even though she’d just been on the receiving end of four mind-blowing, amazing orgasms at the mercy of his ridged, vibrating tongue.  God, she’d definitely hit the survival partner jackpot.

Beks heard the no-nonsense tone in his voice.  This was a male used to giving orders and having them obeyed.  For some reason, it turned her on, even though she’d never even tolerated other men telling her what to do on Earth.  There was just something about him that pushed all the right buttons for her.

Lihvan drew her close and Beks gave a contented sigh, more than sated.  They were cuddling.  And for once, Beks let herself not worry about getting in too deep with him, because she selfishly wanted everything that he could offer her.  She cuddled him right back, breathing in his minty musk, lazily watching the pulse of his cock with greedy eyes.

Lying in the crook of his arm, with her head resting on his muscled shoulder, she traced the scars on his chest, wondering how he got each one, marveling at how soft his scaled skin felt.  Like a cross between velvet and suede.  It gleamed golden and then flickered with orange as the fire danced across the cave walls.  He utterly fascinated her.

In turn, she hummed and let out breathy sighs when he trailed the edge of his claws through her hair and scalp before moving down to explore her breasts.  He took liberties she freely gave and he cupped one exposed breast in his palm, lifting it, feeling its weight, brushing her hard nipple, before he traced the invisible, sensitive trail to her belly button.

She was in a sleepy, post-orgasm haze when she asked, “Will I get to see Kroratax?”

His home.  The one he’d so lovingly told her about.

Lihvan stiffened, ever so slightly, before he relaxed.

“Nix,” he murmured and disappointment flooded her, stilling her hand on one particular large scar on his torso.  “The Prime Leader has arranged immediate transportation to your home planet once we return to Luxiria.”

“If we return,” she said softly, tacking on the statement that she should have added to her first question.

“We will, female,” he said.  “I promise you.”

“How can you promise that?”

Lihvan looked down at her, his expression serious.  “I sent a transmission to Luxiria with our location.  They will find us.  It is only a matter of waiting.”

“Really?” she asked, eyes brightening.  “You did that?”

“Tev.”

“How long do you think it will take?”

“Soon.  A few spans maybe.  Let us hope that the Jetutians do not come looking for us first.”

Beks frowned, her relief dampened slightly.  “You think they would?  Why?”  Lihvan hesitated so Beks urged, “You can tell me.”

“Gribrak,” he started slowly, “was the Jetutian you saw in the docking bay.  We share a violent history.  He wanted to use me as leverage against my people, by taking me aboard his vessel.”

“Leverage for what?” she asked slowly.

“Luxirian crystals,” Lihvan murmured.  His voice made her shiver and he pulled her closer, letting his heat sink into her.  “A valuable resource for vessel travel.  One especially powerful crystal could power a vessel to the Fourth Quadrant and back.  There are very few left.  He does not know that.”

“You were trying to trick him?” she asked, feeling her lips quirk for some reason.

Lihvan’s mouth twitched and she swore she almost got a smile out of him.  “Tev.  He would have killed me regardless.  I thought I might as well give Vikan time to get the vessel out of their territory before he did.”

That wiped the small smile off her face real quick.  “What?”

“Jetutians are notorious for being dishonorable.”

“You…you were agreeing to be taken when you knew he would kill you?”

Why did the thought of him dying send her in a panic?  She hadn’t known him for very long, but the thought of him gone sent her heart racing.  It felt like she was going to be sick.

“As the leader of that mission and vessel, it was my responsibility and duty to protect every warrior and female on board,” was all he replied, maddening male.

Beks fell silent.  When she’d followed him down into the depths of the ship…he’d been knowingly going to his death.  His stride had been purposeful and confident, no hesitation.  The only moment he’d shown some sort of emotion had been when he’d embraced her.  He’d called it his moment of weakness and blamed himself for dragging her into the Jetutians’ grasp.

Her heart ached.

She reached up to touch his cheek and traced her fingers over his deep scar.  “Don’t you ever just want to be selfish sometimes?  What about those you would have left behind?  You don’t think they would want you to be selfish?”

Lihvan went quiet, his gaze burning into hers.  After a lengthy pause, he said quietly, “My family died a long time ago.  I have no brothers or sisters.  I have no mate.  I do not have much to lose by offering my life in place of others who have those bonds.”

Her heart twisted again.  This guy blew every human man she knew out of the water.  He was just so…noble.  Beks didn’t think that she deserved him, to be honest.

She sat up on her elbow, even though the hard rocky floor dug into her flesh.  He looked up at her as Beks traced the elegant lines of his features and the imperfectness of his scars, which she thought gave him an attractive and irresistible edge.  His hair was a dark brown and fell across his shoulders.  It was soft and straight.  Any Earth girl would envy his hair.

His muscles were generous and had no doubt taken years of hard work to hone and perfect.  His body made her mouth water as her eyes trailed over him, getting distracted briefly by the crown of his magnificent cock that was still peeking up at her through his waistband.

One of his horns was chipped, and now that she knew touching them turned him on, she planned to do so at every available opportunity until he let her pleasure him.

“I want to kiss you,” she breathed, her hair falling over her shoulder as she leaned down slightly.  When his gaze darkened and flickered to her lips, she smiled and whispered, “Do Luxirians kiss?”

“Nix,” he grunted, voice deepening with arousal.  “But I have seen the Prime Leader do it with his human mate.”

Right, she’d almost forgotten about the ‘human mate.’  Beks was intensely curious about how a pairing like that worked on his planet, but she would ask him about it later.  Right now, she wanted to show him the simple, wonderful pleasure of an innocent kiss.  Or, perhaps, a not-so-innocent kiss…

Beks murmured, her voice husky, “Do you want to kiss me?”

Lihvan growled and heat rose from his body like a furnace.  “Tev.”

Beks lips parted, her eyelids going half-lidded, and then she leaned down.  Lightly, as they shared breath, she brushed her lips across his full ones.  Just a little tease of a kiss.  Then she gave his lower lip a small suckle, tasting herself, and Lihvan inhaled sharply.

Her hair curtained around them as she deepened it.  His mouth moved against hers, quickly learning the subtle, intricate dance of kissing.  And when she stroked her tongue against his, he groaned, soon rewarding her efforts with a swipe of his own.  That tongue, with its ridges, was glorious and while Beks had always been a fan of kissing…a part of her worried that she might need it when it came to Lihvan, like food or water or touch.  She’d just begun kissing him and she never wanted to stop.  Just the thought of stopping filled her with restlessness.

Soon, they repositioned themselves into a more comfortable position.  Lihvan sat up, with his back against the wall of the cave, with Beks straddling his lap.  She twined her arms around his neck while his snaked down her back, resting on the swell of her ass.  It was a possessive touch that drove her absolutely wild.  And they kissed…and kissed…and kissed until their gasps filled their echo-y cave and Beks lips felt swollen from her alien’s attentions.

Just before things began to escalate, they stopped to catch their breaths.  Lihvan’s cock was swollen and throbbing between her thighs and he groaned as she rocked against him.  She nibbled at his ear, sucking on the smooth flesh, and she felt his body shudder.

His words returned to her, floating in her mind, and before she knew it, she was whispering into his ear, “If you were mine, I’d want you to be selfish.”

His gaze burned into her and then his lips were hot on her own.  Roughly, he murmured back, “If you were mine, I would have every reason to be, luxiva.”




*     *     *




Throughout the night, following the aftermath of their spine-tingling, intense, erotic make-out sesh, Lihvan would wake her with his tongue between her legs, as if he hadn’t already had his fill.  And she’d lose herself all over again.

She lost count how many times that talented tongue brought her to orgasm.  The night, while bitterly cold, was an endless stream of pleasure and touch and the memory of Lihvan’s hot skin against her own.

Morning came to soon, as far as she was concerned, but she woke up refreshed and with a small smile on her face.  Not even her sore back from sleeping on the rock could kill her good mood.  But a night full of orgasms could do that to a girl.

Lihvan was working at something over the fire and when she shifted to sit up, his gaze was immediately drawn to her.  The air in the cave went thick and he started doing that purring growl she’d come to love.  The sound was a full-proof way to turn her on.

“I have meat for you, female,” he rumbled.

Immediately, her mind went to a dirty place and she bit her lip, her gaze straying to his perpetual hard-on.  Even though Lihvan was a generous lover—a more than generous lover—he’d refused to let her reciprocate, no matter how many times she’d attempted to get her hands on him the night before.  She didn’t even think he’d orgasmed last night.  At all.  It had frustrated her in the moment, but he’d quickly distracted her with other, more pleasurable things.

Lihvan made a chuffing noise in the back of his throat when he saw where she was looking.  With a jerk of his head, he elaborated, “Food.”

Beks’ eyebrows jerked up and immediately, at the mention of food, her stomach rumbled.  So that was what that smoky smell was.  When she managed to drag her eyes off Lihvan—that alien was the flame to her moth—and focused on the fire, she gasped.  There was some sort of animal or bird, the size of a large turkey, roasting on a spit.

“Where did you get that?” she asked, her voice scratchy from sleep and the numerous screams that had sounded around their cave during the night.

“On a hunt,” he said.  “Do not worry.  I made sure no creature approached the cave.”

“You hunted this?  Just now?”  How long had she been asleep?

Then she noticed it was warm in their alcove, which meant the sun was probably long up.  Apparently, she’d slept like a log.

“Earlier,” he purred, “while you were resting.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, approaching the fire.  “I should have helped with something.”

The animal was already cleaned and looked as if it had been roasting for a good hour already.  In the corner, she spied the cleanly cut fur and hide, but no sign of blood or insides.  On the opposite corner of the cave, she spied a large piling of what looked like cotton.

When she looked back at him, she teased softly, “You’ve been busy.  And here I thought you would’ve been tired, given how many times you were up during the night.”

His purring increased and Beks smiled, leaning forward to give him a kiss.  Her eyes fluttered shut, a soft sigh escaping her, when he kissed her back, working that tongue with a precision that almost made her jealous, wondering how many ‘females’ came before that had helped him perfect it.

If the women of his race found him as attractive and sexy as Beks did, he probably had to fight to keep them away, morning and night.

When he pulled away, his voice was delicious as he said, “I wish to lick your cunt again, luxiva.”

Her pussy fluttered helplessly, responding to his dirty words and the memory of how very much she liked him ‘licking her cunt.’

But she knew they couldn’t waste away the day like that, which was where the day would lead if they started early.  Beks didn’t know very much about survival, but she figured they would need to collect more supplies and have a good stock of boiled water, just in case.

“Later,” she murmured, her mind catching on that last word.  He’d called her it before, but she was curious.  “And what does luxiva mean?”

His expression went serious and he pulled away, stooping down to check the meat.  “Perhaps one span, I will tell you,” was all he said, driving her curiosity up the wall.  When she wanted to know something, she was like a dog with a bone.  But he changed the subject with haste, gesturing to the cooking meat, “This is done.  Are you hungry?”

After last night, most definitely, she thought, letting the luxiva thing slide…for now.  She nodded and watched as he plucked the steaming meat right off the spit.  A splash of fat sizzled down into the fire.

“You’ll burn yourself,” she exclaimed.

Lihvan shrugged, letting it cool in his fingers.  “I do not feel it.  Luxirian flesh is thick.”

That’s not all that’s thick, Horny Beks thought.  She shook her head, wondering if she’d even be able to get anything done that day, so distracted she was by the hunky alien in front of her.

When Lihvan determined that the meat was cool enough, he crouched down next to her and lifted it to her mouth.  Her heart fluttered, realizing that he wanted to feed her.  It was so…intimate.

She leaned forward and ate the slice, licking one of his fingers in the process.  He suppressed a groan, watching as she chewed.  Flavor burst on her tongue and she moaned.  It tasted like rich, juicy, smoky pork.

“It’s amazing,” she said, watching as he tore off another piece, letting it cool, before holding it to her again.  “You should eat, Lihvan.  You must be hungry,” she said, eyeing his bulging muscles.  He had to eat a lot to feed those babies.

“Nix,” he said.  “You eat first.  Always.”

That dangerous feeling bloomed in her chest again.  She felt it coursing through her, both exhilarating and frightening.  It scared her how quickly she’d developed these feelings for him, in such a short period of time.  But she’d never felt so cared for, so protected, so desirable than when she was with him.

“Okay,” she whispered, leaning forward.  “But only if I get to feed you next.”







TWELVE







Needless to say, they got a little distracted after ‘breakfast.’

But by the time the sun was high in the sky, they fell into a rhythm of productivity.  Lihvan ventured out to cut down a few of the black vines Beks had seen the previous day.  It turned out that they had many uses.  For one, once Lihvan cut off one of the stems and cleaned out the inside seeds—which he said could be used for washing soap once they were ground up—they could use the vines as tubes to hold water, which Beks immediately set to work on.

Even though Lihvan said his people would be looking for them soon, it wouldn’t hurt to have a back up plan if they were stranded there for longer than anticipated.

The vines could also be used as cordage.  Beks, in between boiling down the water crystals, watched as Lihvan carefully and expertly stripped long strings of it with the knife he’d carved before weaving them together.  He tested the strength of each thin rope once he was done, muscles flexing as he pulled each end.  Every time Beks thought he couldn’t impress her more, he did something that changed her mind.

Once he finished with the cordage, he began cleaning and scraping down the animal hide from his hunt.  Her alien was a work horse and he never seemed to slow down, accomplishing one task only to move onto the next.

Glancing at the water, she asked, “Do you think I could use a water crystal to wash with?  Once we’ve filled up the vines?”

Lihvan’s eyes flickered down her body and he said, “You wish to wash?”

“I haven’t bathed since…well, since you gave me this shirt.  Soon, you’ll make me sleep outside,” she joked.

His nostrils flared and he purred, “You smell good to me.”

Beks almost rolled her eyes, but her smile kind of ruined it.  “I’m serious.  Just a quick little wash?”

Lihvan jerked his head in a nod.  “Tev, but I will take you to the fire falls.”

“Fire…falls?” she repeated slowly, her brow inching up.

“A pool of water, not too far from here.  It will be safe there until the sun goes down.  Let me finish with this and we will go.”

A pool of water?  She would be getting a real bath?  It was such a simple luxury to feel clean, but she felt like Lihvan had just offered her a winning lottery ticket.

“Remind me to show you how fun baths can be,” she said in response, raising an eyebrow.

Lihvan’s breath hitched and Beks hid her smile when he started working faster.  He finished whatever he was working on in record time and shook out two, almost identical small pieces of hide.

“We can leave now,” he said, rising.  “Come here.”

Curious, Beks approached him and was surprised when he dropped down to his knees, lifting one of her legs.  She reached out a hand to balance on his wide shoulders and asked, “What are those for?”

“For your small feet,” he said, brushing his fingers over the sole of her left foot.  She twitched, a little ticklish, and he wrapped the hide around the bottoms of her feet, tying the cordage around her ankle.

Beks went quiet when she realized what he’d made for her.  “You…you made me shoes?”

“Shoes?” Lihvan asked.  “Tev, I suppose.”

“I…” she trailed off, her throat closing a little.  God, why was he so wonderful?  Why did he have to make her heart do crazy flips and make her stomach feel like it was filled with rabid butterflies?  “Lihvan, thank you.”

He fastened the other shoe, but didn’t look up at her.  “The hide is strong.  You will not get hurt now walking on the rocks.”  He finished and stood, grabbing and securing his knife.  “Ready?”

“Yes,” she said quietly, still a little thrown by his unexpected kindness.  No man she’d ever dated back on Earth had ever been as thoughtful or protective as Lihvan.  And maybe that said something about her bad experiences with past men and why she’d begun to swear them off the past couple years.

She’d been happier single, but looking at Lihvan, she knew that wouldn’t be the case with him.  For the first time, she wondered what it would be like to stay with him…on his planet.  What would life be like there?  Would his people accept more humans living among them?

Stop right there, Beks, she chided.  She’d heard of girls moving to different states, or hell, different countries to be with their boyfriends.  But certainly not different planets.

She was being silly…but for a brief moment, she allowed herself to fantasize about it, even with the warning floating around in her head.  It was hard not to think about, especially with someone like Lihvan.

He led her from the cave slowly, letting her eyes adjust to the intense brightness outside.  Immediately, she felt the heat zap her.  Intense, humid heat that made Lihvan’s shirt stick to her skin assaulted her.  She realized that while a bath would feel amazing, they would still have to walk back from it.

Oh well, she thought.  Feeling clean, even if it was only for a little while, was certainly better than no bath at all.

Slowly, she tested out Lihvan’s creation on the sharp little pebbles and wasn’t surprised that she didn’t feel a thing.  If he said it was thick hide, she definitely believed him.  His vast knowledge about this planet had probably saved their lives by now and she was more than grateful to him.  For him.

As they began their short journey, Lihvan went quiet.  He was listening and scanning the black vine forest around them with a hunter’s intensity and Beks did her best to be as quiet as possible.  She didn’t want to run into the creature that had made that warbling, yowling sound yesterday, that was for sure.

What Lihvan said was true.  The fire falls weren’t that far away from their cave, maybe a little over half a mile at most.  And when she saw them, she couldn’t help but stare in awe.

A huge rock wall faced them, nestled in a small valley, just on the edge of the forest.  The jagged pebbles gave way into a soft pink sand that crunched gently beneath her covered feet.

“Oh my God,” she breathed.  “It’s beautiful.”

Fire—or at least what looked like fire—was literally tumbling down into a pool of water at the base of the rock face, like a waterfall.  When it reached the surface of the water, the fire hissed and steamed, creating a shimmering silver mist that floated over the emerald-colored pool.

“But, where does the fire come from?” she wondered out loud.

“Below,” Lihvan rumbled next to her.  “The mountain pulls it from underneath the surface.”

“Is it safe?”

“Tev,” he said.

Excitement made her anxious to jump in.  This would undoubtedly be one of the coolest experiences of her life.

“Well?  What are we waiting for then?” she asked, turning to him with a big smile.

Lihvan seemed amused.  From his pocket, he pulled crushed black vine seeds and put them close to the edge of the pool for soap.

Beks wasn’t even a little shy when she whipped off Lihvan’s shirt that she’d been borrowing.  He’d seen her body already—and couldn’t seem to get enough of her—so she had nothing to be self-conscious about.  What she was most looking forward to, besides the opportunity to bathe, was seeing Lihvan in all of his naked glory.  She’d had yet to see all of him, as unfair as that was.

A rumble built in his chest as his gaze locked onto her.  His eyes ran from her face and lips, to her breasts and waist, until he stopped at the juncture of her thighs, where he’d spent more hours the night before than he had sleeping.

“Come on,” she murmured, stepping back to where the pool started to form.  It was like a shoreline.  Shallow at first before leading into deeper water.  Cool water lapped at her toes, which surprised her.  She figured the pool would be hot from the fire, but that wasn’t the case.  “Your turn.”

From this distance, she would be able to see all of him in his full glory.  Holding her breath, she watched as Lihvan’s hand drifted to his leather-like pants.  Beks didn’t know what she was expecting, but when he pushed them down his long legs, carefully stepped out of them, and straightened…all she could do was stare as he approached.

With every step he took, his erect cock swung from side-to-side.  Smooth and long and so thick that she wondered if she’d be able to get her lips around it, his cock was…impressive.  More than impressive.  Her pussy tingled as she practically eye-fucked him.

Her smile wiped off her face.  Beks wanted him.  She wanted him more than she’d ever wanted another man in her entire life.  But if he wouldn’t even let her pleasure him, what would he think when she asked about sex?  Did Luxirians have specific customs when it came to sexual relationships like this?

Even when he came to stand a foot in front of her, so close that she felt his heat, she couldn’t stop staring.  Ridges, she thought in disbelief.  There was a line of hard knob-like ridges lining the top and bottom of his cock.

Her thighs squeezed together, wondering how amazing those would feel as he was thrusting inside of her.  They would already be a tight fit and Beks imagined that the pleasure would be…out of this world.

“Female,” he rumbled, his chest purring.  “Your scent…”

In a daze, she reached her hand out and fisted it around his cock before he could react.  Lihvan growled and Beks watched as pre-cum pooled at his tip.  Her hand didn’t fit all the way around it but she felt the heat of him, felt those knobs rub against her sensitive palm as she gave him a small stroke.

As quickly as she’d acted, Lihvan grasped her hand away and kissed her, hard.  Their teeth clashed and tongues tangled.  It was punishing, a warning, and nothing had ever felt more right.

When he broke away, he rasped, “You do not know what you tempt, female.”

“Maybe I want to find out,” she replied, rising to his challenge.

His gaze narrowed and then he picked her up, their skin sliding together.  Beks twined her legs around his waist and he groaned when she brushed his cock.  He walked them forward into the water until it came up to their shoulders.  Still, she held on.  If she let go of him, she wouldn’t be able to touch the bottom.

“Why wouldn’t you let me touch you last night?” she asked, tracing her fingertips down his strong back.  His power and strength awed her sometimes.  There was so much contained in his body.  She’d seen firsthand what he was capable of.

“I would lose control if you did,” he replied, voice nothing more than a rasp, his strange, beautiful eyes trained on her, pinning her against him until she never wanted to be away from him again.

“Would that be such a bad thing?” she tested, perceiving his heat right below her pussy.  She would only have to slide down his body a couple inches, wiggle her hips a bit, and he’d be inside her.

“I would mate you,” he growled, “if you touch me that way.  I would not be able to control my Instinct.  Already you tempt me beyond reason.”

“Your…Instinct?” she asked, furrowing her brow.  “What does that mean?”

“Every Luxirian possesses one.  It is a force within us…a need.  It selects compatible Breeding partners for us and drives us to mate with them.  Sometimes, there is an other knowing as well.  A mate that the Fates have designed for us.”

Something about his expression made her skin prickle with awareness.  Around them, the fire falls clouded them in a mist of silver and the steam clung to her skin and hair.

“Are you saying that…” Beks licked her lips.  “That your Instinct chose me as a…as a Breeding partner?”

“Tev.”

Her lips parted and another flood of arousal tightened her nipples even more.  It sounded so…primitive.  A force inside him, driving him to…breed her.

“Does that mean,” she started, “…that we’re biologically compatible?  If your Instinct chose me for you?  You could get me pregnant?”

His abdomen clenched against her and his cock pulsed so fiercely that she felt it brush against her inner thigh.

Oh my God…he liked that thought.  The thought of her pregnant with his child aroused him.

And strangely enough, it lit her blood on fire too.

“The Prime Leader’s mate is pregnant.  Luxirians and humans are compatible.”

Holy shit.

This was nuts, crazy.  The knowledge that if they had sex, he could possibly knock her up should send her running.  Even though she wanted children, many children, in the future, she didn’t know if she was ready for them now.

So why was her heart pounding so fast?  Why was she suddenly fantasizing about him fucking her so thoroughly that he shot buckets of his seed inside her?

A sound escaped her throat, a cross between a moan and a whimper.  Lihvan’s horn were fully straightened and, unbelievably, she felt his muscles start to expand underneath her hands.  He was growing stronger.

“Luxiva,” he growled, his eyes slightly wild.  “You must stop.”

“I can’t help it,” she whispered.  For a brief moment, she wondered if humans had Instincts as well…and if hers had chosen Lihvan.  It certainly felt that way.  It would make sense why she’d always been so insanely attracted to him.  She had masturbated in front of him the day she met him, after all.

Lihvan started purring and Beks’ eyes rolled back into her head.  His chest was vibrating and her clit was pressed right up against him.  Like a woman possessed, all she could think about was getting him inside her and she rolled her hips down, searching.

His hands tightened on her hips, claws pricking her ass cheeks, stilling her.

“Nix,” he growled, gritting his jaw.  “I am trying to be…honorable, female.  You are not making it easy.”

Her pussy was on fire.  She couldn’t stop squirming against him and when she moved again, she felt him.  The crown of his cock brushed her entrance, ever so slightly.  When Lihvan tried to pull away, she wiggled again and his tip wedged inside, just a little tease.

Lihvan hissed, eyes squeezing shut, and Beks leaned forward to nibble on his neck and ear.  More turned on than she’d ever been in her life, she moaned, “Can’t you feel how much I want you?  You’re going to feel so good fucking me, baby.  Don’t you want that?”

Lihvan wrenched her head back and gave her that punishing, wild kiss again.  Gone was her calm, broody alien.  He was…undone.

“I want that more than I have wanted anything, luxiva,” he rasped.  “I dream of mating your body, of shooting my seed in your womb, of breeding you over and over again until you are heavy with my offspring.”

“Then do it!” she cried out, frustrated, horny, out of her fucking mind.  “Please!”

“I cannot,” he growled.

“Why?”

Lihvan shifted her up until his tip slid out of her and Beks groaned at the loss.  “I promised that I would get you back to your home planet.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“You do not understand, female,” he said, shaking his head, his frustration growing with hers.  She’d never seen him like this.  “I told you before.  If I claim you, I would keep you.  Always.  I would never let you return to your home.  You would remain on Luxiria with me, until we both pass into the next life.”

Edges of clarity began to return to her hazy mind.  “I would never go home again?”

“Nix,” he said, making a visible effort to gain control over his body.  His muscles shook and he restrained him.  “Never.  When Luxirians find their fated mates, they never let them go.”

“Fated mates,” Beks whispered, going still.  But the truth was in his eyes.  “But…you said it was…you said Breeding partners.  Isn’t that different?”

“Breeding partners can go separate ways after the offspring are born.  Fated mates are for always,” he said, seeming resigned.  “I am trying to make you understand why we must not do this.  I want to be honest with you.”

“Have you ever…have you ever had a mate before?  Do you get more than one?” she asked, trying not to let panic enter her tone.

“I have never had a Breeding partner,” he admitted and a selfish relief filled her.  “Luxirians only have one fated mate.  Most never find theirs.  Only the truly blessed do.”

Ringing filled her ears as she stared at him.

“What are you saying?” she whispered.  She already knew, but she needed to hear him say it.

He exhaled sharply through his nostrils, his gaze locking on hers.

“I knew from the moment I saw you.”

She was his fated mate.

Oh my God.

“How…how is this possible?” she asked, shaking her head.  “We would have never met if I hadn’t been taken by those other aliens.”

“The Fates,” was Lihvan’s answer.  “The Prime Leader’s fated mate is human.  Perhaps other Luxirian males will find theirs in humans as well.  We do not know why it happens, just that it is rare.”

Beks went quiet, but she didn’t unravel herself from him.  There was a weird pull between them, that was undeniable.  To know that it was something very serious in his culture…that was what she needed to navigate carefully.

“So, if we have sex…there’s no turning back?”

He didn’t have to answer.  She saw the certainty in his eyes.

Okay.  She could respect that.  Sex was obviously important to Luxirians…they took it seriously.  But, Beks still wanted to know, “And the other things…you pleasuring me…that’s not as serious?  We could still fool around?”

He frowned at her wording of ‘fooling around,’ but said, “I give you pleasure because I wish to.  To Luxirians, while important, it is not as,” he searched for the right word, “sacred as consummating a mating bond.  There is a ceremony.  It is…intense from what I have been told.”

“What kind of ceremony?” she asked, sliding her arms tighter around his neck.  Lihvan swallowed, his cock bobbing just below her.

“It takes place on the Ravrax’tor, where we first came into the world.  You ask for the Fates’ blessing and if you receive it, you will know.  It is said to be one of the purest forms of carnal pleasures.”  His voice deepened, growing rough.  Beks heard, rather than saw, his longing and she felt it inside her, expanding.  “For many spans, you eat and sleep and mate.  That is all you do.  The Fates’ blessing lasts for a long time and you must see it to the end for the ceremony to be complete.”

Her breath hitched.  Days of mating?  Days of orgasms?  Beks wondered if she could even survive something like that with him.  Last night had almost killed her.

Something about the way he spoke filled her with understanding.  Arousal still pulsed within her, hot and urgent, but it became something softer, something more important as she looked at him.

“You want that for yourself, don’t you?” she asked quietly.  The fire falls sizzled around them, hissing and spitting, but the black vine forest behind them was silent.  “You want a mate?  Children?”

And I could give that to him, she thought.  It was a dangerous thought, but it settled deep inside her.

His eyes slid away from her.  He did not answer.  Instead, he said, “We should hurry, female.  I would still like to hunt before the sun descends further.”

“Okay,” she whispered.

Her damned heart started aching again.
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After a quick, but thorough washing of his female at the fire falls—which she’d seem to enjoy—Lihvan led them back to their cave, making sure to keep his ears pricked and his eyes careful.  As the sun descended, more dangerous creatures emerged from their shadowy dwellings and Lihvan did not want to chance an encounter, especially with his female so close.  Even though she drove him to distraction, he needed to ensure her safety above all else.

She’d been quiet since their conversation, when he’d finally told her that she was his fated mate, his luxiva.  He hadn’t meant to, but in the moment, it had felt right and only natural that she should know.  Or else she would have convinced him with her addictive kisses and teasing touches.  He would have mated her right there in the washing pool had he not told her, had he not put some kind of barrier between them.

She wishes to return to her home planet, he reminded himself, over and over again.  It wasn’t fair to her if he acted on his lusts and desires.

The knowledge that she would soon leave him, however, was becoming more difficult to cope with.  A part of him wished to remain on this hellish planet for all time because it, selfishly, meant keeping her with him.  But the honorable warrior in Lihvan would not allow him to do this.  His female deserved happiness, even if it meant sacrificing his own.

So why did a part of him believe that, when the time came, he wouldn’t be able to let her go?  Would he throw away his honor, his honesty to keep his female with him for the rest of their lives?  Or would he keep to his word and see that she returned to her home safely?

He pondered that question once they reached their shielded cave.  It was cooling down inside as the sun began to descend and the fire was still steadily burning.  Beks had left a water crystal to boil while they were gone and he watched as she knelt to check on it.

He imagined her inside his dwelling in Kroratax.  He imagined late, peaceful nights lounging in the central hub next to the fire pit, of bathing her in the wash room in his large, sunken pool, of waking next to her as the twin Luxirian suns began their ascent and pinkened the sky.  She would warm his sleeping platform and be tucked in his furs and he would wake her by lapping gently at her slick cunt.

The memory of her squirming in his arms, trying to impale herself on his cock in the washing pool, made him jerk and he straightened, tearing his mind away from such unattainable fantasies.

Calming him body and thoughts, he murmured, “I will attempt to hunt, female, before the sun journeys any further.”

She cast him a look and bit her lip.  “I should go with you.”

“Nix.  You stay here.  It is safer.  I will make sure nothing approaches the cave.  I promise.”

“Okay,” she said, a little hesitantly, rising from her kneel to approach him.  “Be careful, Lihvan.”

He inclined his head and she gave him a small kiss.  His heart stuttered in his chest, a sensation he’d never felt before until her.  Not even in the bloodiest of battles did he ever become nervous or flustered.  And to think that she worried about him going on a small hunt warmed places of him he didn’t know existed.

He left her then and didn’t venture far from the cave.  Lihvan made sure to cover their scents just in case any beast ventured too close and he always listened for signs of life, no matter how small.

He also scanned the skies as he waited.  With every passing moment, he felt certain the Jetutians weren’t continuing in their search for them.  Gribrak’s pride would be bruised after their escape, but he didn’t think the Jetutian would waste precious and dwindling fuel and resources searching for them.  The planet was too vast and he’d destroyed the tracker on the escape pod.

It would, however, be easier for his people to find them.  When Luxirians hunted there, a common practice during warrior training, they kept to this side of the planet, where life was more plentiful.  Lihvan had tried to steer their escape pod to where he knew and he’d been successful enough.  With the Fates’ guidance, Lihvan believed that his warrior brothers would know where to look for them when they eventually did reach the planet’s surface.

It could be any span now.  Vikan would have alerted the council about Lihvan’s abduction and the message that Lihvan had sent to Luxiria from the escape pod would’ve been received by now.  He knew that there was a Luxirian vessel journeying to rescue them.  Perhaps right at this moment.

That knowledge brought relief and sorrow.  They would return to Luxiria…and then he would send away his mate.  An impossible thought, but a necessary action.

A shuffling sound in the vines alerted him to the presence of another bixaka, which was what Luxirians called the horned little beast that had provided him and Beks nourishment just that morning.  They were plentiful in the area and easy enough to track.

Lihvan stilled, gripping his handmade dagger tight.  Carefully positioning his body, readying it to strike, he made sure not to make any sudden sounds.  While he believed the bixaka was partially deaf, the creature still felt vibrations through the ground, alerting the poor beast to predators like him.  It was quick when it felt threatened and could cause serious injury with its sharp horn.

While he’d dispatched of the bixaka quite easily just that morning, Lihvan knew he made a mistake when he misstepped, startling the creature too soon and cornering it against a wall of rock.  The cautious hunter in him would have stepped aside, letting the creature pass, but his mate would need to be fed to keep her strength.  He needed to make this kill and soon, for night was falling quickly.  He could feel the chill of it weave through the strands of his hair.

With a burst of speed, he came at the black, hairy creature from its left side, gripping its smooth horn in one hand so it couldn’t cut him.  With the other, he brought his dagger down sharply.  But at the last moment, right before he plunged the weapon into its side, it shook its horn loose and slashed a jagged cut down Lihvan’s arm.

Lihvan made no sound even as pain lashed him.  He finished the kill cleanly, burying his knife.  The creature went still and he murmured his appreciation to the beast, to the Fates, for providing him and his mate the necessary nourishment and fuel.  As he said the words, he felt warm blood drip down his arm and he knew he’d need to close the wound somehow without inviting infection.

Hefting the beast over his shoulders, he returned to the cave, gritting his teeth against the hot pain.  He’d had worse injuries, but any type of injury without advanced medical care was dangerous.  His female might need to stitch up the wound and he wished he could’ve spared her the experience.

Beks was carefully scooping freshly boiled water into a black vine with another rock she’d carved when he returned.  A relieved smile drifted across her face when she saw him and her eyes immediately went to the bixaka around his shoulders…before dropping to his injured arm.

“Lihvan,” she exclaimed, jumping up from in front of the fire.  She went to him as he dropped the creature in one corner.  “Are you alright?  What happened?” she demanded.

“It took me by surprise,” he admitted.  “It is not too deep, but I may need you to stitch it closed.”

She looked a little sick at the prospect but his strong female nodded and said, “Yes, of course.  Whatever you need me to do.  But we should flush it with clean water first.”

Lihvan jerked his head in a nod and motioned toward the pile of soft moss he’d collected earlier.  “Boil that to sterilize it.  I can twine it together to make thread.”

“What…what will I use for a needle?” she asked, already setting to work.  She poured some of the water back into the stone pot and set it to boil, packing it with a handful of moss.

“I will use my claws,” he replied.

She inhaled a breath sharply but even she understood there were no other tools they could use.  She nodded and when the moss was done boiling, Lihvan immersed the tips of his claws in the water as well, grim, readying himself for the pain.  Without direction, his clever female rolled and combined the moss into a fine thread that would be sufficient enough to hold his wound closed.

“Ready?” she asked quietly, worrying her lip with her blunt little teeth.

He jerked his head and sat next to her, laying his arm across her lap.  “Tev.”

Gently, she used another boiled piece of moss to clean most of the blood away and she hissed when she saw the cut.  “I can see bone, Lihvan.”

“I have had worse, female.  Luxirians heal quickly,” he reassured her.  He didn’t add that Luxirians healed quickly when there was no chance of infection.  He would need to keep this wound clean, but he didn’t want to worry her.

“Okay,” she whispered, placing the fine thread against his skin.  Immediately, with the sharpest tip of his claw, he pierced the thread through his skin.  His stomach clenched at the burning pain but he made no outward signs of distress.  The pain was manageable.

Beks pulled the thread through and it was stained with his dark blue blood.  She weaved the thread to the other side of his skin and Lihvan did the same thing, piercing it through with his claws.

“Is this why you have so many scars?” she asked quietly.  Lihvan got the distinct feeling that she was talking as a way of distracting him.  Or perhaps she needed the distraction.

“Not usually from hunting, no,” he replied.

“What from then?”

He grunted.  “Luxirians are warriors.  We are trained from an early age.”

“Warriors?” she asked, her gaze sliding up to his.  “Is there a war going on among you?  On Luxiria?”

Lihvan frowned and pierced the thread through again.  “Nix.  Not among Luxirians.  We aid our allies and lend our skill to the Uranian Federation if requested.  We are compensated well for our efforts.”

“You’re…mercenaries then?” she questioned.

“Mercenaries?” he repeated, trying to understand the English word.  His language implant translated it into his language and he said, “Yes, I suppose.”

“Great,” she murmured, but her brow was furrowed.  “Now I have to worry about you fighting other aliens all the time and adding more scars to your vast collection.”

Lihvan stroked a section of her hair with his free hand before saying, “I am highly trained, female.  I am a war general as well, so I train Luxirian warriors.  It is my purpose.”

“One wrong move, Lihvan,” she murmured.  “You’re only mortal, like me, right?  Just because you’re highly trained, it doesn’t mean you can’t make mistakes.  What would happen if you got hurt, even worse than this?”

“I have been hurt,” he told her, trying to understand her meaning.  Luxirians were warriors, plain and simple.  Getting injured was a part of being a warrior.  Getting injured made him a better warrior because he learned from his mistakes.  “As I said, we heal fast.  It is harder to kill a Luxirian than other races.  And we have advanced medical care.  It is unlikely that we would die from anything less than a very mortal wound.”

His words didn’t make her feel any better.  Even Lihvan could sense that.  He’d been learning her body language, what it meant, just as she’d been learning his.  And her body language right then signaled her displeasure.

“It is my reality, female,” he said.  “If I was not a warrior, I would have never encountered you.”

She didn’t respond and Lihvan went silent as well, sensing she needed time to process his words.

They went on like this, neither making a sound, until Beks had stitched up the wound cleanly.  She cut the thread and tied it closed before gently blotting away the blood that seeped through.

Next, she boiled more moss and then used it to make a gauze, tying it around his forearm with more thread until the actual wound was no longer visible.

“Thank you, female,” he murmured, fastening his gaze on her, wanting to comfort her.

Beks looked at him, her hands bloodied.  Despite everything, his body hummed at the sight of her.  It was common for Luxirian females to tend to their males after a particularly brutal training session or after they returned from battle.  Seeing her like this spoke to him on a primal level and he felt proud that the Fates had blessed him with such a strong, fine mate.

She went to her knees and approached him.  Lihvan purred when she leaned forward to give him a slow, but desperate, kiss.  When she pulled away, her eyes were glistening and Lihvan frowned.

“Why this?” he asked, watching liquid fall from her eyes.  He’d never seen anything like it before and he caught a drop with his claw.

“Don’t do that again,” she whispered.  “You scared me.”

“Are you hurt?” he asked, watching more fall, feeling panic build in his chest.

“No,” she whispered, wiping away the liquid from her cheek.  In the process, she’d smeared some of his blood on her skin.  “They are tears.  Humans cry for all kinds of reasons.”

Tears?  Crying?

“And what is your reason, luxiva?”

“I told you,” she said.  “You scared me.  I thought…the wound looked really bad.  If something happened to you…” she trailed off and turned her head away.

“I am here, female,” he murmured softly, his chest clenching at her wobbly voice.  “I will not leave you.”

Beks closed her eyes at his words and then leaned into him, burying her face into his chest.  She stayed there, soaking in his warmth and inhaling the musk of his skin.

“Good,” she finally whispered.  “I don’t want you to.”
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Beks woke up many times throughout the night.  Even though Lihvan was warm and his steady, heavy breaths caressed her neck, she would still check on him, running her hands down his chest, inspecting his gauze to make sure it hadn’t seeped too much.

He’d shaken her up.  To the core.

The flash of panic she’d felt when she’d seen his blood had been like a lance, spearing straight through her.  The only other time she’d felt like that had been when Kate had gone missing.  It was like grief and desperation all mixed into one.

And that was when she knew she was falling for her big, horned, selfless, gruff alien.

It had happened so fast, she realized this.  But Beks had never done anything half way.  When she wanted something, she threw every part of herself into it, whether it was a new hobby or a project at work or comforting her best friend after her bastard of an ex had cheated on her.  Beks had slashed his tires, which Kate hadn’t known about, and written—in paint—‘cheating scum’ on the back windshield.  She’d signed her name right below it.

So yes, maybe some things she took a little too far, but Beks liked to think she was passionate.  She was passionate for those few people that she really, truly cared about in her life.  Even though she hadn’t known Lihvan for very long, he’d just made the list.  Hell, he had a top position.

That was why she woke up every half hour it seemed to check on him, to fuss over his wound.  She tortured herself all night, wondering if she’d mended it tight enough, what would they do if it became infected, if she hadn’t cleaned it out properly.

Needless to say, she didn’t get much sleep that night, but Lihvan slept like a log.

It did, however, make her feel better to feel his constant erection against her backside all night.  She rationalized that if he had one, he was probably feeling A-okay, so she eventually drifted off into a restless sleep.

By the time she awoke for good the next morning, Lihvan was gone, but a piece of the animal that they’d cut up last night—after she’d patched Lihvan up—was roasting over the fire.  They’d placed the butchered meat out in the cold so it would keep overnight and the chunk cooking would be more than enough to feed them both for the day.

He came back inside the cave a short while later and Beks let out a relieved sigh once she saw him.  She hated acting like a clingy girlfriend, but she was genuinely worried about him and he didn’t seem to mind her fussing.  In fact, she suspected he liked it.

“How are you feeling?” Beks asked, going up to greet him, pressing her body into his slightly sweaty one.  It must have been warm outside already but she didn’t mind the sweat.  She needed the contact with him; it helped ease her.  Every day, it seemed like she needed more from him.  Again, she wondered if this was her own Instinct acting up, responding to his.

He leaned down to touch his forehead with her and Beks absolutely melted into a puddle of goo whenever he did that.  “I am fine, female.  I do not like to see you worry.”

“I can’t help it,” she confessed.

“No more tears,” he said, frowning.  He hadn’t liked to see her cry last night, that much had been obvious.  “Are you hungry?  Let me feed you.”

“Let me feed you first, Lihvan.  You need your strength for your body to heal.”

He protested for a bit, but eventually she got her way and every bite of the meat that he swallowed made Beks feel a little better.  And she took nibbles between every one of his bites, which made him feel better.

“See?” she murmured.  “I can compromise.”

Lihvan only arched his brow in response, his amusement at her words obvious.

She bit back a small smile and asked, “Can I see your wound?  I should clean it.”

“Nix,” he replied, making her frown.  “I already cleaned it this morning.  It is healing.”

“Okay,” she said, nodding.  She trusted him when he said Luxirians healed fast.  And when she eyed the gauze, it was clean with no signs of seepage.  She blew out a breath and untangled a strand of his hair from his chipped horn.  “Let me bathe you at least.  You look warm from being outside.”

That drew an interested purr from her alien and she laughed, grabbing one of the black tubes they had hanging over one of the cave walls.  She poured the cool, fresh water into their empty stone pot and grabbed a wad of moss, dipping it inside.

When she knelt in front of him again, he eyed her from his position, lounging against the cave wall.  Gently, lightly, she trailed the water-soaked moss over his skin, beginning at the tops of his shoulders and running it down his chest.  Lihvan closed his eyes, purring, and Beks dipped the moss back into the water before soothing it over his skin again.

She did that for quite some time, pressing closer and closer with every dip.  Lihvan tilted his head back and watched her, a continuous purr echoing in their cave.  She gently swiped over raised scars, wondering how he’d gotten each one, in which battle against which alien and how old he’d been when he received them.  He’d told her he was a warrior, had been raised to be one, and the word fit him like a glove.  That word was stamped in every harsh, disciplined line of his body and engraved in the hardened muscles and quiet stealth of this male.

He was deadly, dangerous, and he treated her like she was the most precious thing in the world to him, protecting her, nourishing her, making sure her needs were met before his own.

For once, she wanted to return the favor.

When she gently brushed his flat nipples, he gave a little groan and Beks knelt between his outstretched legs, bringing her lips to his as she trailed the moss lower…and lower.

“Female,” he growled into their kiss, in warning.

“Shhh,” she whispered, pulling back so she could see his eyes.  “Let me take care of you.”

She dropped the moss back into the pot to free her hands and then ran both of them up his thick, muscular thighs, coming to rest on the waistband of his leather pants.  Whenever he’d been aroused before, he’d literally grown stronger.  Beks had felt it happen.  Arousal strengthened his body and perhaps it would help speed up his healing too.

But really…she just wanted to give him pleasure.  That was her main motivation.  He’d been so generous with her that she wanted to be generous with him too.




*     *     *




When Beks pushed the edge of his leg coverings over his hips, his throbbing cock burst out to meet her.  Bobbing against his taut abdomen, it pulsed and pulsed and he groaned when her hand circled his shaft.

Lihvan felt only an awing sense of pleasure.  Her touch was light and hot, but she soon tightened her grip until he gave an involuntarily buck of his hips.  His Instinct roared inside him, wanting him to take his mate, to throw her onto her hands and knees and mate her from behind until he couldn’t remember a time before her.

His blood rushed in his ears, but all of his senses became heightened.  Power.  This was why most Luxirians mated before battle.  It helped boost their strength.  Now, Lihvan understood just how much.

“Let me see you,” he growled, eyes half-lidded.  He clenched his fists at his sides, feeling pain shoot up with left arm as he did.  He wouldn’t worry about that now, however.  His female was before him, his cock in her hand, and nothing was more important than this moment.

Her scent hit him hard in the gut, arousal growing at his words.  She understood his meaning and quickly slipped off his tunic she wore, exposing her nude, lush body.  Her breasts swayed as she leaned forward to lick his nipples, her hands returning to his cock, sliding them up and down, increasing her pressure at the base.  Lihvan’s back arched towards her, wondering how something could feel so good.

Luxirians had a high sex drive.  Most males, if they were mated or possessed a mating or Breeding partner, needed sex three times a span, at minimum.  And now, Lihvan could finally understand why.  Once would never be enough, not with a mate as fine as his Beks.

He palmed her heavy breasts, making her gasp, and plucked her nipples, which he’d learned she liked.  But just as he reached for her dripping cunt, she scooted back, shaking her head.  “This is for you.  Not me.”  Lihvan growled, about to protest, but whispered, “Lie back.”

They were blurring a very dangerous line, he realized.  He had hoped to avoid a situation like this, but how could he resist?

“Don’t worry,” she said, raking her nails lightly up and down his thighs.  “We won’t have sex.  I just want to make you feel good.”

“You already do,” he grunted.

She tried to hide her smile and failed.  “Let me make you feel even better then.”

He groaned at her implication and did as she asked, lying back against the moss they’d piled into a sleeping platform the night before.  It was much more comfortable than lying on rock anyways.

His cock was resting on his belly and his testicles felt heavy, loaded with hot seed that had been building and building since the moment he’d met her.  He hadn’t given himself the release he needed lately and he wondered if he had enough control around her.

“Oh my,” she whispered, peeling his leg coverings down his legs before tossing them in a corner.  Gently, she reached under him and cradled his sac, eliciting a full body jerk from Lihvan.  He gnashed his teeth together, fighting not to shame himself and orgasm that very moment.  “This looks like a lot to handle.  Poor baby,” she cooed and then she tormented him, stroking the sensitive flesh which made the beginnings of his seed pool at the tip of his cock and drip onto his abdomen.

She let his varx drop and Lihvan’s harsh pants filled the air.  Her hair tickled his belly as she dragged her warm, flat tongue across his stomach, tasting his precum.

“Female,” he growled.  His control was slipping.  His eyes tracked over her wildly, straying from her eyes and lips to her breasts and cunt, wanting to focus on all of her at once.

She licked her lips and knelt between his legs, bringing her head down to rest on his hip.  The position made her ass rise in the air and Lihvan imagined taking her from behind.  He would be merciless.  He would punish her for her teasings and fuck her until she begged him to stop.

Lihvan’s back bowed and he roared towards the ceiling of the cave when she leaned down…and took his cock between her lips.

Pleasure blinded him, making his body jerk, and he heard his heartbeat pound heavily in his ears.  When he looked back down between his legs, his female was watching him, licking up the sides of his ridged cock, a small, knowing smile on her lips.

“Feel good?” she purred, dropping kisses around his crown.

He couldn’t speak, but sounds were being torn from his throat, rough groans and growls.

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’” she teased.  And then she resumed.  Lihvan watched, almost in disbelief, as she wrapped her lips around him…and sucked, her cheeks hollowing.  Fates, the pleasure of it.  He couldn’t think of anything but the pleasure of it.

He groaned helplessly, panting and gasping, as she wedged her tongue against the slit on his crown and wiggled it there.  He felt that tongue sizzle all the way up his spine and burst in his brain.  She lapped at the precum that followed, his wicked, wicked female.

On and on, she tortured him.  She couldn’t fit a lot of his cock in her mouth, but she sure tried.  Lust and desire pooled in his belly as he hungrily watched her stretched lips over his thickness.  Every now and again, she’d gasp for air and release him, but she’d smile at him and lick up the sides as she recovered, using her hands to stroke him up and down, up and down.

He was purring continuously now and his cock vibrated in her mouth.  Her arousal perfumed the air, driving him even more wild than her touch.

“Come here, luxiva,” he growled.  “You are wanting your male.”

He wanted to lick that dripping cunt the way she was worshipping his cock.

“Not until you cum,” she purred, reaching under to fondle his testicles.  Lihvan gritted his teeth, his pleasure bordering on pain.  How could something feel this way?

He groaned in frustration, his hips accidentally jerking in her mouth.  “Female…I need to…I need to feel you.”

For a brief moment more, she ignored him, swiping her tongue on the underside of his cock.  His seed was beginning to climb and Lihvan thrashed his head, knowing that any second, he would cum.

Just when he thought he was undone, she released him, giving one last, sweet kiss to his crown.  He sat up immediately, reaching for her, but she climbed up his lap and straddled his hips.

Between them, her cunt was swollen and pink and dripping.  Her cheeks and lips were flushed an enticing red and her nipples were tightened into stiff little peaks.

He almost released his seed at the sight of her.

She reached down and positioned his cock against her.  His breath hitched, thinking she was going to feed him inside her, but she murmured, “No sex.  But this will feel good for both of us.”

She wedged the underside of his cock against her slick lips, his crown just resting below the little nub of hardened flesh that he loved to suck on.

Then she snapped her hips down…and Lihvan roared again.

Moaning little breathy sighs, his female pumped her hips up and down, flexing her thighs around his waist, making his ridged cock slide against her engorged lips and over her clit.  In a daze, he watched her breasts bounce in front of him and felt the wicked slide of their bodies, as close to actual mating as Lihvan would probably ever get.

Her cunt was hot and warm against him, growing even more so as the moments passed.

He knew he wouldn’t last long.  Not when his female was riding his body like this, so lost in her pleasure.

Sweat gleamed on her flesh and the cave was filled with sounds of abandon and lust and animalistic groans.  They found a rhythm and Lihvan fucked his hips up as she came down and the friction became almost too intense.

“L-Lihvan,” she gasped, her lips parted.  “I’m gonna…oh my God!”

He reached around to grab her ass, using it as leverage to drive up against her harder.  With a little shuttered scream, his female’s back bent, thrusting her breasts towards the ceiling, and her body convulsed in waves of pleasure.  When Lihvan felt a gush of wetness between them, her cum bathing his cock, that sensation triggered his own release.

Jerking his hips in abandon, Lihvan’s entire body tensed up, his heavy sac drawing up tight against his body.  He was suspended, right on the edge…and then his orgasm crashed down on him, pulling him under.

Jets and jets of hot seed rose up his shaft and spurted out between them, coating their bodies.  It was never-ending and Lihvan roared his release, surprised that he didn’t bring the entire cave down with the noise.

Eventually, finally, the arcs of cum gently subsided and his cock twitched helplessly, making him groan.

When he opened his eyes, panting, Beks was watching him.  Her belly and cunt was painted in his seed and the sight was the most natural thing in the world.  It was how it should be, always.

And even though Lihvan had just shared that intimate moment with his female, he knew that that was all it would ever be.  The sense of loss hit him hard, even as a smile crossed her features.

She dragged her finger across her skin, scooping up his seed, before bringing it to her lips, tasting him.  A rumble built in his chest.

“That was…” she purred.  “Impressive.”

He didn’t think he was capable of words, so he grunted.

His response drew a small, exhausted giggle from her and he’d never heard a better sound.

“Maybe we should get cleaned up,” she murmured, leaning forward to nibble on his lips.  Lihvan took her mouth, kissing her with a desperation and wildness that was so unlike him, and when they pulled away, her gaze was hazy and heavy-lidded.

“Leave it,” he rumbled, nibbling on her neck, wanting to mark her as his.  He reached between them and rubbed his seed into her skin, making her gasp.

“You’re…you’re just so…male, aren’t you?” she murmured.  But arousal tightened her nipples.  He purred in approval.  His female liked him marking her as his.

“Tev,” he rasped.  “Your male.”
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Much later, after they recovered and ate some more of the roasted meat, they lay together on the soft moss in their cave.  Lihvan couldn’t seem to stop touching her.  And even though they were both messy, covered in the aftermath of their play, Beks had never been more content and happy.

She was falling in love with him every moment it seemed.  A giant nosedive.  While a part of her worried what that meant when they were eventually rescued from this planet, the other part told her to figure it out once she crossed that bridge.

For now, she was enjoying her time with him.

They were talking now.  Even though the sun was high in the sky and they should’ve been doing more practical things, they were lounging around in their warm cave and talking on their moss bed.  It felt natural, right.

He was telling her more about what he called ‘military training,’ that Luxirian warriors were sent from home to attend it from a young age and had to complete a required number of ‘rotations’ before deciding to opt out—and go onto another profession—or stay in and finish the training.  Lihvan had not only finished the training, but he’d been promoted to war general and Ambassador to their Prime Leader once he was done.  It spoke of his determination, his drive, his skill, and it impressed her more than she could express.

In turn, she told him about Chicago, of her work for a start-up company as a front end web developer, which he seemed impressed by after she tried to explain some more specifics.

“Is that why you could break out of my quarters on the vessel so easily?” he murmured, gazing down at her.  There was a fine sheen of sweat on his body as she snuggled closer.

“That was mostly by luck,” she said, smiling.  “Lots of buttons were pressed.”

Lihvan smiled and she realized that it was the first time she’d seen it.  It melted her, that smile.

She watched it fall off his face, however, as he said, “Your mother and sire must be worrying about you.  Back on your home planet.”

Beks sighed.  “My father left when I was just a baby.  I never knew him.  And my mom and I are…estranged.  I haven’t seen her in person for a few years.  She lives a few states away and well, we’ve never been too close.  If someone reported me missing though, she probably has been notified by now.”

It made her sad, her relationship with her mother.  It had never been a hostile, argumentative relationship.  They were just both so different and her mother had never been a mothering type.  Beks believed in experiencing different things, putting herself out there, meeting new people, living.

Her mother had always been scared of everything.  She lived in the same one-bedroom apartment, in the same town she’d grown up in, working the same job she had for the past thirty years, a cashier at a local deli.  She’d never traveled out of the state, never dated, and the most exciting food she’d probably ever tried was orange chicken at the local Chinese place.

And still, that had always been okay with Beks.  Her mother didn’t like change.  She understood that.  But what she had never understood was that she had no ambition.  She never wanted anything more for herself and she’d always criticized Beks for the decisions she’d made.  For going off to college out-of-state, for choosing Chicago over moving home, for taking five months off to go traveling in South America and Europe.

Beks had never regretted her choices.  Ever.  She’d met amazing people, she’d learned amazing things.  But ever since she’d left home, her mother had slowly and gradually drifted out of her life until the only contact they ever really had was a stilted phone call every now and again.

Now, she may never see her mother again.

She told Lihvan all these things.  They came pouring out of her and when she was done, she wondered what he thought of her, if he judged her for not being closer to her mother and for being okay with the distance between them.  It was an ugly part of her, but she’d accepted it a long time ago.

When she was finished, he simply told her, “I was never close to my sire.  After my mother died, he fell apart.  I hate to say this, but I became ashamed of him.  He became a shadow of who he used to be and when he died, I felt a bitter relief.  It is difficult to see your parent in a different light as you age, but it is inevitable, luxiva.”

“What happened to them?” she asked quietly.  “How did they die?”

“My father took his own life.  My mother was killed when the Jetutians spread a virus among our female population.”

“What?” she whispered, eyes widening.

He continued slowly, “Most of our females died that span.  The rest that survived…they became infertile.  Our race would have been doomed, but with Vaxa’an’s mate pregnant, it gives us hope again.”

Beks pushed up on her elbow to look down at him.  “That was a lot you just told me, Lihvan,” she said quietly.  She shook her head, trying to process everything.  “First…your father killed himself?”

“Tev.”

Tev?  That was all he was going to say?

He must’ve read the expression on her face because he added, “My mother and sire were a mated pair.  A fated pair.  It may seem odd in your culture, but among Luxirians, it is not uncommon for one to follow the other when death claims the first.  It was hard for him.  He struggled greatly and in the end, he simply wanted to be with her again, in the blackworld.”

Oh my God, she thought, feeling an intense sadness bubble up inside her.  And then she thought about Lihvan, about what he’d said at the fire falls.

She was his fated mate.  That was what he told her.

But he also promised to return her to Earth when they reached Luxiria.

So where did that leave him?

“And the other thing?” she asked softly.  “The Jetutians?  Those were the ones who took you and I?”

“Tev.”

“And they…killed off your women?  Your mother being one of them?”

He jerked his head in a nod.

“Lihvan,” she breathed, running her hand through his hair.  “I’m so sorry.”

“It was more than ten rotations ago,” he said, watching her.  “We may never recover from the attack, but we will rebuild as best as we can.  Our doctors are trying to help the remaining females.  To see if there is a way to reverse the virus’ effects.”

“But there are no young children on Luxiria?” she questioned.

“Nix.  None.  Vaxa’an’s offspring will be the first to be born since the virus, provided the pregnancy goes well.  Our doctors monitor her quite carefully.  It will be the first hybrid young and we do not know what to expect.”

Beks went quiet after that, processing everything he’d told her.  She’d judged their leader’s action, partaking in the Pit, too harshly it seemed.  He’d been looking for a mate to produce children with, so that their race might survive.  Perhaps the Pit hadn’t been the best option, but even Beks could understand the reasoning.

“And she’s happy?” Beks asked, wanting to know about the Prime Leader’s mate.  “On Luxiria?”

Lihvan stroked his hand across her bare back.  “Tev.  She chose to stay.”

Beks was beginning to understand why she had.  If this woman’s mate was anything like Lihvan…well, it only made sense.  Because she was starting to think that whenever they got to Luxiria…Beks wouldn’t be able to walk away from him.

“Can I ask you something?” she murmured quietly, a stray thought entering her mind.  And she wanted to ask it before she lost her nerve.

“Tev.”

“You said before that you’d never taken a…a Breeding partner.  Why not?” she asked.  There was no doubt in her mind that women on his planet were probably trampling each other trying to get to him.  Yet, he’d never chosen one of them?  “I mean, you just told me that your…females are infertile now.  But why not before the virus?  Were you too young?”

Lihvan went still, but his breaths were even.  “Nix, I was of age before the virus spread.”

“Did your…Instinct not choose one for you?”

“Nix, it did.  Usually every rotation, leading up to the virus, it chose a Breeding partner for me.”

Jealousy cut through her, but she tried to swallow it as best as she could.  “But you never took one…to have children with?”

Lihvan exhaled a sharp breath and said simply, “I have never mated with a female before.”

Shock made her lips part.  “What?”

He was…a virgin?

His features were grim, studying her.  All the while, Beks was trying to figure out what the hell was wrong with Luxirian women.

“I will admit,” he murmured, “that it is abnormal for a Luxirian.  Sex is important in our race.  Most take their first female before the midway point of military training.”

“But not you?”

“Nix,” he said quietly.  “Females tend to think I am…”

He searched for the right word, but Beks supplied it for him, “Intense?”

He cocked his head a little, but jerked it in a nod.  “Yes.  My horn does not help.  Or my scar,” he said, touching his cheek.

“I don’t mind them at all,” she said, leaning up to kiss the path he’d just traced.  Teasing, she whispered, “I think they’re sexy.”

That smile returned.  “Perhaps that is why you are covered in my scent, luxiva.”

He was flirting with her.

Gawd, this alien…this virgin alien that she very much wanted to do all kinds of nasty, sexy things to…

Beks rested her cheek on his chest, sighing.  Her eyes traced over his muscles before tracking to his arm.  Her brow furrowed and she frowned when she saw little blue veins extending out from the bottom of the moss gauze she’d placed there the previous night.

“Lihvan, let me see your arm,” she said, sitting up, the mood suddenly shifting.

His gaze cut to her before looking down at the veins.  He waved his hand and urged her to lie back down.  “It is how we heal, female.”

“But, Lihvan—”

“You should rest,” he said, cutting her off.  “Later, I can take you to go bathe.  Tev?”

Beks blew out a breath and nodded.  He didn’t seem concerned about his arm and as she looked over him, she saw the multitude of scars across his body.  He knew his body better than she did.

“Okay,” she said.  “Let’s rest.”




*     *     *




But as the day wore on, after they’d woken from a brief nap, after they boiled more water, and collected more moss and fire fuel, Beks was beginning to think that Lihvan was lying to her.

Even after the sun descended in the sky, there was a fine sheen of sweat on his body.  His skin didn’t take on the golden light from the fire, as it did most nights.  Instead, it was a dull bronze.  And those blue veins underneath his gauze were still spreading.

Finally, she put her foot down, after many attempts to let her take a look at his wound.

“Lihvan, show me now,” she said.  They had just finished up what was left of the roasted meat, except she couldn’t help but notice that Lihvan hadn’t finished his share.  “I’m serious.”

Her heartbeat was pounding in her throat and the bad feeling that had been sneaking up on her all day made her feel like she would choke.

His eyes had taken on a glassy look in the past few hours and they regarded her closely.  Finally, he held out his left arm to her and with panic churning in her stomach, she gently unwound the moss gauze with trembling hands.

Her lips pressed together when she saw the wound.

“It’s infected, isn’t it?” she whispered, staring, tears beginning to pool in her eyes.

But there was no doubt about it.

The edges where the thread held his wound closed were inflamed and seeping.  The dark blue veins she’d spied from afar grew in width the closer they came to the slash and his skin felt hot to the touch.  It looked worse than when she’d stitched it together.

“What can I do?” she asked, her eyes darting up to his.  “What can I do to help you?”

“Luxiva…” he trailed off with a sharp exhale and her heart dropped.

“You knew it was infected this morning, didn’t you?  Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It had already set in.  I felt it setting in during the night,” he admitted quietly.  “There is nothing we can do but let it run its course.  I did not wish for you to worry.”

“Did you think you could hide this from me?” she asked, tears spilling over her cheeks.  This was dangerous.  They had no medicine, no help.  What would an infection this gruesome do to him?  “Lihvan…oh my God, I feel like this is my fault.”

His brows drew together.  “Of course it is not your fault.”

“M-maybe I didn’t boil the moss long enough to kill all the bacteria.  Maybe I didn’t flush it out right.”

He cradled her face in his hand, leaving his other arm in her lap.  “You did not do this, luxiva.  I was the one who made an error during the hunt.  Without proper supplies…it would have been lucky for the wound not to become infected.  It was most likely inevitable.”

Her forehead met the crook of his neck.  His body felt hot, damp.

“What are we going to do?” she asked.

“Wait,” he replied.  “That is all we can do.  Earlier this morning, I placed hunting markers throughout this area.  Luxirians will recognize them.  If they scout out anywhere near here, the markers will lead them right to the cave.”

He’d planned this.  He knew that he’d become ill…possibly too ill to do anything.  And still, he’d made preparations.  Just in case.

“Lihvan…” she whispered.

“They will find us, Beks,” he said.  “The Fates will lead them here.  I know it.”







SIXTEEN







Two days later, there was still no sign of Lihvan’s people.  And his condition only deteriorated.

He slept almost all hours of the day and when he was lucid, Beks had to force him to rest since he wanted to hunt for her.  But he was in no condition to do anything.  His fever had spiked the previous day and hadn’t let up.  It gutted her to see him in pain, to see him thrash from his fever dreams, and mumble incoherent things.  Beks tried to keep him as comfortable as possible, wiping down his body with cool water and keeping him hydrated as best as she could.

It was probably a good thing that she had no appetite, considering that they didn’t have any food.

What concerned her most, despite Lihvan’s infection, was that their fire fuel was almost out.  Without fire, she wouldn’t be able to keep them hydrated.  And with the way the infection was raging through his body, she worried that Lihvan wouldn’t last long.  Not unless he got serious medical attention and soon.

Every moment of the day, she was a wreck, but she tried to keep a brave face, especially when Lihvan was awake.  Even when he was passed out, she would talk to him with tears running down her face, telling him stories of her childhood with her mother, of her college days, of the fun shenanigans her and Kate had always got up to.  She thought that if she just kept talking to him, he wouldn’t be able to give up and leave her.

The thought of him dying…it scared her more than anything in her life.  Every time she thought of it, it was like stabbing herself with a dagger, right in the chest.  So, she did her best to stay positive, to not think about what might happen, even when it seemed hopeless.

She had to have Lihvan’s faith that his people would find them before it was too late.  So she was going to try her damnedest to help them survive until they did.

That was why, before the sun set completely, she tied on the shoes that Lihvan had crafted for her, grabbed his dagger, and set out into the black vine forest.  Their fire fuel wouldn’t last them another full night.  She had to find that little clay-like creature Lihvan located their first day to harvest more so that she could boil more water for tomorrow.

Careful to track her direction, she trudged on, heart beating in her ears, her eyes scanning for anything out of the ordinary.  She was no hunter, not like Lihvan.  And it was risky coming out like this…but it was necessary.  She wouldn’t let her alien down.

For hours, it seemed, she scoured for that clay creature, looking into places she probably shouldn’t have looked into, in cave holes, under and around large, black boulders, and craggy fissures in the ground.  All the while, she worried about Lihvan, trying to hurry back to him.  She was tempted to give up, but she knew that she couldn’t.  She wouldn’t return empty handed.

At last, just as the sky turned gray, she found one.  She almost burst into tears at the sight of it, but held it together long enough to tear off a chunk.

“Sorry little guy,” she whispered, ripping off the hem of her shirt to soak it in the fluid that emerged, just like how she’d seen Lihvan do it the first day.

Once she finished, she hurried back in the direction of the cave, hoping that she wouldn’t lose her way.

But just as she spied the cave entrance in between the thick black vines, she was aware that something was out of the ordinary.  A strange hush had filled the already quiet forest.  And that was when she heard a small shift in the pebbles behind her.

Spinning around, her eyes widened and her heart froze in fear when she saw a creature looming fifteen feet away, watching her, tracking her.

Panic clawed up her throat.  It was on all fours, but even then, she saw that it was massive.  Hard spikes lined its spine and it had sickly pale white flesh, transparent enough that she could see the beating of its heart, even from the distance.  Its eyes glowed yellow and its mouth was rimmed with similarly colored, long ‘v’-shaped teeth.

How long had it been watching her?

When it moved, she hardly heard a thing.  It was a predator, a good predator.

Beks clutched Lihvan’s dagger in her palm tightly, wondering if she could outrun it.  It was only a short distance to the cave, but she wasn’t so sure that it couldn’t fit through.  There was no way she would lead that thing to Lihvan.

Slowly, it reared back onto its hind legs, like some grotesque, mutant werewolf.  When it let out that ear-splitting, hair-raising warbling sound she’d heard that first day on this planet, she knew that this was the creature Lihvan had wanted to avoid.  The one that they had hunted in groups.

Then it lunged for her.

And Beks screamed.




*     *     *




Lihvan jerked from a strange restless dream to the reality of pure terror.

Beks, he thought, dizzy and uncoordinated.  His limbs felt like boulders, heavy and unresponsive.  When he looked down, he was covered in sweat and the gauze on his arm was tinged with dark blood.

Frantically, he cast his eyes around the cave.

“Beks,” he tried to call, but his voice sounded like grit.  How long have I been under? he wondered, trying to clear his clouded thoughts.

That was when a scream pierced through him and froze his entire soul.  The same scream that had woken him from his sleep just moments before.

“Beks!” he roared, feeling adrenaline fuel his body, propelling him into action.  “Beks!”

The ugliest fear gripped him when he heard that scream.  Fear like he had never known and he’d fought many bloody battles and lost many Luxirians he cared for.

Stumbling down the cave, vision hazy, he burst out into the vine forest, eyes scanning wildly, limbs clumsy.  He gave his head a shake, trying to focus, and that was when he spied a prikkrax, or at least that was what Luxirians called them.  It meant ‘feared one’ in his language.

But what dropped his stomach was when he saw that its gaze was trained on his luxiva, his Beks.

When a prikkrax identified its next prey, it was relentless in the pursuit of it.  Nothing would deter it.  It was how one of his hunt brothers had lost his life.

His female had tucked herself in between two boulders, the crack just slim enough that the prikkrax couldn’t reach her, even though it was trying with its claws.  The boulder was beginning to crumble under its strength and Lihvan roared, pulse pounding, body weakened.

The prikkrax turned around on him and yowled that awful sound he’d hoped never to hear again.  A few strides away from it, he saw his dagger and he ran as fast as his body would allow towards it, his only thought was that he needed to protect his mate at all costs.

Bringing down a prikkrax by himself, in full health, with his choice of weapon?  He might be able to.  Bringing down a prikkrax with an infection running through his body, with a handmade dagger?  Next to impossible, but he would defend his mate to his last breath to secure her safety.

On uncertain limbs, he scooped up his dagger and launched himself at the prikkrax, implanting his weapon into one of its sides as a way of distraction.  The creature had a thick hide, but the dagger slipped through easily enough, making it turn and hiss, swiping out one of its claws at Lihvan.

A burning sensation reached him as the claws made contact with his chest and a gush of blood followed.  Gritting his teeth, he twisted, his body sluggish, but he managed to get away just before the prikkrax took aim once more.

In the back of his mind, he heard Beks screaming at him to get away, her voice growing hoarse.  But he would not abandon her.  He’d rather die.

He was winded already, his body trying to cope with the sudden energy and movement, and he panted, sweat dripping off his face, pooling into his eyes.  When the creature slashed again, Lihvan grunted and dodged.  He retaliated with a swipe of his own claws, his vast training starting to kick in, his muscle memory revving.  His eyes zeroed in on the kill point on the prikkrax, a slight section of gills on its side that led straight to its heart.  If he could puncture it, the creature would fall and Beks would be safe.

But his dagger wouldn’t reach that far inside.  He would have to do it with his own claws.

So, he did everything in his ability to line up the kill, even as his body started to shut down.  His blood rushed in his ears, his eyes felt heavy, and his limbs refused to cooperate.

But then he spied Beks, wedged between the two boulders.  She had a look of pure fear on her features and his Instinct roared from within him, giving him the burst of energy he sorely needed to protect her.

When the prikkrax feigned left, Lihvan corrected his position and followed, launching himself at the creature one last time, his arm pulling back to strike.  With a roar, he imbedded his arm into its gills, claws straightened.  He felt a snap of his wrist and pain made his arm shake as the bone broke, but he pushed forward, clawing through muscles to reach the heart.

The beast thrashed, yowling, trying to buck him off its side.  But Lihvan felt the hard thump of its heart and with one last push, he punctured straight through it.

Just as he did, however, the prikkrax got in one last hit and pain made Lihvan cry out hoarsely as it imbedded its teeth into his abdomen, tearing flesh and muscle.  It ripped Lihvan off its side and he rolled, sharp pebbles stabbing his wounds, burrowing deep inside.

A bitter relief filled him when he saw the prikkrax falter, hissing and growling…before it fell as well, quaking the ground.  With a few last rattled breaths, it stilled and the forest was silent once more.

He heard the crunch of feet as Beks scrambled her way out and rushed towards him.  Tears were falling down her face as she dropped to his side.

“Lihvan,” she cried, voice breaking, looking over him, her hands fluttering at his sides.  “Oh my God, oh my God…”

He must look like death because her face was pale and frantic.  He felt surprisingly warm as he felt blood pooling just below him.

“Just hold on,” she murmured, over and over again.  “I’ll—I’ll—”

“Luxiva…”  Pain racked him, making his muscles tense.

“I…I don’t think I can move you,” she whispered, her face shining with her tears, as the sun finally descended in the sky.  Soon, it would be pitch black and the cold front was already beginning.

“You need to go back to the cave,” he rasped.  His body was slowly cooling.  “It is dangerous out here.”

“I’m not going to leave you,” she said, determination hardening her voice.  “Don’t even try to ask me to do that.”

“Luxiva.”

She settled against him, smoothing her hand over his chest.  She ripped a piece of her shirt and used the wad to help the flow of blood on his side.  He didn’t want to tell her that nothing would prevent him from bleeding out.  The wound was too great and they had nothing else but rags.

“Are you ever going to tell me what that means?” she whispered, applying for pressure even when he winced, pebbles digging into his side.

He almost laughed.  She was relentless, even now.

“It means ‘fated one,’” he told her.

Another sob wrenched out from her throat.

“Lihvan…I—,” she cut herself off and her head turned sharply.  “What was that?”

Panic made Lihvan push at her arm.  “Please, luxiva, go back to the cave,” he begged her.  The scent of blood would draw all kinds of creatures to their clearing.

His vision was starting to go hazy and he fought it with a shake of his head.  He realized that he couldn’t feel his limbs, that they were tingling and numb.

“Luxiva,” he rasped.  “Go!”

But she was still looking in the opposite direction, her eyes narrowed as she tried to see through the thickening darkness.

“Lihvan,” she whispered, her voice hushed, “I think someone is coming.”

He struggled to fight against the blackness that was consuming him slowly.  He tried to focus on his female’s face, so that it might center him, but even she was beginning to grow blurry.

“Beks…” he murmured.

“Hold on, Lihvan,” she said, her tone taking on one of urgency.  “Just hold on, please!”  He heard a strange sound and then Beks yelling, “Hello!  Hello, over here!  Hurry!”

He spied movement close to Beks, but it was too dark to make out.  Blindly, he tried to lift his arm to swing, to defend his mate, but his limbs didn’t respond.

“Luxiva…”

Then the world went dark.







SEVENTEEN







Beks came awake suddenly, dread making her eyes dart around the room, looking, searching, needing to see Lihvan.  Her breath shuttered out of her when she saw him and she felt peace return, loosening the knot in her stomach and calming her heart rate.

He was resting on a pristine cot…in the medical bay…on a Luxirian space ship.

His people had finally found them.  And just in the knick of time too.  Any later and Lihvan wouldn’t have made it.

She’d refused to leave his side.  One Luxirian male, named Cruxan, who had identified himself as a close friend of Lihvan’s and a fellow Ambassador to the Prime Leader of Luxiria, urged her to rest in her own private room, saying that Lihvan would want her to recover her strength.

But she knew she wouldn’t be able to get a lick of sleep unless she was near him.  After many attempts, Cruxan finally gave up and had another cot brought in for her, which they had placed right next to Lihvan’s.  It was where she curled up and rested and slept, while Lihvan did the same.  Although he hadn’t woken since that night he’d defended her from that werewolf-like creature.  And that night had been almost two days ago.

Beks still recalled the sheer burst of relief when she spied tall figures searching through the black vine forest on the planet they’d been stranded on.  She’d been so much of a bawling mess that she’d actually startled a few Luxirians, so torn between gratitude and fear for Lihvan.  He’d been bleeding out, growing more and more incoherent with every passing moment, and they’d saved his life by stabilizing him with an injection that immediately clotted his blood.  Then, they carried him back to the ship, with Beks hot on their heels, fussing over her alien.

She was bathed, had on a fresh shirt, and fed…but Lihvan still hadn’t woken.  And she’d give anything for him to be okay.  She’d rather be back on the planet with him, before he’d been injured hunting, because at least he’d been there.

The door to the medical bay whooshed open and Cruxan and the Luxirian doctor they’d sent aboard this rescue mission stepped inside.  Cruxan’s lips tightened when he saw that she was still in the room, but wisely kept his comments to himself.

“Has he woken yet?” he asked her instead, as if he hadn’t just been in the room a couple hours ago.  It was obvious that Lihvan meant a lot to him.  Cruxan had let slip that he’d gone through military training with Lihvan, that he’d been on the planet—which she now knew was called ‘Jalun’—during the hunt with him, which was why their Prime Leader had sent Cruxan instead of another Ambassador…because he knew the planet.

“No,” she said softly, watching as the doctor, whose name was Privanax, examined Lihvan and checked his readings on one of the ‘Coms.’  Privanax had given her an examination as well to ensure they hadn’t picked up any viruses from Jalun, and ever since, she’d been wary of the guy.  She’d always hated doctors.

“Anything?” Cruxan questioned him.

“Nix,” Privanax replied.  “Time is all he needs.  The infection is still healing even though the wound from the prikkrax has closed over.”

Cruxan jerked his head in a nod, his gaze straying to his prone friend.  Then his eyes rested on her, studying.

“Privanax, I need to speak with Beks,” Cruxan said.

Privanax inclined his head, casting her a look, and left the room.

Why was she suddenly so nervous?

Cruxan crossed his arms over his chest, managing to take up almost the entire medical bay with his sheer bulk.  Were all Luxirians built like absolute tanks?

“Is this the ‘what are your intentions with my friend’ talk?” she tried to joke when he didn’t say anything.

His gaze narrowed in what she now recognized as Luxirian confusion.  “What?”

“Never mind,” Beks mumbled, her gaze straying to Lihvan.  “What did you want to talk about?”

He cut right to the chase.  “Do you know about Luxirian mates, Beks?  Did he explain it to you on Jalun?”

Her fingers twitched, heart aching.  She remembered Lihvan finally telling her what luxiva meant…fated one.  It had hit her.  Hard.

She’d completely spiraled out of control for him in that moment.  He’d been dying and she realized that love had very much entered a part of their equation right then.

“Yes,” she said softly.  “He did.”

“There are four kinds of partnerships on Luxiria,” Cruxan continued, like she hadn’t answered.  “The first, mating partners…or pleasure partners.  Not for the purpose of producing children, as Breeding partners are.  Then, there are joined mates, individuals who chose to live their lives together until the span they enter the blackworld.  Finally, fated mates.  The most rare partnership on Luxiria and the most special because it combines all three forms.  Pleasure, breeding, but most importantly…choosing.”

“What’s your point?” she asked.

“I heard him,” Cruxan stated slowly.  “I heard him call you luxiva.  Back on Jalun.”

Beks swallowed, tears springing into her eyes.  Jeeze, she was a crying mess lately.  She’d never cried so much in her life than in the past week.

“I know what I am to him,” she said softly.  “He told me.”

Cruxan’s head tilted back, studying her.  She couldn’t get a read on this guy.  One moment, he seemed kind, the next…closed off.

“The span after our planned arrival onto Luxiria, a vessel will be departing.  All the human females from the Pit that wish to return to Earth will be on that vessel.  We offer safe passage to your home planet, a chance to resume your life with your family and friends,” Cruxan said.  He walked to the door of the medical bay and Beks looked at him with her heart in her throat.  He glanced back at her and said, “I suppose what I wish to know is whether you will be on it or not.”

With those parting words and with one last cursory look at his friend, the Luxirian left.  But his question remained inside the room, lingering, filling out the empty, quiet space.

She’d been asking herself that same question for the better part of the past two days, when she wasn’t fussing and worrying over Lihvan.

Beks imagined it.  She imagined boarding that space ship once they reached Luxiria.  She imagined turning around and seeing Lihvan wave her off, knowing that she would never see him again, knowing that she would return to her life on Earth.

She missed her home.  She missed the city she’d grown to love and her apartment that she’d painstakingly decorated over the years.  She missed the guys at work who always taped silly little jokes onto her three desktop screens.  She missed her morning coffee shop runs and the ridiculous amount of aisles in American grocery stores and she missed driving around, blasting music, singing at the top of her lungs.

She missed her best friend, Kate, who wouldn’t be there anymore, who had either been kidnapped by aliens and auctioned off to God knows what or she was…gone for good.  It was something Beks couldn’t think about.

She thought about her mom, in her home town, working at the local deli.  She thought of their yearly calls, just to check up on one another and she wondered if her mother had ever regretted the way their relationship had turned out, like Beks always had.  Beks wondered if she was lonely or if she was happy.

She looked down at Lihvan and watched the soft rising of his bare chest.  She traced the defined muscles, the scars she’d come to memorize.  The sure, steady pounding of his heart reassured her, calmed her.

Then she let herself imagine a life with Lihvan…the good, the bad, the difficult.

By the end of it, the truth became clear to her, a truth that had begun to shape and take form on Jalun.  It was a gut feeling, something that had driven her her entire life and had never let her down when it mattered.

She’d never taken the easy road…so why start now?




*     *     *




Lihvan woke that evening, when the space ship was quietly humming along as the stars seemed to part for them.

One moment, she was staring out into space—literally—through the tiny window in the medical bay and the next, she noticed that Lihvan’s eyes were on her.

“Lihvan,” she gasped, scrambling over the side of her cot to his side.  “You’re awake!”

“Luxiva,” he rasped, his voice scratchy and guttural.  His eyes tracked over her, slowly, no doubt still a little groggy from the drugs Privanax had pumped into him.  “You are unharmed?”

Beks gave a soft laugh from sheer relief.  It figured that the first thing he would want to know after a deadly infection, after battling a monster three times his size, after bleeding out on Jalun…was about her well-being.

“Lihvan,” she breathed, leaning over him to lean her forehead against his.  His skin was warm, but his usual warmth, not the sickly heat from the infection.  His fever had broken only hours after Privanax had started working on him and for that, Beks would always be thankful for the doctor.  “I’m fine…you’re fine.  Cruxan found us.  Your markers led him right to us and we’re on a ship heading for Luxiria.”

Lihvan’s eyes slid shut and he let out a shuddering breath.  “Good.  That is good, Beks.”

“Good?” she asked, smiling.  That was her alien.  “I’d say it’s better than good.  You really scared me!”

His eyes flashed open.  “I am sorry that I could not protect you better, female.”

Beks shook her head, disbelief coursing through her.  “Lihvan, you—you killed that beast when you were delirious and weakened from the infection.  You not only protected me, but you saved me.  You saved both of us.”

“I should never have even put you in a situation like that.”

She sighed, running her fingers through his hair.  It was tangled, but if he was feeling up to it, she could help him bathe.  She’d only been able to wipe him down since Privanax didn’t want to move him until his body healed itself.

“You’re…impossible,” she murmured, but affection burst in her chest.

Her eyes ran over his body.  He was mostly nude, except for small brief-like underwear that molded over the area she’d come to know very, very well.  The wound on his side, the viscous bite he’d received from the monster was already closed, a scar beginning to form.  Considering what it looked like just two days ago, she finally believed Lihvan when he said Luxirians healed quickly.

When she looked at his arm, it was healed as well.  Privanax had cut away the rough moss thread that they’d threaded it closed with and instead used a laser to mend the skin.

Lihvan had been right.  Infection on Jalun had most likely been inevitable for a injury like that.  She was just so thankful that they’d been found in time.

Cruxan took that moment to appear, the door swishing open.

“Brother,” he nodded, walking to the foot of his bed.  A term of endearment, Beks had come to realize, even though they weren’t related.  “Privanax’s readings indicated your increase in heart rate.  I figured you had finally done us all a favor and woken.”

Lihvan’s chest huffed.  “I understand I should be worshipping the ground you walk on for finding us.”

Cruxan cracked a smile easily and Beks was surprised to see it.  “That would be a fit payment, if only you were the type of male to be brought to his knees.”

“Perhaps I have been,” Lihvan murmured.  Beks looked at him in surprise, a flush coloring her cheeks, and Cruxan’s gaze cut to her before returning to her alien.

“I am glad you are well, brother,” Cruxan said, gruffly.  It was obvious to Beks that the two Luxirians had a history and knew each other very well.  “Vaxa’an sent me immediately when we received your distress call.  I just wish I had reached you with more haste.”

“You did reach us.  That is all that matters.  You have my eternal gratitude.”

“We are passing through the Nerolla territory,” Cruxan said.

“What does that mean?” Beks questioned.

Lihvan answered her, “It means we will reach Luxiria by the morning.”

“So soon?” she asked, furrowing her brows.

“Tev,” Cruxan said, jerking his head.  “Vaxa’an has had your dwelling prepared in the Golden City.  You may rest there and return to Kroratax after…” he trailed off, waving his hand in the air.

Lihvan’s gaze slid to her and Beks’ chest ached at his expression.

“Thank you, brother,” Lihvan said quietly.

Privanax entered just then, breaking the sudden tension that had fallen in the medical bay.  With surgeon-like efficiency, Privanax gave him a full exam, scanning his body from head-to-toe with his instruments to ensure that no infection remained and that his wounds had healed properly.

By the end of it, Privanax gave them the all clear, unhooked Lihvan from the machines, and her alien thanked him as well.

“We will give you some peace,” Cruxan said.  “Your quarters are prepared if you wish to rest there.  We will be home shortly.”

With that, both Luxirians left and it was just the two of them.  Silence stretched between them as Lihvan swung his long, muscular legs over the bed.  He stood, while Beks hovered anxiously, but he seemed steady on his feet, strong.  It took him a few moments to collect his bearings but then he said, “Come.”

She took his hand and they both left the medical bay, barefoot, practically naked.  He walked them down the hall and took many twisting turns until they finally landed in front of a door.  Even though this wasn’t the same ship that Beks had originally been on, the room inside was almost identical, except this one had a small window as well.

“Are you hungry?” she asked, when the door closed.

“Nix,” he said.  “You?”

Beks shook her head and then she went to him, tenderly wrapping her arms around his torso, afraid for a moment that she might hurt him.  But he crushed her to him, their bodies sticking together like glue, like he never wanted to let her go.

Tears welled up in her eyes and she buried her face in his chest.  She didn’t know how long they stood like that, but finally, Lihvan murmured down to her.  “Let us wash.  And then rest.  We have a busy span tomorrow.”

They entered the shower stall in the washroom that Beks remembered.  The layout was the same as the other ship and she watched as Lihvan got the water running with just a few clicks on the silver pad installed on the door.

They stripped off, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.  Her alien warrior was still moving a little slowly, but unbelievably, she saw that his cock was hard.

“Does that thing ever go down?” she teased softly when they stepped underneath the hot spray.

Lihvan gave a soft grunt.  “Nix, not around you.”  He tilted his face back and Beks’ eyes tracked every drop that ran down his face, that wetted his dark brown hair into an inky black.  It was stuck to his broad shoulders, but slicked back, it seemed to sharpen his masculine, strong features.

Beks went on her tip toes, pressing her breasts against his chest, and kissed him.  Lihvan responded and the kiss was so sweet that it brought even more tears to her eyes.  She thought that she’d be completely tapped out right about then, but apparently, her body had been hoarding tears for years, only to open the floodgates now.

That feeling came back to her, the one that had been growing and growing until it was an unstoppable force inside her, hard to contain.  Instead of voicing those words, that she’d never said to any man before, she whispered against him, “I—I don’t know what I would’ve done if you…if you’d left me.”

They didn’t say anything else.  Lihvan showed her how much he cared for her as he gently washed her body, running his warm hands over her flesh.  When he massaged her scalp, she moaned and tilted her head back.  She wanted to gasp out loud with each new inch he touched.

She did the same for him once she was cleaned, slowly exploring every last part of him.  He kneeled as she washed his hair and rinsed out the soap and she felt him brush his surprisingly soft, full lips just below her breasts.

It was…overwhelming.  His tenderness for her.  Her feelings for him.

When he stood, he whispered down to her in a rumble, “Are you needing, female?”

Beks gave him a soft smile but nuzzled more closely into his arms.  “Always, with you.  But I just want to stand here.  I just want to be here with you.”

Lihvan seemed to understand what she was asking for…and they both did just that.  She savored it.

And even though she didn’t know what the next day would bring, with Lihvan at her side, she knew she would be ready for it.







EIGHTEEN







Lihvan took a deep, steadying breath, trying to bring peace to his mind and body as they docked in the vessel bay on Luxiria.

He was home.

He had his luxiva with him.

It was everything that he had ever wanted.  A mate, a home, a feeling of belonging and rightness to ease the restlessness in his soul.

And his Beks would be leaving him the next span, back to her own home.

His muscles trembled, his Instinct rebelling at the thought, but he reigned the beast in.  Control.  He had always had control.  If he didn’t, he would act dishonorably.  He would be tempted to chain her to his sleeping platform, at his dwelling in Kroratax, and demand that she stay.  Forever.  She would grow to resent him and he would be no better than the Krevorags that had taken her for the Pit.

Beyond her departure, he hadn’t made plans.  The thought of her leaving was too terrible, too gut-wrenching, that he couldn’t think of anything after that.  He’d noticed that Cruxan had been watching him more carefully this span, as if wondering what he was going to do.  Most Luxirians, if they lost their mate, took their own lives.  He hated the look of grief that had begun to enter his friend’s gaze, as if his death was imminent.

Perhaps it was.

When they departed from the docking bay after the vessel was secured and they took their first look at the vast expanse of Luxiria, Beks gasped beside him.

He wondered what his home looked like to her.  He’d come home to this view many times throughout his life and while it was always a beautiful sight, it was a familiar one.

The sky was shades of peach and pink as the twin suns began their ascent, heralding a new span.  The docking bay was high up on a cliff of one of the facev, the Luxirian mountains, which overlooked a deep valley.  The facevs encircled it and the black sand that covered most of their planet glimmered and reflected the suns’ golden light.

Beyond that, Lihvan saw the Golden City.  Carved out of the tallest and most prominent facev, it was home to the Prime Leader and his mate, and the central hub of their culture.  It was a terraced city that stretched long and wide.  He saw Vaxa’an’s dwelling at the very top, his own dwelling was just one terrace below, as was most of the Ambassadors’ temporary homes.

Still, even in all of its beauty, Lihvan ached for his Kroratax.

“Is that…” Beks trailed off, eyes wide as she took in Luxiria.  “Is that the Golden City?  The one you told me about?”

“Tev,” he murmured down to her, his hand clasped in hers.  A purely human gesture, but it seemed to comfort his female, and he would soak up her presence for as long as he could.

She went quiet and then said, “It’s beautiful, Lihvan.  I—I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t this.”

“My dwelling is on the second terrace from the top,” he told her, pointing.  Even from this distance, he could make out his door, even though it looked like a speck.  “We will rest there this night.”

Before the inevitable tomorrow, he thought.  One last night with his luxiva.  It would never be enough.

“Which direction is Kroratax?” she asked quietly, the question surprising him.

He turned and pointed across the vast valley, beyond the plains of the Ravrax’tor, and the forests of Jaraxalla.  “That way.”

Beks went quiet and Cruxan came up to them.

“Vaxa’an wishes to see you, brother,” he said quietly, in Luxirian rather than in English.  Very few were allowed to call the Prime Leader by his given name and especially in the presence of others.  “He wishes to meet your female as well.”

Lihvan shot him a look.  “You told him about her?”

“Yes,” he said, completely unapologetic.

Now, Vaxa’an would look at him with pity and knowing.

Lihvan clenched his jaw, but nodded.  “At his dwelling?”

“Yes.  There is a hovercraft waiting for you.”

He jerked his head in a nod and led his female away.  His body was restored and he felt his strength in every bone and sinew of muscle, but his mind was heavy and sluggish.  He wished to take his female to his dwelling and selfishly keep her there, yet he could not disobey his Prime Leader and close friend.

Perhaps Vaxa’an would be able to help him clear his mind, to help him accept what was coming and help him mentally prepare.

Beks let out a little squeal of surprise when he sent power flowing into the hovercraft, raising it off the ground, sand billowing beneath them.

Once she got over her surprise, she clutched his arm and peered over the side.  They weren’t far off the ground, but they would be soon.

Her eyes twinkled and a smile lit up her face, excitement making her cheeks flush.  “This is amazing.”

Lihvan’s brow furrowed and he froze for a brief second.  Because for a moment, he thought about the possibility of convincing her to stay.  Would she come to love Luxiria as much as he did?  Could she?

He was out of options and it was his only choice.  If only he could show her what her life would be like on this planet, with him…perhaps she would choose him, just like how Vaxa’an’s mate, Kate, had chosen him.

Determination flowed in him.  For the first time since he’d woken in the medical bay, he felt hope.

It would be the most important battle he had ever waged, but his Beks was worth it.  And if there was any possible way that he could convince her to stay, to be with him, to bear his offspring, and accept his love…he would give it everything he had.

Lihvan had never lost a battle in his entire life span.  He didn’t intend to start now.




*     *     *




Warm wind brushed over her cheeks as a freaking hovercraft hurtled them over the deep valley below.

Okay, this was better than skydiving, she decided.  She closed her eyes and smiled, clutching Lihvan a little closer.  When she opened them, she saw the Golden City, cast in a pure golden light.  It looked like something out of Game of Thrones, carved into the mountainside with infinite precision and care.  The city was massive with different levels of activity on the terraces, which she could make more and more out as they got closer.

The bottom level seemed to be a market, full of food stalls and goods for sale.  The vendors were setting up their carts and different spiced smells wafted into the air.  The next level, accessed by a set of stone stairs that looked like they’d be a bitch to climb, were…perhaps houses?  They were circular homes, with domed ceilings, and a plethora of windows.  Luxirians liked their light it seemed.  The homes were open and airy, each with a wide terrace just beyond the doorway.

The middle terrace, after a few more levels of homes, had a city center of some kind, with a large, domed building, an amphitheater with stone seats, and pathways that wound in and out of shop-like structures.  The remaining terraces mostly consisted of homes and they wound all the way back into the mountain.

Lihvan directed their hovercraft, his fingers moving effortlessly over the controls, to the very top of the city.  When he parked the hovercraft on a wide terrace, which already contained another hovercraft, she looked at him in confusion.  He’d said his dwelling was the next level down.

He read the question on her expression and ran his thumb over her lips.  “The Prime Leader wishes to speak with me and to meet you.”

“Meet me?”

“Tev.”

Suddenly, she was nervous.  She knew that Lihvan and the Prime Leader were close friends and she wanted to make a good impression.  She smoothed down the shirt that fit more like a dress and stepped down off the hovercraft with Lihvan’s help.  The terrace was smooth and warm beneath her bare feet and she spied movement in the doorway of the house.

A hulking Luxirian, the same size and build as Lihvan, stepped out from the house.  His long, black hair fell down to the middle of his back, a few strands braided together.  He was bare-chested, showing off sculpted muscles and defined shoulders, and wore familiar leather-like pants that showcased thick thighs.

His features were perfectly symmetrical, she realized, as she studied him.  He was handsome, refined, with proud dark horns that curved over his scalp.

Jesus, she thought.  Were all Luxirians hot or what?

The Prime Leader of Luxiria approached them, reaching out to clasp Lihvan on the forearm in greeting.

“I knew I would see you again, my brother,” the Prime Leader said, his voice low and warm.

Lihvan inclined his head.  “I am glad you received my transmission in time.”

“I sent a vessel to seek retaliation against the Jetutians.  War is inevitable, but has been coming for a long while,” Vaxa’an said.  “The warriors wished to go.  We are expecting a transmission any moment from Rixavox.”

Lihvan jerked his head in a nod, but then his gaze strayed to Beks.  His eyes softened slightly when he saw her and he motioned for her to step forward.

“Vaxa’an, I would like to introduce you to—” Lihvan started but was cut off by a loud screech of surprise.

“Beks!” a loud, feminine voice exclaimed.  A familiar voice.  One she thought she’d never hear again.

Beks’ head jerked toward the doorway of the house that Vaxa’an had just stepped out from.

And all of her breath left her when she saw who was standing at the threshold.

“Oh my…” Beks started, but found she couldn’t speak anymore as emotion made her throat close.  More tears.  Terrific.

It was Kate.  Kate, her best friend, who had truly been more like a sister to her, who she loved like family, was on Luxiria.  Alive.  Well.  Pregnant.

Beks started sobbing and ran to her, while Lihvan and Vaxa’an looked on in astonishment.  “O-oh my God, what are you—what—you…”

The two friends slammed into each other, although Beks was conscious of her baby bump, and embraced.  They’d met in college, but Beks felt like she’d known this woman for all of her life.  They’d been inseparable, seeing each other almost every day, up until Kate’s disappearance.  There wasn’t a single thing that they didn’t know about each other and Beks felt like it had been years since she’d last seen Kate.

Kate was the first to pull back and she clasped Beks’ face in her hands.  Her best friend was crying as well.

“I thought I’d never see you again!” Kate exclaimed, shaking her head.  “What in the world are you doing here?”

“I c-could ask you the same thing,” Beks returned, trying to get her sobs under control.  “You’re pregnant!”

“I—I can’t believe this,” Kate said, laughing through her tears, shaking her head.

“You…” Beks was finally starting to connect the dots.  “You’re his mate?  You were at the Pit and he took you?  You’re the human woman that everyone keeps talking about?”

Concern flew into Kate’s eyes.  “You were taken too?  How long were you there for?”

“I—I don’t know,” Beks said, overwhelmed, not knowing where to start.  It felt like they had a million things to talk about, to discuss, and Beks was having a hard time focusing on any one thing.

Kate seemed to feel the same way because she said, with more calmness than Beks could ever possess, “We’ll get there.  We have time.”  Kate’s eyes softened.  “I’m just so happy you’re here.  I can’t believe it,” she whispered and then her eyes looked over her shoulder.  “Thank you, Lihvan.  For keeping her safe.”

Beks turned to her alien and saw that both Luxirians had come to understand what was going on.  Lihvan’s gaze burned into her, something in his eyes that she couldn’t read.

“You are most welcome, Kat,” Lihvan replied.

Kat?

Beks shook her head.  They’d known each other, this entire time.  And Beks hadn’t even realized it.

Lihvan approached Beks and looked between the two women.  Regret shone in his features when he said, “I am sorry, female.  I did not realize this was the friend you talked about.  I could have saved you much grief if only you had known she was well.”

Beks reached up and laid a palm on his bare chest, feeling his warmth and the pounding of his heart.  “You didn’t know,” she said softly.  “All that matters is that I know now.”

Kate was studying their interaction, understanding dawning in her gaze.  Beks had seen that expression a lot, considering Kate knew her better than anyone.

Vaxa’an stepped forward, putting his arm around Kate.  “I am most honored to finally meet the female that my luxiva speaks of so often,” he said down to her, inclining his head.  “You are her family and thus mine as well.”

Beks gave him a soft smile and looked at the pair of them.  Her best friend was radiant.  So happy that it was almost blinding.

“Thank you,” she said to the Prime Leader.  Not only for his words, but for keeping her best friend safe.  Even though the words went unspoken, Vaxa’an seemed intelligent enough and he nodded in understanding.

“Let’s go inside,” Kate suggested, looping her arm with Beks’.  “We have so much to talk about,” she said, casting a knowing look at Lihvan.  “Don’t we?”

“We do,” Beks whispered.







NINETEEN







Beks should’ve known how deep she was in with Lihvan when it was hard leaving him just to have some girl chat with Kate.

Like, seriously.  It gutted her.

There was no possible way that she’d be able to walk away from him, knowing she’d never see him again.  Impossible.  And perhaps it was puppy love, but she just knew that there was something deeper going on, beneath the surface, that told her the two of them were the real deal.

Just looking at how glowy her best friend was whenever she looked at her mate, Vaxa’an…that was what she felt inside.  It didn’t make sense, it was ridiculous, but that was love.

It was messy and glorious and it made her feel like her heart was outside her body, vulnerable.

“Oh boy,” Kate whispered, leading Beks into what she assumed was her and Vaxa’an’s bedroom.  There was a lounge area, set into the ground, with cushions surrounding a fire pit.  Beks watched as her very pregnant best friend lowered herself against the cushions and patted the spot next to her.  “You have that look on your face.”

“I’m still trying to wrap my head around how you’re here,” Beks whispered, sinking down onto the cushions.  They were soft and plush and she instantly relaxed.  She reached out to grasp Kate’s hands and held them.  “I’m so, so happy that you’re okay.  I—I thought the worst.  I really did.”

Kate’s face softened.  “How were you captured?”

Beks laughed, racking her brain.  It had seemed like ages ago when it had happened, but she told Kate, “I was in your apartment, actually.  I was cleaning it out because your landlord contacted me, saying I had a week to pack up your stuff.  The bastard.”

Kate chuckled, shaking her head.  “He was a dick, wasn’t he?”

“Anyways, I was taking a trash bag out to the bins and it was dark and cold.  I remember being in my pajama shorts and wishing I’d brought my sweater…” she sighed.  “And that was the last thing I remember.  I woke up in a cage, with these other women.  I was naked.  I thought I’d been kidnapped and drugged by sex traffickers or something.  Until I actually saw who our captors were.”

“The lizard aliens?” Kate asked quietly.

“Yeah,” Beks said, nodding, squeezing Kate’s fingers.

“Did you see the fights?  In the Pit?”

Beks nodded again.  “Yes, but thankfully, I wasn’t chosen.  It was…horrific.”

“I was lucky,” Kate murmured.  “Vaxa’an was literally the first fight that I ever saw there.  And he chose me.  I rebelled at first, but eventually I realized…he was probably the best guy I’d ever met.  He only wanted to protect me.  And love me.”

Beks’ breath hitched because it reflected many of her thoughts of late.  Teasing, she murmured, “And knock you up.  God, Kate, I can’t believe you’re pregnant.  You’re going to be a mom.”

“I know,” Kate said, laughing.  “Sometimes I can’t believe it myself.  I’m scared.  I really am, just because it will be the first human Luxirian child ever born.  I’m worried something will go wrong.”

Beks shook her head.  Kate was a worry wart, always had been.  She probably kept herself up at night, going over and over all the bad things that could happen.  “The baby will be beautiful, Kate, considering that its father looks like that.”

Kate’s lips pressed together, her cheeks flushing.  “They are all pretty damn attractive, aren’t they?”

Beks thought of Lihvan and yes, while she could appreciate the beauty of Luxirians, he was still the one that her eye would always be drawn to.  That alien did things to her…

Kate went silent, looking at Beks.  Then she said, “Now, tell me everything that happened since Lihvan breached the Pit.”

So, Beks did.

It took a long time, but she managed to recount every last detail.  She told Kate about her time on board the ship, about how Lihvan stirred something in her that scared her, how attracted she was to him, which Kate seemed to understand.  Kate said something similar happened when she first met Vaxa’an.

Beks told her about the Jetutians, about how she’d followed Lihvan and been captured with him, about how Lihvan had saved them and managed to commandeer an escape pod that landed on Jalun.

The beginning of their story on Jalun was easy enough to tell.  She thought of the first couple days together, that even though the weather was shitty, Lihvan had more than made up for it.  Beks kept most of their more intimate moments to herself, hinting just enough for her best friend to understand.

The last few days on Jalun, however, were harder to recount.  She told Kate about his injury, about her fear as the infection began to spread, about how hopeless she felt when Lihvan couldn’t stay lucid for more than a few moments.  Beks started tearing up when she recounted that werewolf-like beast attacking her, how Lihvan had saved her just in time, but had received life-threatening wounds in the process.

Finally, she talked about their trip back to Luxiria, about Lihvan recovering and the turmoil she’d felt, wondering what she was going to do.

Kate was silent when she finished telling her tale.  Beks felt better, saying everything out in the open, to the one person that had been there for her when no one else had.

“You love him,” Kate stated, as if it was so easy to see.  In a way, Beks supposed it was.

“Yes,” Beks whispered.

“Did you decide what you’re going to do?”

“Yes,” Beks said.  “I decided before he ever fully recovered.”

“You haven’t told him yet though?”

“No, I just…he’s seemed a little distant since he woke up.  I know it’s because he thinks I’m going to leave.  It’s a big decision.  I don’t need to tell you that.  You understand.  I just wanted to make sure that I was making the right one and not doing anything so…”

“Impulsive?” Kate finished for her, cracking a smile.

“You did call me reckless once,” Beks reminded her, laughing a bit.

“That’s because you took our Professor’s car on a joyride.”

“That’s because he hit on me.  He should’ve known better not to come onto his students, that creep!”

Kate shook her head but a bubble of laughter rose.  “God, I’ve missed you.”

“I missed you too,” Beks whispered.  “It felt like I lost my sister when you went missing.”  Kate squeezed her fingers.  And Beks said, “Now, tell me what happened to you.”

But Kate shook her head.  “It’s a long story.  We’ll get there eventually.  We have a lot of time now that you’ve made your decision.”

“We do,” Beks agreed.

“Besides, I’m sure your mate is missing you,” Kate singsonged.  Mate.  That word made her flush.

“We—um—haven’t had sex yet,” Beks told her, voice lowered.

“My, my,” Kate started, astonishment coloring her tone.  “Beks Bridgett…I’ve never seen you act shy about sex before.  This is a first.”

Beks rolled her eyes.  “I’m being serious.  We haven’t.  I’m a little nervous about it to be honest.”

“Don’t be,” Kate said, eyes twinkling.  “Seriously.  After you…ahem…adjust to his size, you won’t want to let him out of bed for a week or two or three.  Luxirian penises?  Game changers.”

“Oh my God,” Beks breathed, her lips twitching.  “You did not just say that.”

Kate flashed her a secretive smile and then continued with, “But be careful.  Luxirians are potent, if you know what I mean.  I’m pretty sure Vaxa’an got me pregnant that very first time.”

“Oh,” Beks murmured, looking down at their hands.  She remembered the conversation with Lihvan, the longing on his face when he talked of children, of family.  She smiled softly.  “I don’t think I’d mind.”

“Okay, who are you and what did you do with my best friend?” Kate demanded.

“I mean, obviously I’d like to have Lihvan to myself a little while longer, to carve out a place for myself here and get settled.  But if it happens, it happens.  I know he’d be a great father.”

“Jeeze, you have it bad, don’t you?” Kate teased, shaking her head.  “My best friend is in love and talking about babies.  I’d never thought I’d see this day.”

“Hell, me neither.”







TWENTY







Their span was busier than Lihvan expected.

It frustrated him slightly, considering all he wanted to do was get his female back to his dwelling, where he could have her all to himself.

The span had other plans for them, however.

They spent all of the morning and early afternoon at Vaxa’an’s dwelling, giving Beks and Kate time to reconnect, and giving him and the Prime Leader an opportunity to discuss what had happened after the infiltration of the Pit.

Lihvan learned that all the females safely reached Luxiria and that one even wanted to stay on their planet, which surprised him.  They currently only possessed a single Luxirian crystal that could power a vessel to the Fourth Quadrant—to Earth—and it would be used the next span.  They didn’t know when they’d be able to mine another that equaled its strength.

“Why?” Lihvan couldn’t help but question.  “She does not wish to return home?”

“Privanax says that she is sick,” Vaxa’an said.  “Earth medicine cannot cure her, but ours can.  They have already begun her treatments, but it will take some time.”

Quietly, Lihvan asked, “Then why not delay the vessel until she is fully recovered?”

His mind started racing.  It would give him time…time to convince Beks to stay with him.  He could show her Kroratax, show her all the places he loved best about Luxiria.  The possibility of it prepared him to beg his friend.

Vaxa’an studied him and then slowly said, “You would wish this?”

Lihvan’s breath hitched and then he admitted, “Beks is…she has not told me she will stay.”

“Cruxan told me you called her your luxiva.”

“She is,” Lihvan said, his chest puffing with pride.  “If the vessel was delayed, I could perhaps convince her that I am hers as well.  But while selfishly motivated, it would at least give the other female a chance to decide her own fate once she is cured, even if it meant the others would need to wait longer.”

Vaxa’an blew out a sharp breath.  “I will bring it up to the council later this span.  I will see if I can motion for it to be delayed.”

Suddenly, hope burned even brighter and he inclined his head, “Thank you, my brother.”

“You deserve her, Lihvan,” Vaxa’an told him.  “I always wished this for you.  I will do what I can.”

Relief made his hands shake and he clenched them into fists.  There was no doubt in his mind that if Vaxa’an wished for something to be done, it would be, council vote aside.

To distract himself, he murmured, “Where are the females now?”

“In a private room at the command center.  We want to keep them sequestered and hidden, in case any males decide to do anything rash.”

“Who is watching over them?”

“Vikan and a few other warriors whose Instincts have, luckily, not reacted.”

Lihvan looked down at his hands, wondering if he should tell Vaxa’an his suspicions.

Quietly, he said, “I believe that Vikan’s Instinct has chosen a female for him.”

Vaxa’an’s voice sharpened.  “When?”

“On the vessel.  My Instinct had reacted with Beks and he knew.  In passing, he made mention that perhaps his Instinct had chosen for him as well.  I do not know if it was just as a Breeding partner…or more.”

“Vrax,” Vaxa’an cursed.  “He is unpredictable.  Ever since Nitav’s death…he has not been the same.  I need to take him off that duty, as a precaution.”

Lihvan sobered and then said, “He told me he was still loyal to Nitav, that he wouldn’t act on his Instinct’s will even if it had chosen a female for him.  Perhaps we do not need to worry.”

Vaxa’an leveled him with a knowing gaze.  “Could you have stayed away from Beks, even if you wanted to?”

Lihvan clenched his jaw.  “No.”

“Then we will find another to take his place,” Vaxa’an said, to prove his point.  “We must.  For the female’s safety.”

Just then, Beks and Kate emerged from their seclusion, beaming, effectively ending their conversation.  Lihvan’s heart thundered in his chest at the sight of her and he rose, needing to be near her.

“Hi,” she whispered up at him, giving him a soft smile.  He brushed her hair back from her face, his muscles not as tense, since there was a possibility that she wouldn’t be leaving tomorrow.  He would grab onto that hope with both hands and not let go until he had to.

Her stomach growled just then and he started, brows furrowing.  “I am sorry, luxiva.  You are hungry.”

Beks smiled.  “Just a little.”

He was just about to suggest that they have a meal delivered to his dwelling when Vaxa’an’s Com chimed with an incoming message from the command center.

Immediately, Vaxa’an read it and turned to Lihvan.  “I am sorry, my friend, but we are needed.  Our vessel just made initial contact with the Jetutians in their territory.  A battle has begun.  Rixavox is head commander.”

Lihvan hid his frustration and jerked his head in a nod.  As much as he wanted to spend time with his female, she probably wanted to be with Kate for a little while longer.  They would have time later that afternoon and night.

“I will take her to the meal hall,” Kate said, eyeing Lihvan with a smile.  His disappointment probably showed on his features.  “I will get some food in her and then I will show her your dwelling, okay?”

Lihvan inclined his head in agreement.  He hadn’t left yet and he already wanted to return to her.

Vaxa’an nodded and said to Kate, “But take Bidan with you.”

Bidan had worked for Vaxa’an’s family since before he was birthed.  The older Luxirian had become quite close to Kate, from what Vaxa’an had told Lihvan.  Plus, after the unrest on Luxiria from some factions once Vaxa’an announced his human mate, they needed to be alert.  Just in case.

Bidan wouldn’t let anything happen to them, so Lihvan agreed.

“I will see you soon, female,” he purred.

“Okay,” she whispered.  “I’ll be waiting.”




*     *     *




It took longer than they expected, but after hours and hours of tense transmissions and updates from Rixavox on the nature of the battle, Lihvan was finally released from his duty for the night.

The battle was small, but drawn out.  By the end of it, Rixavox had commandeered a smaller Jetutian vessel, not Gribrak’s unfortunately.  It was a message, nothing more.  It was a message to the Jetutians that Luxiria would not tolerate their advances any longer.  Since the Uranian Federation would not help them, Luxiria would advance their position on their own in this war.

All Lihvan could think about, as he flew his hovercraft to his dwelling from the command center, was getting back to his female.  Kate had already taken her there, last he’d heard, and he was anxious to see her.

Night had fallen.  He was a lot later than he’d wanted to be, but sometimes it could not be helped, like tonight.  When he landed his hovercraft on the terrace in front of his dwelling, a burst of energy lit him up when he saw lights on inside, casting an orange, warm glow.

He hadn’t seen that sight since he was younger, since before military training, when he’d still had a family.  Whenever he returned home, it was to a dark dwelling and even darker quarters.  He could finally admit to himself that he’d been lonely, which made the thought of his female leaving all the more unbearable.

Beks was waiting for him in the central hub of his dwelling, a small circular, sunken area that surrounded a fire pit.  They were common in all Luxirian dwellings and families usually gathered there before resting for the night.  His had not had much use, so it warmed him to see her sitting there.

In her hands was a book, one of the heavy tomes she’d no doubt taken from his work room, which he kept pristine and in order if he ever had use of it.

The book was in Luxirian, so she wouldn’t be able to make sense of it, but it didn’t stop her from running her fingers over the pages.

She looked up at him when he stepped inside and smiled, setting it aside.

“I was beginning to think you’d made a run for it,” she said.

Lihvan’s brow furrowed.  “I do not run for sport,” he told her.

She bit back a laugh and stood, stepping up from the central hub.  “No, I guess—I guess that’s a human expression.  I meant, I was beginning to think you weren’t coming back.”

“You are here,” he said.  “Why would I not come back?”

Her smile died slowly, but Lihvan didn’t think it was because she was upset.  Rather, the opposite.

“Why are you always so wonderful?” she murmured.  She didn’t seem to expect a reply because she then asked, “How did everything go?  With the Jetutians?”

“It was successful,” he replied.  “It took longer than anticipated.  I am sorry if I kept you waiting.”

“I didn’t mind,” she said.  “It was nice to see Kate.  More than nice.  I needed the time with her.”

Lihvan scanned his dwelling.  It had a similar layout as Vaxa’an’s, but the Prime Leader’s mate was no where in sight.  “Is she still here?”

“No, she left before you got here,” she murmured, reaching up to twine her arms around his neck.  “I missed you.”

Hope filled him.  A part of him wanted to believe that he could change her mind, that nothing would get in his way.  The more cautious part didn’t want to pin everything he had on something that could lead to his end.

It didn’t matter, he realized.  When it came to his Beks, nothing was more important than her.

“Come, female,” he rasped.  “Let me show you a Luxirian bath.”

Beks eyebrows lifted and her arousal scented the air, making it heavy.  They hadn’t been intimate since the morning after his injury on Jalun and he missed his mate.  Even if he couldn’t be with her as he longed to be, he would take what he could get.

Lihvan led her into the wash room, which she’d no doubt already poked her head into.  The bath was large, almost as large as the fire falls pool he’d taken her to on Jalun.  It pulled hot water from below the mountain and the steam relaxed his muscles as he shed off the worries of the span.

Beks’ fingers traced the line of his flesh just above his leg coverings and he growled, his cock throbbing in response.  He watched with a heavy lidded gaze as she leaned forward and gave one of his nipples a little lick.

His abdomen clenched, pleasure sizzling down his spine.  “Luxiva…”

“Yes?” she whispered against his skin.  Her fingers pushed past the waistband of his leg coverings and pulled them down until he stood nude in front of her.  When she immediately grasped his cock, he groaned, hips bucking.

“You…” he started, his breaths coming fast.  “You know what you tempt.”

“I do,” she said, letting go of his cock briefly to shed another of his borrowed tunics from her body.  He purred at the sight of her form, his lush little female.  The Fates had blessed him indeed.

She waded into the bath and he helplessly followed, eyes glued to the enticing sway of her hips, the perfect roundness of her backside.  Beks stopped when the water reached her shoulders and the tips of her hair floated around her like a halo.  Below the water line, he could see her stiffened nipples and he immediately grabbed her around the waist, hitching her up his thigh, so he could get his mouth on one of them.

Her head tilted back and she let out a breathy, fluttery moan that echoed around the wash room.  He laved her nipple with his ridged tongue, only stopping when she began to squirm in his arms.

They had all night, he reminded himself.  For now, he would enjoy the simple pleasure of bathing his mate, while he had the chance.

Every inch of her body, he explored at his leisure.  It was possibly the longest bath he’d ever taken but he had never had such beautiful company.  He savored it.  Every hitched breath she took, every time she murmured his name, growing more and more urgent with every passing moment, every time her back arched.

They were clean, their muscles relaxed, yet a buzzing energy filled the space around them, putting them on edge.

“No more,” Beks pleaded finally when he brushed the nub of flesh between her legs.  “I need you—ohhh,” he placed the pad of his thumb over her clit and rotated it in a slow, languid circle.  “Lihvan!”

Deciding that his female had been tormented enough, he finally led them from the bath and dried them off while she clung to his shoulders.

He carried her into their quarters and placed her at the foot of their sleeping platform.  She caught him by surprise, however, when she pushed him back onto it, straddling his waist.

It was dark in their quarters.  There were two sets of windows that faced the quietness of their terrace, the golden glow from the central hub filtering inside.  Outside, a cool, calming breeze blew in from the direction of Kroratax and he imagined taking her there, longing for his home.

He saw every inch of his luxiva’s body, heard every quickened breath, and scented the arousal that was dripping from her aching cunt.  She was ready, needing.  And he was her male, needing to give everything to her, needing to pleasure her and spend his seed in her body, over and over again until she grew big with their offspring.

“Lihvan,” she murmured, leaning down to kiss him, her hair curtaining around them, encasing them in their own little world where nothing could disturb them, where she could never leave him.  When his Beks pulled back, she whispered, “You told me once that if you mated me, you would never let me go.”

“Tev.  I will not,” he rasped.  “So tread carefully, female.”

Beks smiled down at him.  “Is that a warning?”

“Tev,” he grated, looking down between them.  His cock was thick and long and the crown was just inches away from her wet cunt.  He could feel her heat and it was a temptation that could make him lose all reason.  He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to focus, trying to control his treacherous body.

“You don’t scare me,” she whispered.

“You scare me,” he admitted, the words falling from his throat.  “You own more of me than I do.”

Her fingertips traced the scar on his face.  “Lihvan?”

His eyes flashed open and saw only her, everything else falling away.  “Tev, luxiva?”

“You said you’d never let me go.  Well, I’m not going to let you go.”

That was when she grasped his cock at the root and lined up their bodies.  Lihvan watched in disbelief as she slowly sank down.

He felt her heat first as a strange rushing filled his head.  Then, he felt her tightness, the pleasure.  He felt her gasps reverberate down his length and her moans filled his mind, stuffing his ears.

When he finally realized what had happened, she was wiggling down on his cock, rocking her hips from side-to-side, taking more and more of him, inch by inch.

With a desperate cry and one final thrust, she sank all the way down on him, her head tossing back, breasts swaying, back arching.

As for Lihvan?  He roared so loudly that he was certain all of Luxiria could hear.




*     *     *




Beks’ eyelids fluttered, unbelievable pleasure racking her body.  With every breath she took, she felt like she would orgasm the mother of all orgasms.

Big, big, big, she thought, biting her lip.

He was so big that he hit every single centimeter inside her.  She’d never been so filled to the brim.  Even the tiniest of twitches could set her off…which was especially difficult when she could literally feel his cock pulsing inside of her, like there was a heartbeat in her pussy.

“Luxiva,” he gasped.  “What are you—” he groaned again, her ears still ringing from his roar.

“I think it’s quite obvious,” she panted, testing the fit.  She took him as deep as she could and then let up, letting his length slide out of her…before slamming back down.

“Ahhhh,” Lihvan yelled hoarsely.  “Luxiva, I do not think I will last.  This is…vrax!”

Beks found her rhythm.  Planting her hands on his wide chest as leverage, she rolled her hips over his cock, her breasts bobbing as she fucked her alien mate very, very thoroughly.

Growls emanated from his throat, animalistic sounds that spurred her on, driving her crazy.  Her first orgasm hit her by surprise, bowing her back, a wordless scream straining her throat.  Underneath her, Lihvan purred, grasping her hips, lifting her slightly, before pumping his hips up to meet her, controlling their pace and the depth of his thrusts.

He learned very quickly.  Before her orgasm finished, he rolled her over so that he was on top, spreading her legs as wide as they would go.  His eyes were completely focused on the task at hand and Beks smiled in delirious pleasure, her arms falling at her sides.

Then her alien lover went to work between her legs.

Their flesh slapped together and the scent of sex, of arousal, filled their room.  All she could think about was how right this felt, being with him this way.

Lihvan’s cock vibrated in her as his continuous purrs and growls echoed.  Pleasure choked her until she was gasping, unable to do anything but lie there and take his thrusts.  That glorious cock, with those glorious ridges, rubbed all the right places inside her, stimulating her G-spot, hitting her cervix.  Intense pleasure that bordered on exquisite pain.

She cursed, screamed, cried, moaned.  Emotions rained down on her: lust, grief, worry, relief, fear, excitement.  Lihvan brought out everything in her, right to the surface, and then he fucked it right out her until she was only left with love, happiness, acceptance.

Beks looked up at him, hovering over her, and felt the wonderful heaviness of him between her thighs, felt their bodies joining together in the most primal, natural way possible.

“Lihvan,” she gasped out, tears leaking from the corner of her eyes.  Her second orgasm was so powerful that her vision blacked out for a moment, nerve endings firing, and she clenched so tightly around his cock that he let out a hoarse, surprised groan.

His hips picked up speed, each one punctuated by a rough breath.  And then, he roared again, throwing his head back to their domed ceiling.  Beks felt his hot seed shoot deep inside her, bathing her walls with his essence until she felt more whole than she’d ever felt.

He’d deconstructed her, torn down her walls, her feelings, her emotions…only to build her back up into someone stronger.

Lihvan’s cock gave one last pulse, his body jerking, and then he stilled inside her, rolling them over so that he wouldn’t crush her with his weight.

He stayed inside her heat, his chest rumbling.  He nuzzled her face, rubbing his cheek over her hair, brushing his lips over forehead.  Beks gave an exhausted smile and then laughed when her best friend’s words came to mind.

Game changer, she thought.  Kate had been right, as usual.

“Luxiva,” her alien murmured in her hair.  “That was…”

“Indescribable?” she suggested because it certainly felt like it.  Holy shit, if this was what sex was going to be for the rest of her life…she would die a very, very, very happy girl.

She turned her head to the side, seeking his lips.  He gave them to her freely and she lost herself all over again.

When they finally broke away, Lihvan cupped her waist, pulling her even closer.  He shifted inside her and Beks bit back a moan, sensation sizzling deep in her belly.

“What does this mean, luxiva?” he murmured, smoothing back her hair.

“I know you’ve been worrying about it,” she said.  “About me leaving tomorrow.  This is me, asking to stay.  I want to stay here, on Luxiria, with you.  Always.  I want to see Kroratax.  I want to explore this crazy, beautiful planet with you.  I want to make babies with you and have a big family.”  She took a deep breath, tracing his scar.  “Because I’ve somehow managed to fall in love with you.  Perhaps from the very first moment I saw you, or when you embraced me right before the Jetutians took us, or when you made me those shoes on Jalun.  I can’t quite pinpoint when.  All I know is that what I feel for you is literally out of this world and I can’t even imagine leaving you.  Not for anything.”

Lihvan’s voice was gruff when he murmured, “The honorable male in me would tell you that I asked Vaxa’an to delay the vessel tomorrow.  To give me more time with you, to convince you to stay.  The honorable male in me would tell you that, if for some reason you wish to change your mind, you could still decide to go home.”  He pulled her even closer and she held her breath, waiting for his next words.  “But you once told me that if I were yours, you would want me to be selfish.  And seeing as how I am now yours, only yours for the rest of our spans, I intend to be when it involves keeping you.”

He brushed back her hair and a thick laugh bubbled up in her throat, remembering that particularly memorable moment back on Jalun, of them kissing for the first time.

“I am a male of my word and I will never let you go, female…honor be damned.”

“You did warn me,” she murmured, nibbling on his bottom lip, pure happiness filling her. 

“I did,” he said in agreement.  He sobered and said quietly, his gaze locking with hers, “I feel only the strongest of love for you, luxiva.  The frightening part is that love will only grow, when it is already so vast.”

More tears…goddamn these tears.  Beks sniffed and smiled.

“I’m sure we will figure it out when we get there.”  Against his lips, she whispered, “Together.”

“Tev.  Together.”







EPILOGUE







Two lunar cycles later…




Lihvan growled, his luxiva’s generous backside rippling with every thrust he made.  His mate was on her hands and knees before him, heavy breasts swaying just beneath her, in time with his unrelenting rhythm.

He smoothed his hand down her back before gripping her hips, driving, pounding, deeper and harder.  His Instinct purred in satisfaction, as it always did when his mate was taking him from behind.  A primal position.  A dominant position.

“You feel so good, baby.  So good,” she gasped.  “Ohh yes, yes, yes!  More!”

And his luxiva loved it as well.

The Luxirians of the Kroratax outpost could probably hear them, but it was early enough that, hopefully, most would still be asleep.  As his mate had been before he’d woken her with his mouth between her thighs.

She called him relentless, but mated Luxirian males generally pursued sex with their partners at least three times a span.  At minimum.  At first, she hadn’t thought he was serious.  Soon, she realized that he had been, but his luxiva enjoyed their play just as much as he did.

The light from the rising suns cast his mate’s body in a golden glow and he watched their shadows move together on their furs.  Fucking, mating, loving, claiming.  He felt a familiar contracting in his varx, knew he was close to cumming.

He let out a rough growl and picked up his pace, rotating his hips in the way that Beks loved, hitting a place inside that she called her ‘G-spot.’

His female gave a strangled cry and then began cumming on his cock, her tight, hot cunt contracting, pulsing, trying to draw his seed from him, his greedy, greedy female.

“Tev, luxiva, tev,” he grunted.  “Brixav ta!” Take me, in Luxirian.  She was learning more and more of his language every day and she understood, shifting her hips back as he thrust forward.  He slammed so deep inside that he sometimes worried he might hurt her, but she seemed to need it, needed to feel him that deep, filling her, stretching her, possessing her.

Lihvan grit his jaw, trying to repress a roar that threatened to rise from his throat and failing.  His varx emptied, seed shooting up his shaft and pouring into his mate.

He continued to thrust as she moaned helplessly and it was only after he emptied every last drop of his cum into her, that they flopped back onto their sleeping platform, panting, energized.

It was his favorite way to start the morning.  The only way they ever did.

Beks sighed happily against him, her cheeks flushed, eyes bright and awake.  “I have to wash this set of furs again now,” she rasped.

Lihvan’s lips curled as he looked between them.  His chest rumbled in pleasure at the sight of their mess.  “I told you to bring whatever you need cleaned to Kervax.”

“Yeah, no.  I am not bringing our ‘love furs,’” he laughed when she made little quotations marks in time with her words, a purely human gestured he particularly enjoyed, “to your friend.  Talk about embarrassing.  I’d be over there at least four times a day.  Our poor hovercraft wouldn’t be able to keep up.”

“Kervax is used to it,” he told her.  His mate was private about sex, he realized.  She’d told him that humans tended to be.  But on Luxiria, those that were fortunate enough to have mates or pleasure partners, were unapologetic about it.  “He has a mate.  He understands.”

“That’s still a hard no,” she told him, leaning up on her elbow to give him a proper kiss good morning.

They’d just gotten back from the Golden City the night before.  Lihvan went more often now, so that his mate could see her best friend, who was truly more like family to her, on a more regular basis.  Kate and Vaxa’an also made more journeys out to Kroratax when they had time, so the two human females saw plenty of one another, much to their happiness.

Last lunar cycle, Lihvan had brought up the possibility of moving to the Golden City, so that she could be near Kate more often.  He could commute to Kroratax every other span, to see out his duties and responsibilities.  It would be difficult, but not impossible.

But his mate had told him, “Kroratax is your home, our home.  I would never ask you to leave it and I would never want to.  Thank you for even asking, love, but I couldn’t imagine leaving this place.”

To his contentment and happiness, his Beks had fallen in love with Kroratax from the moment she’d seen it.  To his confusion, she’d gushed, “It reminds of the Pacific Northwest, but, like, the alien version.”

Lihvan had shaken his head.  Sometimes he didn’t understand her references and he might never fully.  But she talked about how the weather was much cooler, the air fresher, not as hot.  She talked of the stillness and quietness of the mountain, of the trees that surrounded the outpost and the way they swayed with the wind.  She liked to take walks through the forest and they frequently journeyed to the hot springs he’d once told her about.  They’d spent many relaxing mornings and evenings in their waters.

“What are you thinking about?” she whispered next to him, on their sleeping platform.

She’d brought little trinkets back from their walks and from their adventures all over Luxiria.  He’d taken her to the Caves of the Pevrallix, the remaining five Luxirian outposts run by close friends and fellow Ambassadors, the plains of the Ravrax’tor for their mating ceremony the previous lunar cycle…

His dwelling was now filled with those little trinkets and he loved seeing them, knowing that his mate was making her mark on their home.  It filled him with pride and a love that continued to grow and expand with every passing span.

“You,” he murmured, turning his head to the side to regard his mate.

She bit her lip, cheeks flushing.  She was always doing that around him and when he asked her about why her skin turned pink, she said it was because he loved her…and she loved him.

Beks traced the scar on the side of his face, a scar that he hardly noticed anymore or even cared about.

“I…um…went to Privanax when we were in the Golden City yesterday,” she murmured.  “He ran some tests.”

Lihvan’s brow furrowed, trying to understand her meaning, and then panic struck him.  He jolted upright, taking her into his arms.  “Are you sick, luxiva?  I will—”

“I’m not sick, Lihvan,” she murmured, smiling, wrapping her arms around his neck.  “Actually, I’m pregnant.”

“Rebax?” he said in shock.

“I’m pregnant,” she repeated, laughing a bit.  “Five weeks along.  It happened even before our mating ceremony.”

“Luxiva,” he breathed, emotion choking him.

His gaze strayed down to her stomach, wondering when their offspring would begin to show.  Kate had begun to show quite quickly, so Lihvan suspected any span now.  He placed his hands on her belly, spreading his fingertips so they encircled her hips.

“Female, you honor me,” he rasped.

“We’re going to have a baby,” she whispered, tears beginning to shimmer in her eyes.  “I’m excited, so, so incredibly excited.  But I’m scared too.”

Lihvan shook his head, stroking his hand down her bare back, brushing the sides of her breasts.  “You do not need to be scared, luxiva.  I will never let anything happen to you.  For as long as we live.”

Beks blew out a breath and he saw in her gaze that she believed that to be true.

“I love you,” she whispered, brushing their lips together.  “So much.”

He showed her how much he loved her in his kiss, until the world fell away, and the Kroratax trees went quiet in the breeze outside their window, and it was just the two—no, three—of them.

Lihvan never thought he’d experience this kind of happiness.

Not until his luxiva.
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