
        
            
                
            
        

    
CONTENTS




COPYRIGHT

TITLE

BLURB

MAILING LIST

- ONE

- TWO

- THREE

- FOUR

- FIVE

- SIX

- SEVEN

- EIGHT

- NINE

- TEN

- ELEVEN

- TWELVE

- THIRTEEN

- FOURTEEN

- FIFTEEN

- SIXTEEN

- SEVENTEEN

- EIGHTEEN

- NINETEEN

- TWENTY

- TWENTY-ONE

- TWENTY-TWO

- TWENTY-THREE

- EPILOGUE

WARRIORS OF LUXIRIA

MAILING LIST

THANK YOU!

ABOUT ZOEY


This book is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places, and events are the product of the author’s imagination.  Any resemblance to actual events, places, or persons are purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.  This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Stock Art: Depositphotos

Cover Design: Zoey Draven

Copyright © 2017 Zoey Draven













THE ALIEN’S TOUCH

(Warriors of Luxiria Book 4)




By Zoey Draven


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




Cecelia has always rolled with life’s punches.  Growing up in a broken home?  Check.  Cancer?  Check.  Getting rescued from a human trafficking ring by massive, horned alien warriors and getting transported to their planet?  Triple check.  But when her cancer returns, light years away from Earth, Cecelia knows that she needs her rescuers’ help—except that help comes in the form a sexy, pierced, ruthless warrior who thinks she’s his…




Ambassador Rixavox, one of the fiercest war generals on Luxiria, is no stranger to the carnal delights of females.  Many, many females.  Never in his wildest dreams did he think he could settle for just one…but that’s before his animalistic Instinct awakens for Cecelia, recognizing her for who she truly is: his fated mate.




As they journey to his territory in the harsh northern lands of Luxiria, his female tempts him to madness, fueling his own wicked desires, even when it is forbidden to touch her or claim her the way he craves.  In his care, they must resist the mating call that runs between them…or risk everything.




Features a strong, determined human female and a seven-foot tall mouthwatering alien with a huge, massive…heart (-wink wink-).  Full-length 60,000+ word novel!
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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! ;)
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ONE







It started with the night sweats.  That was when Cecelia knew, with certainty, that it had come back.  She hadn’t wanted to believe it, but she’d felt a clawing, choking desperation for some time now.  And she knew.  The ugly disease inside her body was returning.  Or perhaps it had never truly left and her doctors had been a little too reassuring after two years of negative tests.

But after two particularly grueling rounds of chemo, one round of radiation therapy, and months of crying herself to sleep, months of telling herself to be strong when all she wanted to do was curl up into a ball…it had felt good to hope.  It had felt good to believe that she could be a normal woman in her twenties.  It had felt good to go out with her girlfriends and not have to worry about an appointment the next morning.  It had felt good to date a cute guy without imagining the look of pity on his face when her cancer inevitably came up in conversation.  It had felt good to feel normal, healthy.

But Cecelia knew, deep down, that it was back.  And a strange sort of sad acceptance washed over her with that knowledge….because this time she knew that she might not be able to receive treatment.

Why?

Because she’d been captured by aliens…aliens that had imprisoned her and other human women.  They’d caged them like animals in a dark room.  There had been more women, but slowly their numbers had dwindled, considering the aliens used them as prizes in their alien fighting ring.

But then she’d been rescued by another group of aliens and she was currently on their home planet…a planet called Luxiria.

It seemed crazy, but it was her reality.  And she didn’t know what the Luxirians plans were for them, or if she would ever see Earth again.  Six other women—human women—had been rescued with her and then transported to this planet, but only five women were housed in the spacious, brightly lit room that the Luxirians kept them in.  The sixth had been taken by a Luxirian alien and they hadn’t seen her since.  Even though they were treated well by their new captors…the knowledge that the sixth woman had yet to return set them all on edge.  It was like they were waiting for the other shoe to drop.

On top of that all, her night sweats were back…and with a vengeance.

Damn, she thought, looking around the room as the other women slept.  It was morning, or at least, the very beginning of dawn.  Luxiria, much to her amazement, had two suns and Cecelia could see them rising along the black sand horizon of the planet, bathing the light in soft muted pinks and peaches.  There was one massive window that faced the sunrise’s direction and the black sand that littered the ground stretched for miles.  Massive, jagged black and gray mountains rose from the sand in the distance, creating an impressively intimidating landscape, one very…well, alien.  She’d never seen anything quite like it before.

It was quiet in the room since she was the first one awake.  With a quick glance behind her, she saw that she’d soaked her pallet and the fur blankets below her.  The clean tunic that she’d put on just before bed was drenched and despite getting at least four or five hours of sleep—a record for her lately—she felt as if she hadn’t slept in years.

She wiped her forehead, her hand coming away slick, and she wondered, not for the first time, why her body was betraying her like this.  It wasn’t fair, but then again, if the cancer had taught her anything, it was that life wasn’t fair.

As quietly as possible, so as not to wake the other women, who needed their sleep just as much as she did judging from the nightmares she frequently heard among them, she tiptoed to the metal, swooshing door on the far right wall.  They’d all been thrilled to see they had access to a bathroom, albeit a strange one.  There was an enclosed glass tube, which they eventually figured out was a shower, and a toilet, although it resembled something more like a chamber pot, just with more efficient plumbing.  There was no sink, however, and no mirror, but in the reflection of the glass tube, she could see her appearance.  And it was haggard.

Dark bags under her eyes stood out to her.  Her brown hair fell around her shoulders in limp, damp strands and her skin held a sickly sheen that she wanted to scrub off.  She took a deep, experimental breath and while her breathing wasn’t as labored as it had been when she first received her diagnosis, she knew that shortly, it would be.

She needed to get home.  They’d only been on the planet for five days, but she knew that five days was already too long.

Quickly, she turned on the shower with a wave of her hand over the silver keypad.  It only had one temperature setting and while the water was a little cooler than she liked, it helped soothe her heated skin and wash away the salty sweat that had accumulated.  Once she was finished, she pulled open a hidden cabinet, which held a fresh supply of tunics that the Luxirians had supplied for them.

When she emerged from the bathroom, she saw that Lainey was awake, sitting up on her soft pallet.  Every time Cecelia saw her, she couldn’t help but be envious of her beauty.  Thick auburn hair, piercing blue eyes, and flawless, porcelain skin.  She had the kind of stunning beauty that was only seen on runways and magazine covers.  And she was beautiful until she opened her mouth.  Lainey was as cutting and sarcastic as she was pretty.

At least to most of the other girls.

For some reason, Lainey had never been unkind to her.  Cecelia figured it was because she knew she was sick.  And despite her ‘mean girl’ nature, there was something about Lainey that Cecelia couldn’t help but like.  She seemed…sad.  Lost.  Hurt.  And she took it out on those around her.

They were quiet as Cecelia made her way past her pallet to sit down in the sunken lounge area, filled with comfy cushions, that surrounded a fire pit.  It was their gathering place in the mornings and evenings and where they ate their meals that the guards brought into them.

Lainey soon joined her, her skin slightly flushed from sleep.  Then she asked, “What do you have?”

The question, while expected, jolted Cecelia.  Still, she found herself answering quietly, as though on autopilot, “Lymphoma.  Hodgkin’s.”

“Were you getting treatment?  Before…we got taken?” Lainey questioned, tilting her head to the side.  Her voice was soft and her signature resting bitch face seemed to be on hold for the moment.

“No,” Cecelia whispered.  “I’d been in remission.  It’s coming back.”

“Shit.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Cecelia replied, unable to help the small twist of her lips.  Her eyelids felt heavy but she knew that sleep would elude her now.  “How did you know?”

Lainey stared at the fire pit even though it wasn’t lit.  Cecelia almost thought she wouldn’t answer until she said, “My best friend had breast cancer.”

“Oh.”

“It was pretty aggressive.  She died last year.”

Cecelia felt her chest tighten.  “I’m—I’m sorry.”

Lainey waved her hand but didn’t say anything else.  They sat in silence until Bianca woke and they exchanged looks when she began to sob quietly.  Eventually, she tapered off, went into the bathroom, and then came out to join them in the pit.

Bianca looked just as worn down as Cecelia felt.  Out of all of them, Bianca was the only one with a family, with a husband and young daughter.  Even though were all roughly the same age, in their mid or late twenties, Bianca had married her high school sweetheart and had been pregnant before she could even legally drink.  Every morning she cried and every night she cried.

“I—I just want to go home.  I want to see my little girl,” Bianca said, her eyes filling with tears anew.  The blonde buried her face into her hands and her body began to shake.  Lainey let out a sigh and Cecelia reached out to rub Bianca’s shoulder.

“And you will,” Cecelia said softly.  “We just need to be patient.”

After Bianca quieted again, the three of them watched the twin suns rise in the sky, slowly painting their room in glorious shades of pink, which woke up the rest of the women.  Crystal, an upbeat blonde, Taylor, a reserved yet kind woman, and Erin, the peacemaker of the group and moderator when Lainey got a little too cranky, soon joined them in the pit.

Cecelia knew that any moment, their guards would bring in their breakfast: a plate of surprisingly good spiced meat and tart, colorful berries that burst with strange flavors they couldn’t identify.  The portions were always large, but Cecelia could hardly eat a fourth of what they offered her.  She tried to force herself, but she felt the weight that she’d proudly gained during remission already starting to melt away.

Like clockwork, two guards came in through the large swishing door that led out to the darkened corridor, just as the suns rose above a far off mountain.  And Cecelia wondered when she’d get used to seeing aliens, when she’d get used to knowing that intelligent life not only existed beyond Earth, but that she was on one of those species’ planet.

Luxirians looked similar, at least the ones she’d seen.  She’d only seen males, never females, and they all had long, dark hair that hung either loose or in braids to the middle of their strong backs.  Black horns jutted from near their temples, curling back towards their crown.  They were either clothed in leather-like material, or shirtless, displaying perfectly sculpted bodies, every muscle expertly chiseled.  All were well over seven-feet-tall, with scars dancing across their skin, as if they constantly brawled for a living.  And their skin…it was like a mirage.  A shimmering mirage that reflected the light around them.  The room they were in now glowed a soft yellow, so their guards’ skin took on a golden hue.  At night, after the suns set, they appeared a grayish-indigo.

As for their eyes, most were a light, electric blue.  Some were darker.  She even thought that one of their rescuers had had gray eyes, like hers, but she couldn’t be sure.

The women in the room went quiet as the guards delivered their meals.  Even though Cecelia didn’t feel any hostility from the aliens, tension filled the room.

Lainey was the first to speak, as she did every single time the guards entered.  She stood, hands on her hips as they set down the trays of food and silvery liquid that they knew was water.

The redhead scowled and demanded, “When are you going to tell us what your plans are?  We’re all sick of sitting in here, twiddling our goddamn thumbs all day.  We want answers.”

All of the Luxirians they’d come in contact with spoke English, which was mind-blowing in itself.  Briefly, when Crystal had asked one of the guards on the first day how they’d learned their language, he mumbled something about an ‘implant,’ whatever that meant.

Cecelia reached forward to one of the trays and scooped up her water glass.  Her throat felt dry and she knew she’d need to hydrate herself after how much she’d sweated out the night before.  She downed the glass in one go and poured herself another from the pitcher.

The two guards stared at Lainey without surprise.  They knew her nature by now, but they still seemed uncomfortable, like her distress pained them.

“Female,” one started, inclining his head to her.  His accent was thick, but not unpleasant.  “As we told you the last span…the Prime Leader has not given us orders.  We only follow his command to make sure you are cared for.”

“Your leader can go to hell,” Lainey started, an angry flush rising to her cheeks.  “You tell him—”

“Lainey,” Erin, their peacemaker, cut in.  And that was all she needed to say for Lainey to quiet, have a little stare off with the guard that spoke, before plopping back down onto her cushioned pillow, turning her head away.  Erin was always smoothing over the feathers Lainey ruffled, whether it was with the Luxirians or within their own group.  Erin looked up at the guards and gave them a soft, hesitant smile.  “Thank you for the food.”

The Luxirians inclined their heads and backed away, leaving through the swooshing metal door a moment later.  A beeping sound told them that the lock engaged.

“We’re prisoners here,” Lainey started after they left.  “I was just saying what everyone else was thinking.”

“Prisoners or not,” Taylor said, the reserved one, “we are under their control.  We have no choice but to wait and you antagonizing the guards isn’t going to help our position.”

Cecelia held her breath, hoping Lainey would just keep her mouth shut.  She really didn’t want to hear another petty fight amongst them.  She already felt drained.

With a glance at Cecelia, Lainey kept her lips zipped and reached forward for the trays.  She passed them down the row of women and didn’t say another word as they all ate in silence.  Cecelia didn’t have an appetite, but she forced herself to eat, knowing she would need her strength.

Near the end of their meal, however, their morning was interrupted.  All of them looked around in confusion when they heard the door unlocking and then craned their heads to look at their unexpected visitor.

A Luxirian male stepped into the room.  Unlike the guards, he was wearing a white tunic and white pants, his dark hair braided and pulled back away from his angular face.  He also seemed older, more seasoned, than the guards.

“It’s that doctor,” Bianca whispered.

Cecelia remembered him.  When they’d first arrived, they’d been taken to some kind of research lab, which had freaked them all out to say the least.  The doctor had run tests on them and took blood samples, but they hadn’t seen him since then.  Dread pooled in her gut.  When she’d been in those labs, she couldn’t help but think that maybe the Luxirians purpose in bringing them there was to experiment on them.  Maybe she’d seen too many sci-fi movies or maybe her fear was about to come true after all…

With the guards at the door, the doctor approached the fire pit, stopping a few feet away from the ledge, his hands behind his back.  He nodded down to them.  “Females.”

Crystal spoke, “Who are you?”

“I am Privanax,” the doctor replied, his voice calm, his accent much clearer than the guards’, like he’d practiced English more.  It was odd, because he hadn’t said a word to them when he was running his tests a couple days ago.  “I am a…I think you would call me a doctor.  I am a healer here on Luxiria and a researcher.”

“And what do you want with us?” Lainey demanded.  “Is that why we’re here?  So you can run experiments on us?”

“Nix,” he said, jerking his head and frowning.  Cecelia figured—or at least hoped—that nix meant ‘no.’  But then her stomach dropped when he turned his gaze onto her.  His eyes were that piercing shade of blue and they made her feel like she was a specimen pinned underneath a microscope.  “I have come for you.  Not to experiment on you.  To heal you.”

Heal me? she thought, her heartbeat picking up.

Could they—Luxirians—have that kind of medicine?

She felt the women’s eyes on her and she licked her suddenly dry lips.  “Why—why should I believe you?”

Privanax tilted his head to the side.  “Ask yourself this, female…do you have a choice?”







TWO







Rixavox stepped off the Luxirian war vessel, feeling something release inside him as a result of returning to his home planet of Luxiria.  Tension rose from him like curling red smoke from tevvax, a pleasure drug he’d taken on more than one occasion.

As one of the Prime Leader’s war generals and as an Ambassador to one of six outposts spread across Luxiria, he had been sent to retaliate against the Jetutians for an attack they’d waged against them while transporting the human females from their captivity.  His attack had been successful, but now that he was home, he wished to finish his duty in the Golden City quickly so that he could return to his outpost, to his home.  Once there, he would find a willing pleasure partner and bury himself within her for at least a few span as a proper homecoming.

Or perhaps two pleasure partners, he thought before striking down the fantasy.  Unmated Luxirian females were hard to come by even in the Golden City, which was easily ten times as populated as his outpost in the cold, silver frosted northern lands.  Maybe he shouldn’t be so greedy.

Rixavox chortled and stepped out of the docking bay, giving his last orders to the Luxirian warriors that had accompanied him on the mission, before jumping aboard his hovercraft.  He engaged the thrusters and then shot off the docking bay cliff, hurtling towards the Golden City, their capital that was carved out from the facev, the mountain.  It was a city of levels, with the lower levels used for food stalls and merchants, and the higher levels as housing.  The Luxirian suns had just peaked high in the sky, bathing the facev in their golden light.

He had a dwelling he used whenever he returned to the Golden City.  It was situated towards the top of the facev, on the terrace below Vaxa’an’s, their Prime Leader’s, residence.  But he knew that he would be needed at the command center, to brief Vaxa’an, the rest of the Ambassadors, and the elder council on his battle with the Jetutians.

The command center was a steel compound, tucked into the base of the facev, and near the research labs.  It was unbreachable, constructed from the strongest of metals mined on their planet, engineered by Kirov, one of their best technology advisors and a fellow Ambassador and friend.

And since it was one of the safest places in all of Luxiria, it was where Vaxa’an had ordered the human females to be kept until they made other arrangements.  Rixavox had not seen the females yet since he hadn’t been on their rescue mission and even though his curiosity was strong, their Prime Leader wanted limited access, in case a Luxirian male’s Instinct was triggered.

Because a mated male was dangerous…because he would most likely never let the human female go.  The male would cherish her and breed her until the end of their spans together.  It was the Luxirian way.

The Ambassadors, council elders, and Vaxa’an were all waiting for his arrival in the war room.

The doors swooshed closed behind him and he straightened.  Rixavox hoped to make this quick so that he could go take a long needed soak, find an eager pleasure partner for the night to release some of the tension that had been building during his time off planet, and get some rest.

He could think of no better way to spend his night.




*     *     *




Cecelia found herself back at those damned labs again, sitting on a chilly examination table, her legs dangling over the side, as Privanax calibrated some equipment.

“What…what exactly do you think you can do for me?” she asked, her voice sounding slightly breathy and…hopeful?  No, she didn’t want to get her hopes up, but the thought of possibly curing her cancer…well, perhaps this alien race actually had that ability.

He didn’t look at her as he tinkered with a slim, white device in his hands.  “What I discovered in your blood is something Luxirians experience called hellixaxava.  It happens occasionally in our youth, but is treatable.”

Cecelia’s heart stuttered.  “But…I’m not like you.  I’m human.  You’re Luxirian.”  God, it felt weird saying that.  “How do you know that it will even effect me?”

Privanax looked up at her and his blue eyes pinned her in place.  Cecelia held her breath as he spoke, “We do tests.”

“Experiments, you mean,” she whispered, shaking her head.  “There’s no guarantee.”

“We are not so different,” Privanax said, returning to his instruments.  He crossed the room to another table and picked up a tool she recognized…the one that had drawn her blood when she’d first been there.  “Or else we could not procreate.”

Her whole body jerked.  “What?”

Surely she hadn’t heard him right.

“The lavrix’an is heavy with the Prime Leader’s offspring.  She is from your planet.”

Cecelia shook her head, her brows furrowing.  “You’re not making any sense.  What are you talking about?”

Privanax let out a huff of impatience but said, “She will visit you soon enough and she will explain.  For now, I need more samples of your blood.  It will take time, to make sure our way of curing hellixaxava is safe for you, but I believe that the Fates will see you healed.”

As Privanax approached her with his tool, Cecelia thought of the group of women, thought of Lainey confronting the guards every time they entered their room.  This might be her chance to get some answers.  Some real answers.  “And what about after?  What is going to happen to us?  No one has told us anything.”

“That is for the Prime Leader to address,” Privanax said, his expression stoic and unchanging.  He grabbed her arm and Cecelia felt a prick as it drew her blood.

Still, she pressed on, “But surely you’ve heard?  Please.  You don’t know how nerve-wracking it is, just sitting in that room all day and not knowing what will happen to us.”

“Nerve-wracking?” Privanax repeated slowly, his mouth moving around the words awkwardly.

“We’re scared,” Cecelia admitted, watching the vial fill with her red blood.

Privanax went quiet and waited until the vial was full.  He removed his instrument and then walked back to the table, placing the vial in a machine that filled with blue light.  A humming sound echoed around the room.

Finally, he said, “Vaxa’an has ordered your return to your home planet, but only after I have treated you.  You do not need to fear, female.  You may tell the others that all who wish it will go home shortly.”

Cecelia’s heart jumped and her lips parted.  “Really?”

“Tev,” Privanax said, jerking his head in what Cecelia guessed was a Luxirian version of a nod.  He approached her with another tool, this one she didn’t recognize.  “Now stand.  I need to scan.”

Cecelia did as he asked in a hopeful daze.  As he waved the tool up and down her body, reading results on something that resembled a tablet, Cecelia couldn’t help but wonder if it was possible to cure her cancer and be delivered home safely.  It seemed…far-fetched.  But what else could she hope for?  If Privanax was convinced that there was a cure, if the Luxirian medicines worked on her, perhaps she would be free of her disease.  Finally.

She frowned.  But what had Privanax meant when he mentioned something about a woman from her planet?  Was it possible that there was another human on this planet?

One thing at a time, she told herself silently, letting out a breath.  Her skin felt hot, even in the cool research laboratories and she suddenly felt very, very tired.  She wondered if she could manage to sleep a little that afternoon.

Privanax kept her there for what seemed like a couple hours.  She’d been pricked and prodded and he’d taken a few more blood samples to run his tests.  Finally, just when she was reaching her limit, he told her that he would escort her back to the ‘command center’ and she figured that was where they were being kept.

They’d flown to the labs on a hovercraft and as Privanax led her to one, she was too tired to remember being frightened of heights.

“So, what’s the diagnosis, Doc?” she murmured, slouching down on the floor of the hovercraft as Privanax started it up.  The floor hummed to life and Cecelia drew in a deep, gasping breath.  It was so damned hot on Luxiria.  The heat and humidity was so stifling that it was hard to breathe.  And she was pretty certain that she was already running a slight fever.

Privanax looked down at her pathetic form.  “Diagnosis?” he repeated.

“Do you think you can cure me?”

The hovercraft lurched forward into flight and Privanax steered towards the steel compound built into the side of a dark mountain…the command center, she now knew.  “Tev.  It will be easy enough.  But there is a process.”

Cecelia sucked in a breath.  “What’s the process?”

“First, we must cleanse you.  The Fates demand it.”

“Cleanse me?” Cecelia said softly, wiping her forearm over her forehead.  “Like…take a bath?”

Privanax snorted.  “Of a sort.  You will wash in a sacred place, blessed by the Fates.  It will draw toxins from your body so that our medicines will have an easier battle and a surer success.  You must bathe every span for a short period of time and only then can we begin your treatment.”

“Okay,” she said slowly.  “Look, Doc, I’ll do whatever you want me to if there’s a chance that this will work, okay?  You just tell me where and when.”

“Where and when,” he repeated, glancing back down at her, understanding her meaning.  They were closer to the command center now.  “The ‘where’ will be in the northern lands.  There are many sacred pools scattered across Luxiria, but your body does not adjust to our heat very well, especially here in the Golden City.  The northern lands are cooler, more agreeable with your human temperature, tev?”

Cecelia nodded slightly.  “Cooler sounds nice.”

“One of our Ambassadors has an outpost in the northern lands.  I will request permission from our Prime Leader for your transport and then Ambassador Rixavox will accompany you.  He will act as your guide.”

More sweat beaded on her forehead.  She was actually longing for the labs at this point, even though they were frightening in a clinical way.  They reminded her too much of her chemotherapy sessions, of the quiet stillness as her body was being pumped with chemicals.

“As for the ‘when,’” Privanax continued, “it is possible that you can depart this next span.  I will speak with the Prime Leader once he is done with the council.”

“The sooner the better, I suppose,” Cecelia said softly, but she didn’t think that Privanax heard her over the rushing hot wind.  Her skin felt stretched too tight as they landed in front of the command center and disembarked.  There were guards posted at the door and they greeted Privanax in Luxirian, a guttural yet flowing language, as they passed through the doors.  They both gave her curious looks, but didn’t seem overly shocked to see a human roaming about.

As the doors shut behind them, Cecelia gave a sigh of relief as the cooler air enveloped her.  It was still warm.  The Luxirians seemed to like their heat, probably due to the scale-y nature of their skin, but it was significantly better than the outside.  She put her hand on the metal wall for a moment to catch her breath.  As she did so, she was aware of movement and voices on the other end of the hall.

There were two Luxirians approaching, their heavy footsteps echoing around the empty, darkened space.  Both were incredibly tall.  The Luxirian on the left had dark black horns and even darker hair that was loose, hanging down to the middle of his back.  He wore a tunic, made of the same material of the shirt she was wearing, and he had golden bands around his biceps.

But the one on the right…

As they came into view, she could see him better.  Just as tall as the one on the left, he had the same granite black horns, but with a thread of silver running from the tips to the widened base.  His hair was braided down his back and she could see the ends swishing behind him with every powerful step he took.  Unlike his companion, he was shirtless.  Hardened pecs and chiseled abdomen muscles popped underneath the lighting, his skin glimmering a faint blue.  His nipples were hard with a metal bar running through them, which she guessed was common among Luxirians since she’d seen her fair share of pierced nipples since arriving.  And he had scars…a multitude of them crossing his skin like lashes, some looking deeper than others.

Cecelia was so shocked that she actually heard herself gasp.  The hallway seemed to grow even quieter and it seemed like her entire being completely focused in on the Luxirian male.  The world slowed as her heart rate increased to an alarming speed.

What…what in the world is happening? she wondered, in a daze, unable to keep her gaze off the alien male…who was just so male.

It was then that she discovered his eyes were a glowing, electric blue.  And she only knew that because she found them focused on her.

Cecelia grew lightheaded, the command center around her beginning to sway.  Still, she could not look away.

And that was when everything went dark.







THREE







“Vrax!” Vaxa’an cursed loudly as they watched the small human female begin to fall in the halls of the command center.

Rixavox, still in partial disbelief, still hearing his hot blood rushing in his ears at the sight of the female, rushed forward quickly, pushing past Privanax who turned to see what was happening, and snatched her up before she could fall to the unforgiving mountain floor.  The moment his arms clasped around her, he almost hissed as his Instinct awakened fully.

The feeling was shocking, alarming…right.  It was like a roar.  It was like roaring when he’d lived his entire life in silence.

Focus, he demanded of himself, trying to push back the new, strange feelings his Instinct evoked when all it was telling him was to protect her and to get her away from the males around her, even though he’d known them almost his entire life span.  Vrax, he trusted Vaxa’an with his life and knew that no threat would come from the Prime Leader to his female because he had a female mate of his own.

Rixavox gazed down at the soft human, cradled in his arms.  Her eyes were closed, but he knew they were the shade of the mountains of the northern lands, a sharp gray.  Her skin was alarmingly damp, her lips and cheeks flushed with blood, yet she seemed pale.  Fragile.  She weighed nothing and that concerned him.

Still, he’d never seen a female so mesmerizing in his entire life.  Without taking his gaze off her, he demanded of Privanax, “What is wrong with her?”

“Put her down, put her down,” the older healer commanded.  Even though his whole being rebelled at the thought, he knew that he couldn’t get in the way of his female’s health.  He did as Privanax requested, reluctantly, but stayed close as the healer knelt by her side.  The tunic she’d been given rode up her thighs and Rixavox jerked it back down, even though the sight of her smooth thighs made him grit his teeth as desire rode him hard.

He hadn’t expected his body to react that much, that soon.  He’d heard stories of Luxirians’ Instincts awakening to their mates, but to experience it was something completely different.  His body went rigid with lust so intense it made his head spin, his cock growing rock hard beneath his leg coverings, his ridges swelling, preparing.  He hoped that the lighting in the hall shielded his desire from view, especially from Vaxa’an, who had just made it clear at the council meeting that the human females were not to be interacted with unless absolutely necessary, in case an Instinct would be awakened.

This was exactly what his Prime Leader hadn’t wanted.

Vrax, he thought again.  Fates, have mercy on me.

But he had more pressing problems than the wrath of his leader and close friend.

“Is this the female you spoke to me about?” Vaxa’an asked Privanax, also kneeling down by her side, next to Rixavox.  “The sick one?”

“Tev,” Privanax said, running his hand over her slick forehead.

Rixavox’s gut clenched at the sight of another male touching her.  To distract himself, he bit out sharply, “Sick?  With what?”

“Hellixaxava,” Privanax replied.  “A human variation.”

Rixavox relaxed, but only slightly.  She didn’t look well.  And humans were more fragile than Luxirians, weren’t they?  Would her body be able to fight off the disease, even with the help of their advanced medicines?

Panic clawed at his chest.  No, he couldn’t lose her.  Not when he’d just found her.

“You will treat her?”

“Tev,” Privanax replied, glancing up at Vaxa’an.  “I was coming to speak with you about it.”

“Help her first,” Vaxa’an said, waving his hand down at the female’s limp form.

“It is nothing too serious,” Privanax finally concluded.  “She needs rest.  She is already weak from the disease.  I fear I kept her too long at the labs and the heat did not help on the journey back here.  She will awaken shortly.”

“She should stay in one of the empty quarters,” Rixavox said, “so she can rest without the other females interfering.”

“I agree,” Vaxa’an said, jerking his head in a nod.

Rixavox scooped her up from the cold floor before either of them could.  In the back of his mind, he knew he needed to tread carefully.  If Vaxa’an suspected that his Instinct had awakened to the female in his arms, there was no telling what the Prime Leader would do.

It was best to keep it to himself, at least for the moment.

Rixavox started back down the main hall that led to the council room, the war room, and the section of the command center with spare quarters, where they sometimes slept if they were in the middle of war plans or negotiations with the Uranian Federation.  The large room where the rest of the human females were kept was also near there.

Rixavox couldn’t help but bring her to his own quarters.  If Vaxa’an noticed, he didn’t comment on it.  As Rixavox lowered the female to his sleeping platform, he felt his Instinct surge within him.  He almost shut his eyes at the simple pleasure of it, of seeing his female laid out on his furs.

“How would you like to proceed, Privanax?” Vaxa’an asked, briefly glancing down at the female.  He looked back towards the door, probably anxious to return to his own mate, Kat…a human female that he had won during his fight in the Pit and the first human to step foot on their planet.  She was heavy with their offspring and Vaxa’an stuck to her side every moment of every span, constantly worrying.  Their offspring would be the first Luxirian and human hybrid born.  Needless to say, her health was monitored closely and Vaxa’an seemed even more anxious than the mother at times.

Privanax cast a glance at Rixavox and he straightened.  He couldn’t help but wonder if the older healer picked up on his sudden intensity.  Or perhaps he was just being paranoid.

“I recommend that treatment should be started immediately,” Privanax said, returning his blue eyes to their Prime Leader.  “I suggest that she begins the cleansing at the Rillirax for a quarter of a lunar cycle.  At least.”

“The Rillirax?  Near Rixavox’s outpost?” Vaxa’an repeated, his brow furrowing down.  His friend cast him a speculative look, but all Rixavox could feel was his heart thundering in his chest.  Would he have the chance to accompany her there?  To know her, speak with her away from the watchful eyes of his people?  “There are closer sacred pools than that.”

“Tev, but you see what the heat does to her body.  It depletes her energy force,” Privanax replied.  “I believe a cooler climate will help her heal more efficiently.”

“Tev, very well,” Vaxa’an said, jerking his head.  The Prime Leader glanced at Rixavox and he straightened his spine.  “You will take her there with you this next span.  I do not believe I need to tell you that you must keep her safe.  Hidden.  I do not want males gathering foolish ideas in their heads.”

The thought of other males coveting his female made his fists clench at his side.  “I will allow no harm to come to her.”

“You will update me frequently through the Coms, Ambassador?” Privanax asked.  “I will send you with some instruments to use on her.  I will need the results every span, to monitor her progress.”

“Tev, I will,” Rixavox said, jerking his head.  His gaze was once again drawn down to the female and he had the strongest urge to hold her in his arms, but knew that he shouldn’t.

“Prime Leader,” Privanax said, his voice slightly hesitant, “it is not my place, but I feel like I should tell you that the human females are scared.  That is what she told me.  They wish to know their fate and the longer we keep them without news, the more they fear.”

Vaxa’an went quiet, mulling it over, and then said, “I fear I have left this matter too long.  Perhaps I will have Kat come and speak with them this span.  It may help to see one of their own.”  He looked down at the female lying on the bed.  “I will have her come here as well.  To explain.”

Rixavox said, “I will guard her until the lavrix’an comes, Prime Leader.”

“Tev.  I will depart then,” Vaxa’an said, before striding out of the quarters and disappearing from view.

Rixavox’s gaze flickered to Privanax, who was, in turn, studying him.  Silence stretched between them before the healer said, “You seem on edge, Ambassador.  Even…unhinged, I would say.”

Rixavox’s jaw ticked.  He knew.  But why hadn’t he said anything to Vaxa’an?

“You forget your place, healer,” Rixavox said, ice infusing into his tone.

“My apologies,” Privanax murmured, inclining his head in a show of slight submission.  Rixavox relaxed, but barely.  Privanax met his eyes once more.  “It would seem that there will be no one better to protect her than you.”

Rixavox remained silent, never breaking the healer’s stare, his body moving to shield his female from view, an instinctive move.

Privanax turned to leave the quarters but before he left, he murmured softly, “Though I cannot help but wonder who will protect her from you.”

With that, the older Luxirian left.

Immediately, Rixavox’s gaze returned to his female and he cursed to himself, tugging on one of his horns in frustration.  Never had he thought he’d find his fated mate.  Ever.  He had never envisioned that life for himself.  And the Fates had never given him an indication that his mate had been born into their world…except now he knew why.  She was a human.  She was from Earth, a planet in the Fourth Quadrant, a long, long distance away from Luxiria.

Rixavox sank to his knees beside his sleeping platform, his eyes running over the form of his mate.  The first human he’d ever seen had been Vaxa’an’s female, Kat.  He thought she’d looked slightly strange, but strangely pleasing to look at.  His female?  Even more so.  He never wanted to take his eyes from her.

Gently, he ran the backs of his fingers down the side of her face.  She was soft…vulnerable.  He frowned, knowing that she could be so easily harmed.  If he wasn’t careful, even he could accidentally scratch her with his sharp claws.

Slight movement caught his eye, a fluttering beneath her lids.  In a flash, they shot open and gray eyes met his own.

His female gasped, startled by his nearness.  She jerked her body to move away but Rixavox reacted purely on Instinct.  He snagged her against his chest, needing to keep her close.  He almost groaned, the feeling of her soft skin on his hard, scaled flesh was…indescribable.  For some reason, the Fates had blessed him.  Perhaps they had finally forgiven his family for their past sins.

His female struggled against him, but he refused to let her go, perhaps an error on his part, considering he was a strange male to his mate.  She did not understand the ways of the Luxirians, how possessive they could be.

“Ta rix l’an,” he told her in his language.  He remembered she didn’t know Luxirian and translated, “Do not fear me, female.”

He had not had the opportunity to practice his English very much.  He’d had a handful of conversations with Kat, mostly about what his outpost was like, since it was the opposite of the Golden City.  But it didn’t matter.  He would master her language, so that he could better communicate with her.  The words felt strange in his mouth, but soon, they would fall as naturally from his tongue as Luxirian.

“W-who are you?” his female said and Rixavox’s heart actually stuttered in his chest.

Fates, her voice…

It was like a pleasure drug.  Her voice was soft, sensual, and unbelievably erotic.  It swept over him like the red smoke of tevvax, fogging his mind and thickening his cock in his leg coverings.

He’d been in her presence mere moments and already he was the most aroused he’d ever been in his life span.

“I will not harm you, female,” he said, his voice coming out roughened from lust.  He swallowed past the knot in his throat, telling himself not to frighten her, and continued, “You fell.  We brought you here to rest.”

Even though his Instinct fought him, Rixavox slowly unwrapped his arms from around her, hoping that she wouldn’t dart away at the first opportunity.  Courting a Luxirian female was simple enough, at least before the Plague.  They were a carnal, warrior race.  They worshipped two things above all else: fighting and fucking.  It hadn’t been uncommon for couplings to happen within the first few moments of meeting, if the two Luxirians were attracted to one another.

With human females, however…Rixavox didn’t know.  They were an alien race, a newly discovered species from a Quadrant that very few even had the resources to reach.  What were their mating customs?  How could Rixavox court her?

His female remained where she was on the sleeping platform, but slowly pushed herself up to a sitting position, her legs tucked underneath the lush swells of her behind.  Even though Rixavox had removed his arms, he had no intention of moving away.  Perhaps she felt he was crowding her, but at the very least, his Instinct demanded his nearness.  He could feel the warmth of her this close and this soothed him.

“Where…” she started, in that voice that made his gut clench, “where are the others?”

“The other females?” Rixavox questioned.  “They remain in their quarters.  You will recover your strength here.”

She was looking at him warily, with gray eyes that he felt deep in the center of his chest.  He felt his spine straighten as she studied him.  Rixavox had never had trouble courting females…he was a strong warrior, a war general, and an Ambassador to his outpost, Velraxa.

Her gaze dropped down to his bare chest, her eyes flickering over the scars he wore proudly, before stopping on the metal bar that pierced through both his nipples, a rite of passage for any male that completed warrior training.

His female’s lips parted and a strange color bloomed over her cheeks.  When Rixavox drew in a breath to question what that meant, he froze, every single muscle in his body tensing.  A heady, yet delicate scent began to permeate the air, rendering him incapable of thought.  His Instinct recognized it for what it was.

His female was aroused.  She was aroused from looking at his body.

A purring growl thrummed through him and he leaned even closer.  He heard a slight hitch in her breath and her voice came out as a soft rasp, “What are you doing?”

“Your cunt aches for your male,” he murmured in a daze, clasping his hand around her waist.  His female gasped, stilling under his touch, her widened eyes flickering back and forth between his.  The room filled with more of her scent, confirming his thoughts.  Perhaps humans were like Luxirians in their mating customs.  “You wish to mate here?”

Sweet Fates, he would take her right there, right then if she wished it of him.  Even though in the back of his mind he knew that Vaxa’an would bring Kat back any moment…even though he knew what he was doing was foolish and going against the explicit orders of his Prime Leader, Rixavox didn’t care.  Nothing mattered anymore except for her.

How odd it was…to have his life span completely altered in the space of moments.

Already, he was reaching down to loosen his leg coverings, his cock so swollen and hard that he feared it might rip through the material.

His female made an odd squeaking noise and shuffled back on the sleeping platform, even more color flooding her skin.  “What are you doing?” she demanded, her voice high-pitched.  What did that mean?  Was she frightened?  Surprised?

Had he misread her interest?

Vrax, Rixavox thought, his hand stilling immediately.

Vrax, vrax, vrax!







FOUR







Cecelia stared at the broad-shouldered alien that was kneeling next to the bed in shock, his hand frozen just above his leather pants, where she could see a very distinct outline of a very massive alien cock.  Or at least what she assumed was a cock.  It was also entirely possible it was a third arm.

Oh my God, she thought, pressing a warm hand to her even warmer face.  She felt feverish.  She supposed it could be due to the cancer…but it was also a possibility that it was due to the alien in front of her.

Those words he’d spoken to her…

He’d said, “Your cunt aches for your male.”

And, heaven help her, those naughty words had done things to her.

What the hell is happening to me? she panicked to herself silently.  She felt flushed and lightheaded and strangely and intensely aroused, even though sex was the absolute last thing she should be thinking about right then.

She froze.  Had that damn doctor given her something to make her react like this?  God, was she part of some alien breeding experiment after all?  Hadn’t he said something about a human woman procreating with one of the Luxirians?

She was screwed.  Royally screwed.  She knew she shouldn’t have gotten her hopes up.  And now, she might be in a worse situation, one she probably wouldn’t be able to get out of.

“Okay, look buddy,” she began slowly, eyeing the bulky, blue-eyed alien.  It was the same one from the hallway…the one that had literally made her faint with one look.  And he was just as potent, just as male, as she remembered.  It was even worse up close because she couldn’t escape from or hide this odd attraction to him.  But she could damn well try.  “I, uh, don’t want to have sex with you.  No, uh, mating, okay?”

Smooth, her tired brain chastised.  Real smooth.

His mouth pulled down into an almost thoughtful scowl, if that expression was possible.  Slowly, he rasped, “I can smell your arousal, female.  Does this scent mean something different to your males?”

Mortification burned her up even more when she fully processed the words his thick accent was butchering.  Shit, he could smell how turned on she was?

“I, um…I don’t…” she trailed off, speechless.  Instead, curling her legs more tightly underneath her, her back pressed against the steel wall of the bedroom she was in, she changed the subject, hoping it would take his mind off of his inquiry, “Who are you?”

The Luxirian didn’t seem too thrown by her question, but he did study her silently for a brief moment before his hand slowly drifted away from his pants.  Cecelia felt her shoulders relax, her eyes straying to his other hand, which was lying on the furs.  He’d clutched her waist before she’d scrambled away and she remembered the strength, the warmth of him.  His fingers—he had five, just like her, and she found a strange comfort in that similarity—were long and they tapered off into sharp black-tipped claws.

Suppressing a shiver, she asked, simply because his silence was making her jittery, “What’s your name?”

It seemed as if it took him great effort to say, “I am Rixavox, Ambassador of the Velraxa outpost and an appointed war general to the Prime Leader of Luxiria.”

Cecelia stared at him.  “Right,” she said slowly.  It was all gibberish to her, but she tried to remember the key words, like Ambassador, war general, and Prime Leader.  Privanax, that damn sneaky doctor, had mentioned an Ambassador and a Prime Leader, hadn’t he?

Wait.

Rixavox?  Hadn’t Privanax said that was who would be escorting her to these northern lands to be…cleansed?

“You’re…you’re the one taking me to these pools tomorrow?” she asked slowly, fighting a blush.

He jerked his head in a nod.  “Tev.”

Damn…what an awkward journey that would be.  Terrific.

“What is your name, female?” he asked her, his voice making an unexpected shiver run down her spine.  God, his voice sounded good, even with that thickened accent.  It was warm and deep and raspy.

She cleared her throat, half-wishing that she wasn’t a sweaty mess right now as she held out her right hand.  “My name is Cecelia.  It’s, uh, very nice to meet you, Rixavox.”  She pronounced his name like ‘rick-sa-vox,’ even though he’d added a little purring trill in there, which she didn’t think she could replicate.

When he stared at her hand between them, Cecelia flushed a little again and slowly lowered it.  Of course, he probably didn’t know about shaking hands.  Stupid, stupid, stupid.

His blue eyes locked on her again and he murmured, “Sessela.”

“Cecelia,” she repeated slowly.

“Sessela.”

Cecelia blinked and found herself unexpectedly charmed and flustered by the alien in front of her.  How had that happened?

“Yes,” she said softly, her voice almost dropping to a whisper, her eyes unable to break away from his piercing, hypnotic gaze.  “Sessela,” she said, giving in.

The air in the room felt heavy as they studied one another.  When he nudged forward slightly, she caught whiff of something that resembled that glorious scent of rain on concrete.  Something almost indescribable.  But it made her inhale sharply as more wetness flooded between her thighs.

Rixavox did that purring growl again, but before Cecelia could even think about what to do about this odd situation—torn between leaning closer or scooting farther away—a voice interrupted them.

“You’re awake!” the woman said, standing just inside the doorway.  Cecelia didn’t know what shocked her more…that there was a human woman that she didn’t recognize coming into the room or that this human woman was heavily pregnant.

“Where is Vaxa’an?” Rixavox asked sharply, standing from his kneeling position and moving away from the bed.

“Down the hall.  One of the elders caught him,” the woman replied, approaching the bed before plopping herself down, groaning softly.  She saw Cecelia eyeing her in shock and she gave her a soft smile.  “Some days, I don’t even want to get out of bed to carry around this giant,” she murmured, patting her stomach.

“What is going on?” Cecelia whispered, shaking her head.  “I feel like I’m in the Twilight Zone.  Seriously.”

“It’s a lot to take in, I know,” the woman said, reaching out to pat her hand.  “But I’ll stay here for as long as you like and answer any questions you have.  I know these guys,” she pointed a finger at Rixavox, scowling near the doorway, “aren’t exactly the picture perfect example of communication.”

Cecelia couldn’t help but immediately like the woman, even though she truly had no idea what was going on.  There was something genuine and comforting about her.  Her eyes were soft and bright and she seemed happy.  Completely and utterly happy.

“My name is Kate,” the woman said.  “And this is Rixavox, in case he didn’t introduce himself.”

“Sessela knows my name already,” Rixavox said from the doorway.  Cecelia’s gaze flickered over to him and found he was watching her with his arms crossed over his chest, bunching his biceps.

“Oh, Sessela does, does she?” Kate repeated in a teasing tone, raising an eyebrow at Rixavox over her shoulder.  She turned back to Cecelia and in a conspiratorial loud whisper, so that the Luxirian could hear, said, “Watch out for this one.  He’s a total ladies’ man.  I’ve seen him in action way too many times.”

“Oh,” she murmured, dropping her gaze.  For some reason, that disappointed her.  Hell, judging by the serious chemistry they had going on before Kate walked in, Cecelia couldn’t be too sure that she wouldn’t have been added to his seemingly long list of conquests.  It made her feel…less special.

How crazy and insecure was that?

But she’d never had any luck with men.  She’d always been on the quieter, shy side.  Her cancer certainly hadn’t helped in her early twenties.  And there she was…getting all hot and bothered by an alien player with a silver tongue.

Terrific.

She cleared her throat, her spine straightening, even though her body ached a little from her long visit to the labs.  “My name is Cecelia.”

“Ah,” Kate said, shaking her head with an amused smile.  “Yes, well, Sessela sounded quite exotic.  I was wondering if he’d gotten it right.  They pronounce my name like Kat instead of Kate.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” she replied with a small quirk of her lips.  She tried not to look at Rixavox, still hovering in the doorway.  She didn’t want to give him any ideas because she certainly wasn’t interested in being another notch on his bedpost, even if she was crazily attracted to him.  Besides, she had other more pressing problems.  Those were the things that should be occupying her thoughts.

Kate patted her hand again and said, “I heard you had a little fall in the hallway.  Would you like to rest more before we talk?”

This was her chance to finally get some answers.  There was no way in hell she’d miss out, even if she was tired.  Cecelia shook her head and said, “No, I’d like to talk.”  She couldn’t help her gaze straying to Rixavox this time, wondering if he would be standing there the entire time.  His nipples piercings glinted in the light, catching her attention, and she swallowed hard.

Get yourself together, woman, she chided herself.

Kate noticed her gaze and looked over her shoulder.  “Thank you, Rixavox.  I can take it from here.  I’m sure you must be tired after your time away.”

“I will stay,” Rixavox grunted.

“It’s unnecessary,” Kate said, insisting.  “Vaxa is just down the hall.  Get some rest.  That’s an order, Ambassador.”

Rixavox was clearly torn.  He didn’t move an inch for a moment, as still as a blue-toned marble statue, his eyes never straying from Cecelia.  His attention made her squirm a little.  She was unused to such focus.

Finally, however, he jerked his head before bowing his head slightly and said, “Tev, lavrix’an.”

When he met Cecelia’s gaze again, there was something in his eyes that made her skin prickle with awareness.  She suppressed a pleasurable shiver and quickly glanced down at the furs covering the bed.  She didn’t look up again until she was sure he had left and she counted his heavy footsteps down the hallway until she couldn’t heard them anymore.

“They are all a little intense, aren’t they?” Kate murmured, smiling lightly.  “That’s exactly how Vaxa is.  It was intimidating at first, but they are all just really big softies inside.”

Cecelia almost snorted.  There was nothing soft about that Luxirian.  Instead of commenting on Rixavox, Cecelia questioned, “Vaxa?”

“Yes,” Kate said, touching her hand to her stomach.  Cecelia started, almost forgetting that the woman in front of her was pregnant.  She looked like she was five or six months along.  “Vaxa’an, they call him.  He’s the Prime Leader.  And my mate.”

“Your…mate?”

“It’s a long story,” Kate said, that soft smile touching her pinks lips again.  “But one I think we have time for.”




*     *     *




Rixavox tried to suppress a scowl as he strode further and further away from his mate.  His Instinct yowled inside him, urging him to return to her side, to ensure her safety, to feel her touch.  He could physically perceive the distance between them growing, an unsettling sensation and one he’d never encountered before.  But Kat had ordered him to leave.  And if he disrespected the lavrix’an, he disrespected Vaxa’an, his leader, his brother in war, and his friend.

Sometimes his duty clashed with his desires.  He didn’t like it, but he accepted it, as any trained warrior would.

You will see her again soon, he reminded himself.  Rixavox would escort her to the northern lands, his true home, where he felt most at peace with himself.  He would take her there to help restore her health and strength.  He would do everything in his power to win her over.  He would not think of the possibility that when she was cured of her illness, she would choose to return to her home planet.  For now, he would think of the immediate present.  As a war general and Ambassador to his people, his strength lay in his ability to form and execute plans efficiently and effectively.  In courting his mate, he would do the same.

The mating dance was like war.  One either lost or won.  One was either ravaged or victorious.

Rixavox would do everything in his power to ensure their outcome was the latter.
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“That…” Cecelia started to say, her lips parted, her gaze straying to Kate’s stomach for the millionth time.  She licked her lips, struggling to process everything that the pretty, curvy brunette had just told her.  “That’s…”

“Unbelievable?” Kate finished for her.

“I didn’t mean—”

“That’s okay,” Kate said.  “Trust me, if I was in your shoes listening to my crazy story, I’d probably have the same exact look on my face too.”

“Just to get this straight,” Cecelia murmured slowly, rubbing her brow, “Vaxa won you in his fight at the Pit and took you here, where you’ve become his queen.  And there’s this thing inside him, this force called an Instinct, that basically binds you two together as, as mates.  And now you’re pregnant with his child?”

Kate let out a little chuckle and despite the insane situation Cecelia found herself in, laughing felt like the only response.

“Essentially, yes,” Kate confirmed.

“Okay,” Cecelia murmured, letting out a quick breath.  “Okay.”

“I explained to Vaxa that his participation in the Pit was wrong.  That was why Vaxa ordered a rescue mission for you and the others.  You see, they value women.  They believe that crimes against women are the worst crimes that a male could possibly commit.  Even more so now.”

“Why now?” Cecelia questioned, her mind reeling from the influx of information.

“Because of the Plague.  Their enemies, about ten years ago, or so I gathered, unleashed this virus into Luxiria’s atmosphere.  Many of their women died.  The rest were rendered infertile.”

She took in a sharp breath.

Kate looked down at her stomach and a sad smile crossed her features.  “It was why Vaxa felt he had no choice but to participate in the Pit.  He’d heard a rumor that humans were compatible breeding partners.  He felt it was his duty as Prime Leader to try to save his race from dying out.  It doesn’t make what he did right, but all the same, I’m glad he found me.  And I’m glad that you were all taken from that horrible place, that they reached you in time before…”

Cecelia sobered.  She’d tried to block out her experiences in the Pit.  She hadn’t been there very long before they’d been rescued, but thinking about spending another moment in that dark, filthy room, as they waited to be led into that blazing hot arena, like cows for slaughter, made her feel sick to her stomach.

“So we can trust them?” Cecelia asked softly.  “Because I’ll be honest…I haven’t exactly made up my mind yet.”

“They are trustworthy,” Kate said, serious.  “You will not be mistreated here.  And you will all return home if you wish, I promise.”

“If we wish?” Cecelia asked.  “You think some of us will want to stay?”

Kate let out a soft breath and lifted her shoulders in a very human gesture, a very comforting one.  “Vaxa gave me the choice to leave.  I chose him.  I chose to stay.  Anything is possible.”

Cecelia went quiet, thinking over Kate’s words.  For some reason, her mind flashed briefly to Rixavox, to that intense look on his face that had made her shiver with awareness.  But awareness of what?

And why was she thinking about him?

“It’s quite amazing, isn’t it?” Cecelia said, with a small laugh that filled the room.  “That this is all real, I mean.  It is real, isn’t it?  I’m not completely crazy?”

Kate leaned forward and placed a warm, soft hand on her forearm.  “I can guarantee you, that your time here will be like nothing you could have imagined.”

Cecelia blew out a breath and squeezed Kate’s hand.  “I truly believe that.”

“And, of course, I’ll explain this to the other women, that they don’t need to worry about their future here,” Kate continued.  “I just wanted to come see you first since I understand that you will be leaving shortly with Rixavox.”

Cecelia nibbled on her lip, her heart stuttering at his name and because of her nerves for her impending ‘treatment.’  “Yes.  Possibly tomorrow, I think.”

Kate stood from the bed, righting her weight carefully.  She smiled mischievously.  “I meant what I said.  Watch out for him.  Unless you want to end up like me,” she joked, placing a hand on her stomach.  “Luxirians are…potent.”

Cecelia was struck speechless for a moment as she stared at Kate’s swollen belly.  The intense longing she felt surprised her, because she thought that she’d accepted her body’s limitations.

“I don’t think I have to worry about that,” Cecelia murmured, trying to infuse some lightness into her tone.  “I can’t have children.”

“Oh,” Kate murmured, eyeing her.

“It’s okay though,” Cecelia said carefully, with a well-practiced smile.  “I doubt I’d be a good mother anyways.”

It was one of many excuses she’d always given if the subject came up.  One that rolled off her tongue effortlessly, as though Cecelia herself had even begun to believe it.

Kate studied her closely and Cecelia felt herself squirm a little bit.  But Cecelia didn’t see pity, which was what she always prepared herself for.  Instead, she saw something like understanding.

Softly, Kate said, “Like I said…anything is possible here.”

Cecelia drew in a sharp breath, the words unexpected.  They sparked something in her, something that she hadn’t allowed herself to feel fully for a very long time.  Hope.

Was it possible that she was meant to be in this place?  That everything that had happened to her had led her there for a reason?

No, that was crazy.

Wasn’t it?

Tears welled up in her eyes and Cecelia blinked them away, hoping that Kate wouldn’t see.

It’s just exhaustion, Cecelia told herself.  And feeling overwhelmed.

It took her a moment to compose herself but when she did, Cecelia looked up at Kate and gave her an honest smile.  It was probably the most honest smile she’d given anyone in the past few years.

“Thank you,” was all she said.

Kate nodded at her, holding her gaze for a second more, before turning to the door.  “Now, rest, sweetie,” the woman told her.  “The northern lands are quite far and you’ll need your strength for the trip.  I’ll go speak with the others right now and then check on you before I leave, okay?  You’ll be able to sleep better in here.”

“Okay,” Cecelia said, licking her lips.

Sleep sounded wonderful.  And sure enough, after Kate left and closed the swooshing door behind her, sleep claimed Cecelia quickly.

Her last coherent thought was about Rixavox and that look he’d given her.  It was a look that had made her feel like she was the only woman in the entire world.

Hell, the entire universe…

It haunted her dreams.







SIX







Rixavox woke early the next span.  It had been a restless sleep, tossing beneath the thin furs.  Stolen, disjointed images of Sessela had infiltrated his dreams and more than once, he’d reached out for her, half asleep, only to feel frustration and disappointment and eagerness fill him, knowing that she wasn’t resting safely beside him, but knowing that soon he would be near her again.  He’d dreamed of her voice and he swore that he’d been on the verge of cumming in his sleep more than once.

It was possibly the longest night he’d ever experienced.

He padded to the generous washroom off his sleeping quarters, completely nude, his cock erect and throbbing.  He had heard tales of newly awakened Instincts within Luxirian males.  From those accounts, he knew his cock would be in this state until matehood was consummated.  Briefly, he debated releasing some tension himself, but knew it would be no use.  He wouldn’t fill the aching void until he was joined with his mate, his luxiva.  Rixavox knew this with certainty.

Quickly, he bathed away the night and dressed in his leg coverings and a thin tunic.  His blood had thickened over the rotations in the northern lands.  The heat of the Golden City no longer soothed him, as it did most Luxirians.  Instead, he felt like he was being slowly suffocated.  He longed for the cold bite of Velraxa, her frigid, bracing winds, her silver frosted mountains.

Would Sessela like it there?  Or would it be too harsh for a human female?

He frowned, not liking that he didn’t know.  He would bring up all his extra furs from storage and purchase more for her, if needed.  Velraxa excelled in large game hunting, being so far north, so their furs were highly prized by all Luxirians.  But Rixavox would purchase the absolute best for his luxiva.

And he would line their sleeping platform with the warmest and softest of furs.

He grit his teeth as desire washed over him, anticipation making him antsy.  But then he felt ashamed in himself.  She was sickened with hellixaxava.  His only priority at the moment was to see her healed.  Only after she restored her health would he actively pursue courting her for matehood.

Of course, he might slip every now and again.  Even in that brief, stolen moment at the command center, she’d made him lose all reason.  Would he really be able to keep his hands to himself while she healed?

I must, he resolved, steeling his mind.  He’d been weak the last span, caught unaware by the power of his Instinct.  He would never dishonor her again by acting on his lusts without her encouragement.

Crossing over to a hidden drawer in his sleeping quarters, he popped it open and took out the only personal item he’d brought with him to the Golden City from Velraxa.  The small carving fit easily in his large palm and he curled his fist inward, feeling the smooth edges dig into his flesh.  It was a miniature privixi, carved from the stone of a facev.  Its ears were long and the carving somehow managed to capture its long, soft fur, and its elongated eyes.

His blood brother had given it to him when they’d been youths.  And he kept it to remember.  Grief and horror and longing and happiness swirled within him, as confusing as it was maddening.

He cursed and slowly unclenched his fist, seeing the stone animal carving lying in his palm, as innocent as his brother had been the day he’d given it to him.  Rixavox slipped the carving into the pocket in his leg coverings, tucking it out of sight.

He’d spent the majority of the past ten rotations trying to distance himself from his brother’s past sins, sins that had effected their entire family.  Yet, he still had the memory of his brother, always close.

Looking around his quiet sleeping quarters once more, Rixavox knew he hadn’t left anything else behind.  He would be back to the Golden City soon, to return his luxiva to Privanax for the next stage of her treatment.  He already felt changed, altered, since seeing her.  He wondered how different he would be the next time he stepped foot in his dwelling here.  He wondered if his dreams would come to fruition.  He wondered if when he reached out for her in the night, would she be there, next to him?

Fierce longing made him growl, knowing that he shouldn’t fantasize about things that might never come true.  It would only set him up for disappointment.

He couldn’t help it though.  Not many Luxirian males found their fated mates, the rarest of all mating partnerships.  The Fates had blessed him, for whatever reason.

Rixavox left his dwelling shortly after, boarding his hovercraft on the terrace outside, before shooting it up into the sky with a gentle hum.  He set his destination towards the research labs, knowing that he would need to meet with Privanax once more before he escorted Sessela to Velraxa.  From the compartment on his hovercraft, he pulled out his heavy fur coverings, readying them for his human female so that she would be warm enough for their journey.

Privanax was waiting near the entrance of the labs, as if expecting his arrival.  His face was grim, but then again, it almost always was, so Rixavox paid him no mind.  When he landed his hovercraft, black sand billowing out beneath it, covering the healer’s dark boots, Rixavox hopped down and nodded his head in greeting.

“Is she ready?” he asked, trying to keep his voice level.  The healer already suspected that Rixavox’s Instinct had awakened for her.  No need to give him full confirmation.

“Tev.  She is at the command center with the Prime Leader and Kat.  She wished to speak with the other females, to say her ‘goodbyes,’ whatever that means,” the healer said, eyeing him closely.

Rixavox immediately craned his head in the direction of the command center, not far from the research labs, as if he would be able to see her from there.  “I will go to her then.”

“Ambassador,” Privanax called, stopping him from returning to his hovercraft.  He held up a tool he recognized, one for scanning the body.  It had been used on him many times so that the healer could monitor his health, especially after a prolonged battle off planet.  “Once a span, you will use this on her and send me the findings through the Coms.  Remind me which healer is based at Velraxa.”

“Kirzalla,” Rixavox replied.

Privanax scowled and Rixavox almost smirked, wondering if the rumors were true about the two healers once being pleasure partners when they’d been younger.  If they had been, it seemed that their partnering had not ended well.

“Fine.  I will make contact with her after you depart with the human female.  I will tell her what to expect and send over my findings.  She can aid you if you need assistance.”

Rixavox took the scanner from Privanax and placed it safely in the hovercraft compartment, packing it in so it would not get damaged from their journey.

Rixavox boarded his hovercraft, revving the power.  Before he departed, however, Privanax caught his attention when he pulled a small bracelet from his tunic pocket.  The healer seemed slightly uncomfortable as he handed it up to Rixavox.

“What is this?” Rixavox asked him, peering down at the metal bracelet.

Privanax pressed his lips together, his jaw tightening, which only increased Rixavox’s curiosity.

“The lavrix’an asked for this before her and the Prime Leader departed for their mating ceremony.  She was concerned about becoming pregnant.”

“She did not want offspring?” Rixavox asked, surprise in his tone.

“Nix.  Not that soon.  This was supposed to help stop conception…but the Fates decided for her in the end.”

Rixavox’s breath went short when he understood why Privanax was giving this to him.

“Perhaps humans need more time in matters such as these,” Privanax continued slowly.  “Regardless, it would be best for her, and her health, that she does not become heavy with offspring at this time.”

Rixavox went still, looking down at the healer with a cold gaze before thrusting the metal band back at him with force.  Privanax took it with surprise.

“Despite what you may think of me, healer,” Rixavox said slowly, “I am an honorable Luxirian warrior.  I am not a beast, bent to the will of my Instinct.  And as the Ambassador of Velraxa and a war general of Luxiria, on my honor, her safety and well-being is my only priority until she is returned to your care.  I swear this on the Fates.”

Privanax shocked him with a glare.  “With all due respect, Ambassador, I know of your reputation.  Rumor has it that you’ve mated half of the remaining female population on Luxiria and only the Fates know how many more off planet.”

“You will watch your tongue, healer,” Rixavox said, his voice deadly quiet.

Privanax seemed to remember himself, to remember his rank, because he inclined his head down, although begrudgingly.  He remained silent.

Rixavox called on his warrior training to calm the quiet rage that was building, building.  Mostly, it was rage at himself because he knew that the healer had a right to be concerned, had a right to question.  Rixavox had dealt with his brother’s exile and his parents’ subsequent deaths with mating and pleasure drugs and war.  It was all he’d known for the past ten rotations.

But his life had literally changed in one span.  He would never be that warrior again.  Not even if Sessela rejected his courtship, not even if she chose to return to Earth.  Because he would know what he was missing.  He would know that nothing could ever replace a fated mate.

“Have you ever seen your mate, Privanax?” Rixavox asked, the hum of the hovercraft drowning his words.  “Your one mate that the Fates have gifted you above all else?”

“Nix,” Privanax admitted, raising his gaze slightly, his jaw still set in defiance.

“Then you understand nothing.  Words cannot and will not ever explain it,” Rixavox told him, holding his gaze.  “Think what you will of me.  You will not be the first to judge.  But know this: there is a reason why Vaxa’an chose me as an Ambassador, why he befriended me all those rotations ago during warrior training.  Tev, I have a reputation, but I am also loyal to those I trust and I keep my word, no matter what.  So take my word on this, Privanax, and trust it.  She will be cured of her hellixaxava before we ever consummate our matehood.  If we ever do,” he forced himself to add, even though it tasted like rancid brew on his tongue.

Privanax held his gaze and Rixavox had the stray thought that the older Luxirian should have continued with his warrior training instead of leaving to become a healer.  He would have made a damn good warrior.

Privanax finally jerked his head in a nod.  “I will trust that you keep your word, Ambassador.”

Rixavox didn’t know why the healer’s opinion mattered to him in that moment.  But it released a weight off his shoulders and he tilted his head down in acceptance.

Gruffly, he said, “I will contact you through the Coms when we arrive at Velraxa.”

Rixavox didn’t wait for the healer to reply.  Instead, he guided his hovercraft off the ground and shot off towards the command center, towards his mate, towards his future.







SEVEN







“Are you sure about this?” Lainey asked, her gaze flickering to the door that Cecelia was currently making her way towards.  She’d told the group about her cancer, about how Privanax believed he could heal her, and that she would be leaving them for a short time.  She’d already said her goodbyes to most of the women in the group, trying to reassure them since many had expressed their doubt.

Lainey, true to form, was expressing hers the loudest.

Cecelia was resolute as she stopped just in front of the closed swooshing door.  Kate and her towering Luxirian mate, Vaxa, were waiting just beyond it, ready to see her off to these northern lands.

“It’s not like I’m leaving for good, Lainey,” Cecelia said, turning towards the redhead once more.  She tried to make her smile seem nonchalant.  “I think I’ll only be gone a week or so.  It depends.”

“What if this is just some set-up?” Lainey questioned, frowning.  “What if it’s just a ruse?  And what about this Kate chick?  I mean, we don’t know if she’s telling the truth.  This could just be a severe case of Stockholm Syndrome!  They probably brainwashed her or something.”

Cecelia sighed.  “She sounded perfectly sane to me yesterday.  And she really does seem happy.  Who are we to judge what she chose?  And you know you sound crazy, right?”

Lainey made a sound in the back of her throat.  “Okay, fine, a little crazy, yes.  But I’m just trying to look out for you.”

Cecelia felt tears prick the backs of her eyes.  Strangely enough, she’d never really had this many people looking out for her.  She was having trouble handling it all.

“I need to do this,” Cecelia finally told her, reaching out to take her hand and giving it a slight squeeze.  “If there’s the slightest chance this could work…”

“I know, I know,” Lainey said softly, shoulders sagging.

“Thank you though,” Cecelia murmured.  Over Lainey’s shoulder, she could see the rest of the women watching them from the fire pit.  “For looking out for me.”

Lainey let out a soft breath and nodded.  “Take care of yourself.  And hey, if these sacred pools are as good as this doctor claims, bottle some up for me, okay?”

“Lainey,” Cecelia said, bursting into a small, unexpected laugh.

“Just a small bottle,” Lainey insisted, “like travel-sized.  Nothing crazy.”

Cecelia knew there was a reason why she liked Lainey, even though many of the others didn’t.

She pulled the redhead into a hug and said, “See you in a week.”

“Good luck,” Lainey murmured before pulling away and letting go of her hand.  Cecelia gave her a small smile and the rest of the women a small wave before she knocked on the door and it swooshed open to reveal Kate and Vaxa.

They stepped back so she could step out.  And then the door closed behind her.

“All ready?” Kate asked, smoothing a hand down her mate’s arm.

Cecelia hoped she hadn’t heard what Lainey said and nodded, “Yeah.  I’m ready.”

Just as she said the words, her skin tingled, a familiar yet new sensation.  With a small intake of breath, she turned her head down the hallway and saw him approaching, his footsteps growing heavier and heavier as he came closer and closer.

He was dressed in a thin grey tunic today instead of sporting his bare chest and glinting nipple piercings.  Cecelia didn’t know if she was relieved or disappointed and settled on a little of both.  His face was composed of serious, harsh lines, but he was just as handsome and masculine as she remembered.  His eyes gleamed under the bright lights and his scaled, shimmering skin took on a blue tint to match.

Rixavox stopped in front of her, bowing his head slightly to Kate and Vaxa before turning his gaze onto her.

“The hovercraft is prepared.  Have you said your…goodbyes?” he pronounced slowly, as if unsure how to say the word.

Cecelia’s lips quirked slightly before she sobered, Kate’s warning flooding her mind.  Don’t even think about getting involved with someone like him, she reminded herself.

Nodding, she said, “Yes.”

“Let us depart,” Rixavox said in response, standing aside and letting her walk past.

For some reason, his massive height was just now registering with her.  Yesterday, she’d fainted before he got close enough and when she woke up…well, she’d been sitting on the bed.  Now, she was standing next to him and realized that she didn’t even come up to the middle of his chest.  He was well over seven feet.

More importantly, she didn’t know why this fact made her feel…aroused.

Cecelia almost groaned, trying to ignore her treacherous, confused body, and she quickly passed him before he could smell her.  Which, as he’d informed her yesterday, he could, adding insult to the injury.

She made quick work of the hall, refusing to stop to catch her breath.  Not only could she hear Rixavox behind her, stomping away in his boots, she could feel him.  She didn’t know what the hell was happening to her, but she chalked it up to strange alien planet atmosphere.

The heat of Luxiria smacked her in the face when she stepped out into the open air.  It was early morning and the twins suns were almost level with the distant black mountains.  She could only appreciate the planet’s beauty briefly before a sweat broke out over her body, making her wish she’d stayed inside.  God, how could they deal with this heat?  And why wasn’t Kate as affected by it?  Surely, this couldn’t just be the effects of her returning cancer.

Cecelia jumped when she felt a palm on her back and she whipped her head around to see Rixavox frowning down at her.  His touch made goosebumps spread over her skin and her nipples tightened to sharp peaks underneath her fresh tunic.

She watched as his pupils flared, his nostrils widening at the very base, before he seemed to shake himself out of it.  He guided her forward to the hovercraft and she squeaked when he easily lifted her up and set her down on the metal flooring.  He pulled himself up behind her, his wide palm lingering on her waist.

Rixavox said something in Luxirian to Vaxa over his shoulder and the Prime Leader jerked his head in a nod.  Kate came forward and handed up the small black sack that she’d been carrying.

“Food,” Kate explained when Cecelia gave her a curious look.  “So you don’t get hungry.  Luxirians can go a while without eating, but I figured you’d need something for the journey.”

Cecelia accepted it with gratitude, although her appetite had rapidly been diminishing lately.  She didn’t know how much of it she would actually eat.  Nonetheless, Cecelia lifted a trembling hand to Kate, who stood back with her mate and gave her a comforting smile.  Her hand was lying on her enlarged belly and Cecelia couldn’t help but remember what the other woman said…about how humans and Luxirians were biologically compatible and how anything was possible.

Swallowing hard, she snuck a look at Rixavox who was standing at the controls of the hovercraft, his legs braced and spread wide.

The hovercraft lifted off the ground and she quickly reached out a hand to the side, steadying herself even though the ascent was relatively smooth.

Rixavox looked over his shoulder at her and held out a hand.  “Come, Sessela.”

Slowly, as if approaching a fierce, hungry lion, she did as he asked and she gave a little gasp when he pulled her close, her back to his chest, the control panel laid out before her.

“W-what are you—” she started to ask but, more quickly than she could anticipate, Rixavox revved the hovercraft and they were hurtling into the sky.  Cecelia let out a small shriek, her heart in her throat.  Her dark hair whipped over her eyes, but the warm breeze felt amazing at the faster speed.

She felt Rixavox’s chest rumble before she heard his deep voice next to her ear.  “Are you well, Sessela?”

Cecelia felt heat creep into her cheeks and her throat went tight.  God, he sounded amazing, like pure sin drizzled in dark desire.  His chest was rock hard against her back and she remembered his ripped, scarred, broad body from yesterday, every muscle chiseled to perfection.

“Y-yes,” she said, raising her voice slightly so he could hear her over the rush of wind.  “I’m fine.”

Chancing a peek over the edge of the hovercraft, she swallowed as a shot of adrenaline spiked through her system.  They were up high.  Very, very high.  She craned her head to see around Rixavox’s body and she could see the place where she’d been staying, but it was already a dark metal speck in the distance.  How fast can this thing go? she wondered.

It was like flying in an open air plane, standing up, while going at lightening speeds, but she adapted quickly.  Rixavox didn’t seem concerned, so she figured it was safe.  Shortly, Cecelia managed to calm her racing heart and she asked, “How far do we have to travel?”

“Half of a span,” he replied.  “I will put the cold shield up later, which will slow our pace.”

Half a day?

Hopefully I won’t have to pee, she thought.

They traveled in silence for a long time and gradually continued their ascent until they were level with the mountain tops.  It felt considerably cooler than down below and for that, Cecelia was thankful.  Sweat no longer beaded her forehead and she could take a breath without feeling like hot bricks of air were being shoved down her throat.

Eventually, Rixavox leveled out the hovercraft and his arms on her loosened.  Cecelia took that to mean she could step away but for some reason, her feet didn’t want to move.  He was warm and smelled like rain and it had been a long, long time since she’d had a man’s arms around her.  She allowed herself a brief moment of weakness, to savor the closeness of another.

“Do you wish to rest, Sessela?” he asked her, his chest vibrating against her back.

And she really, really liked the way he said her name.  It was so damn charming.

Swallowing, she told herself she should step away.  Maybe he was trying to politely direct her away from him.

She could take a hint.

“No,” she murmured, ducking under his arm, and scooting out of the way.  She was strangely tired of sleeping.  She’d slept most of the day yesterday and the entire night, even though it had been interrupted with vivid, jarring dreams.  Besides, when would she ever experience something like this again?  It was like having her own private tour of Luxiria and she intended to see it all.  “I’ll just, uh, sit over here.”

His blue eyes tracked her as she nestled herself down close to the edge of the hovercraft.  She laid her arms on the metal barrier and rested her chin there, so she’d get the best view below.

Admittedly, it was hard to see details from how high up they were, but Cecelia could still appreciate the rolling black sand hills, the jagged mountains and the golden light that lit up the dark landscape.  Behind her, Rixavox was silent and he remained that way for quite some time.

Eventually, the black sand gave way to large jungles of…trees.  Or at least what she believed to be trees.  They were tall and skinny and white, making them easy to spot.  Then she spied sparkling pink bodies of water, so glossy that they almost looked like spills of oil.  When they passed over a giant mountain range that must’ve stretched hundreds of miles in both directions—so far that she couldn’t see where it ended—she could only feel a dizzying sense of awe.  Everything was overwhelming.  At times, she didn’t even believe her own eyes.

The mountain range seemed to act like a barrier for the Luxirian heat, because a few minutes after passing over it, she noticed the sudden chill that swept through the hovercraft.  The skies seemed darker past it too and heavy dark grey clouds loomed overhead.

So strange, she thought, craning her neck to look up at the sky.  The twin suns were barely visible now but the cold air felt amazing on her skin.

The longer they traveled, the colder it got, however.

Soon, it was a little too cold.  When she wrapped her arms around herself, Rixavox finally spoke.

“Come, Sessela,” he called over the loud, rushing wind, repeating his words from earlier.  Cecelia slowly rose from the ground, hissing a little when her joints ached.  How long had she been sitting?

As she approached, Rixavox grabbed a fur blanket that had been tucked away in a corner and immediately wrapped it around her, before encircling her once more in his arms.  It was the same position they’d started out in and Cecelia let out a little sigh as warmth seeped back into her bones.  She suspected she was running a slight fever, but the heat felt too good.

“I apologize, female,” Rixavox murmured next to her ear, running his hand down her blanket-covered arm.  Cecelia shivered at his touch.  “We cannot use the cold shield for a little while longer or it will drain the fuel too much.”

“It’s okay,” she said, glancing up at him briefly.  His eyes looked almost navy blue in the dark light.  “I’ll be fine in this.”

Hesitantly, she wondered if she should move away again, but when she made the move to do so, his arms tightened around her.

“Nix,” he said, his voice dropping to an even deeper tone, as if the word had been torn from his throat. “I wish to warm you.”

Cecelia held her breath at his words, staring forward into the vast expanse of Luxiria, but she didn’t see much.

Even in her limited experience, she knew that his words would’ve been the human equivalent of flirting.  He held her against him tightly, as if afraid she would leave.  Yet, he’d hinted earlier that she should move away and he hadn’t spoken to her at all during the first part of the journey.

It was confusing.  What was even more confusing was why she was overanalyzing it in the first place.  She’d told herself not to get involved, but it seemed that her body, judging by the way it perked up at his touch like a dog expecting a treat, was ignoring her mind’s wishes.

What the hell? she wondered, dazed, and not for the first time.  Something was going on with her.  She didn’t know what, but did she really want to spend the mental energy trying to figure it out?

Instead, she did as he asked and stayed in his arms.

She told herself it was because she got a better view of Luxiria from the control console.

Truthfully, she stayed in his arms because he felt good.

And because she damn well wanted to.







EIGHT







Rixavox struggled.

Oh, how he struggled…

He’d completed Luxirian military training, which was regarded as the most grueling and intense of all the training traditions in their Quadrant.  It was why Luxirian warriors were widely sought after during times of war and battle…because they were simply the best.  And with good reason.

He’d endured extreme heat and extreme cold on strange, alien planets during his mercenary rotations.  He’d endured whips and blade and burns and poisonous atmosphere and a torture session or two when he’d allowed himself to be captured by enemies for strategic purposes.

Yet, nothing was more unbearable than feeling his mate’s lush body pressed into him and not being able to do anything about it.

Rixavox knew he was a glutton for pleasure.  Sex was one of his weaknesses, as it was for all Luxirians.  They were a hedonistic race and they made no apologies about it.

They were also an honorable race.  They believed in loyalty and honesty and truth.  Deceit and lying took too much energy better spent on other pursuits.

He’d given Privanax his word as a Luxirian warrior that he would not have sex with his fated mate during her stay at Velraxa…until she was cured of her hellixaxava.  It was perhaps the hardest oath he’d ever given, but he knew that her health was a priority.

And he would stick to his word, just as any Luxirian warrior would.  But it would be one of the hardest things he’d ever do.

Hell, a part of him still doubted that he’d be able to keep his treacherous hands off her, mostly because he was constantly at war with his Instinct over the matter.  He’d never felt this out of control over his own actions before.

“Are Luxirians always this quiet?”

His female’s sinful voice teased him, jarring him from his thoughts.  His cock pulsed in his leg coverings, as it had been doing the entire span.  He’d tried to keep his lower half from touching her, just in case she got frightened like she had the previous span at the command center.  He didn’t want to misread a situation again with her, so he erred on the side of caution.

“Quiet?” he grunted, trying not to inhale her tantalizing scent.  The time he spent in her company, which would be a lot until he returned her to the Golden City, would be a test of his control.  He might as well get used to it.

“You don’t talk much,” she pointed out.  “All Luxirians don’t seem to talk much actually.”

“I have not heard you speak much,” he said.

“Well, it might be a very one-sided conversation,” she said, a strange, almost teasing lilt in her voice.

Did humans males speak a lot?  Did she find him…lacking in his way?

He frowned.  “You wish to speak?”

“No, I was simply wondering…” she murmured, trailing off.  “Never mind.  Just ignore me.”

Her dismissal didn’t sit well with him.  He felt like he was failing her in some way.  When the silence stretched on, he found himself murmuring, “Are you hungry?  Do you wish to eat?”

He felt her shake her head against the middle of his chest.  “No, I’m not hungry.”

“How often must humans eat?” he wondered, trying to think back to when Kat would take her meals and how much she ate at each one.  He hadn’t particularly taken notice before and he chastised himself for it now.

“Typically?” she asked, cocking her head to the side.  “It depends on the…human, I guess.  Usually three times a day, sometimes more, sometimes less.”

That many meals? he wondered, tugging at one of his horns.  A peculiar feeling of shame crept over him.  He had no idea how to provide for her.

“Lately, I haven’t had much of an appetite,” she admitted slowly, her voice low, as if her words displeased her.

“You must eat,” Rixavox grunted, tapping the controls so that the hovercraft would pilot itself for a short while, allowing him to care for his female.  “Come.”

“You say that a lot you know,” she grumbled, exhaling a long breath.

Rixavox turned her around in his arms so he could look down at her pleasing face.  Her grey eyes stared up at him and despite the chill in the air, her cheeks were tinged pink.  His Instinct started to rouse within him to its full power, but he tried his hardest to tamp it back down into place.  He was in control, not his Instinct.  He needed to remember that if he would get through his time spent with her.

Still, he found his hand lingering on her waist and he had no intention of removing it.  Not yet, at least.

“What do I say?” he questioned, his voice lowering, his tone becoming as gravelly and rough as the black sand that covered most of his planet.

“Come,” she said softly, her eyes locked onto his.  Her cheeks turned that alluring color again, deepening the pink that already brushed her skin.

His cock pulsed against his lower hip and he shifted uncomfortably, feeling her soft word dance over him like a touch.  Torture.  This was torture, he realized.  He’d never known what true torture was.

If he was not a Luxirian warrior, not an Ambassador, or a war general, she would be on her hands and knees right there on the hovercraft.  Her tunic would be bunched around her slim waist, or even bundled up and discarded on the cold, metal floor.  He was be rutting her from behind like a crazed animal because that was what his Instinct fantasized about.  She would be thrashing and moaning her pleasure underneath him and he would spend his seed deep within her womb, planting their offspring in her body.

Rixavox began to purr, the image almost too tempting, too right to resist.  That heady lush smell that he’d thought was her arousal the span before rushed into his nostrils, making them flare.

Rixavox hissed and turned away, his muscles trembling from his need.  Blindly, he searched for the pouch that Kat had handed his female before they departed, trying to clear that smell from his mind before he did something he couldn’t come back from.

He located the pouch and pulled the contents from within.  Dried trixava meat mostly.  He frowned, wishing his female could have something more fresh and appetizing, but he knew that these were travel rations and nothing more.  Fresh meat wouldn’t keep well during their half-span journey.

He opened his mouth to say the very word she’d accused him of saying too much…so he snapped his jaw and decided on, “You should eat.  It will strengthen you.”

His female was watching him, clutching the fur he’d wrapped around her small body.  She was beautiful to him, but compared to Kat’s body, it became apparent that Sessela was undernourished, something he intended to rectify during her stay at Velraxa.

“Alright,” she murmured, approaching.  She glanced back over her shoulder at the controls and asked, “It will be okay without you?  It is safe?”

“Tev,” he murmured, inclining his head.  His hand found her waist again, guiding her to the ground to a sitting position, unable to help himself from touching her.  “I would do nothing to endanger you.  You are safe with me.”

Her lips parted slightly and she cast her gaze down at the dried meat he’d laid out for her.

“For some reason, I believe that,” she said, her voice barely a whisper over the wind.

Sessela’s words pleased him and his chest puffed out slightly, his spine straightening.

He sank down next to her, his back against the sharp edge of the hovercraft, trying to block at least some of the wind from cutting her.  Rixavox nudged her closer until her thigh was touching his, testing his own self-control.

He held a long strip of dried trixava before her lips and her gaze flickered to it before eyeing him.

She cleared her throat.  “Aren’t you hungry?  You should eat this.”

A part of him felt insulted.  As if any Luxirian would eat before his mate was satisfied.  He almost snorted, the idea was so ridiculous to him.

She does not know the ways of our people, he reminded himself.

Slowly, he murmured, “Nix.  You eat this.  You eat first.  Always.”

Before she could say anything else, he tore off a small, bite-sized piece of trixava and pressed it softly to her lips.  Slowly, while watching him, Sessela parted her mouth and Rixavox’s pupils dilated at the sight of her pink, slick tongue.

He swallowed his groan as she ate the piece.  Rapt, he watched her delicate jaw flex as she chewed.

Swiftly, he tore off another piece and this time, Sessela seemed more shy as he tried to coax her into eating again.

“I can feed myself,” she murmured.  “You don’t have to—”

“I wish to,” he said, voice thick.  “It…pleases me.”

Sessela’s breath caught in her throat, her eyes widening as they looked at each other.  A purr started rumbling in his chest when she slowly leaned forward and accepted the second piece of food.

They continued like this until half of the dried meat was gone and she was beginning to protest that she was full.  Only then did Rixavox finish off their rations.

When she shivered underneath the fur, Rixavox looked over the side of the hovercraft but saw they were only in the Nevrilla province.  He couldn’t activate the cold shield quite yet, so instead, he reached for her and tucked her against his body.  She gave a quiet, surprised squeak when her back made contact with his chest but Rixavox couldn’t help but think that she fit perfectly between his thighs.  He brought his knees up to help shield her sides from the cold and wrapped his arms just below her breasts, bringing her even closer.

He felt her blow out a long breath but eventually, her tense muscles relaxed against him as heat seeped into her.  A constant purr was rumbling from his throat but Rixavox didn’t care to try to keep silent.  She didn’t seem to mind it.

“It is very cold where I live,” he found himself murmuring down to her.  “I hope Privanax was not wrong about the climate for your body.  But I do have many furs to keep you warm.”

Even as a slight shiver racked her body, she replied, “It is better being cold than being hot.”

He chortled and the noise shocked him.  He didn’t remember the last time he’d laughed.  “Many Luxirians would disagree with you.  We like the heat.”

“Then why do you live in such a cold place?” she questioned.  “Wouldn’t you rather be back in that sweltering city?”

He didn’t quite understand what ‘sweltering’ meant, but he could understand her meaning.

“It is my duty,” he said, trying not to let his hardened cock touch her lower back.  It was difficult, however, given their position.  He couldn’t control his body’s reaction around her.  “I oversee the Velraxa outpost.  Its inhabitants are my responsibility and I have learned to like the cold.  The Golden City is too warm for my blood now.  I doubt I could ever live there permanently again.”

“Are there many Luxirians that live there?  In…Velraxa?”

“Tev.  Not as many as the Golden City.  But many outposts have a significant population.”

“There are more outposts, you mean?  Like mini cities, spread across the planet?”

“Mini cities?” he questioned, his language implant drawing a blank.  “There are six other outposts.  Each has a specific purpose.  Velraxa is mostly comprised of hunters.  We hunt the larger game in the northern lands and disperse it around Luxiria.  Another outpost, to the west, mines crystals.  We use it for fuel to power our vessels and these hovercrafts.  Every outpost contributes in some way.”

“And who lives all the way out here?” she asked, nudging her head to the expanse beyond the hovercraft.

“In Nevrilla?  No Luxirian lives here.  Most of our planet is uninhabited.  These are the wild lands.”

“That’s kind of scary,” she commented, tilting her head to look back at him.  His eyes caught on her soft lips and he watched as her tongue darted out to wet them.  Rixavox inhaled sharply, but tried to focus on her words as a distraction.  “I mean, what if your hovercraft ran out of fuel?  Or broke down?  What would you do?”

He shrugged.  “Warriors are skilled in survival.  I would reach Velraxa eventually.”

A slight chuckle sounded from her throat and Rixavox tensed, feeling it wash over him like a balm.  Next to the sound of his female’s voice, it was the second most pleasing sound he’d ever heard in his entire life span.  His purr intensified.

She was shaking her head when her laugh ended.  “I have a feeling you have an answer for everything.”

“I do,” he said, edging on arrogance.  “I am a war general and an Ambassador of Luxiria.  My duty is to have the answer for everything.”

She turned slightly in his arms and it pleased him that she no longer seemed shy about being there.

“That must get tiring,” she murmured softly.

Rixavox blinked, his brow furrowing slightly.  Yes, he wanted to say, it is tiring.

But he didn’t.  He’d never told any living soul that before.  Instead, he said carefully, “It is an honor to serve Luxiria in this way.”

His sire had been a crystal miner.  Rixavox had decided early on that he had wanted to be a warrior, to complete the training, which his sire had not.  Many on his outpost, including his own family unit, knew of his ambitions, but could never have guessed how successful he would be.  Ambassadors, even war generals, usually came from long lines of warrior families.  There was a hierarchy.  And yet, Rixavox, who came from the miner outpost, whose own father had dropped out of warrior training, had ascended the ranks quickly.

His own brother had almost ruined everything for him, however.  When news of his crime and his exile spread, many questioned whether Rixavox should remain in the position.  The elders had demanded that the Prime Leader strip him of his rank, thinking him tainted.  But Vaxa’an had held strong, even though Rixavox had told him he would resign.

And every span, Rixavox tried to prove to Luxiria that he deserved his position.  That was why he never showed weakness, never showed how exhausting it could be, constantly worrying, constantly planning, constantly traveling.

For once, he wanted to be still.  He just wanted peace.

“Rest,” he finally murmured, feeling her hair tickle underneath his jaw.  “We still have a long way to travel.”

And as he looked down at the human female cradled in his arms, feeling her weight and warmth against him, he knew he had finally found what he had been secretly searching for.







NINE







Cecelia woke abruptly when Rixavox hoisted her up in his arms.

Her throat felt scratchy and her eyes stung when she blinked them open.  She saw that it was dark outside, even though she’d assumed they would be arriving at their destination around the middle of the afternoon.  Overhead, she saw black clouds, fogging the sky.  For a moment, she thought something was wrong.  Why was it so dark?

But then she heard Rixavox murmur down to her, “We have arrived at Velraxa, female.  I did not mean to wake you.”

Cecelia tried to shake the fog that wrapped around her sleepy brain, but found that her body relaxed even more at Rixavox’s voice.  For once, she didn’t question why she reacted this way with him.  She didn’t know why his presence was a comfort, like a warm blanket on a snowy winter day.  Instead, she accepted it, if only for a little while.  She was just too tired to fight it.

She perceived him walking.  She felt the vibration of his strong stride in her back.  She was cradled in his arms and she let herself rest her forehead against his chest.

It was cold, she realized belatedly, but his body was warm.  He’d draped a heavy fur over her and she snuggled more deeply inside, letting her eyes flutter closed.  She lolled in and out of sleep, only half awake, dreaming for brief stretches before resurfacing.

Suddenly, she heard a creak, like a heavy oak door being opened on rusty hinges.  When she opened her eyes, she saw it wasn’t an oak door, but a stone one.  Rixavox shouldered it open and then shoved it closed when they stepped across the threshold.

It was dark, wherever they were.  The air felt still, like it had been waiting.  Rixavox tinkered with something in the entryway and then a gentle golden glow illuminated the room.  Cecelia squinted against the light, but saw that they were in a house.  Rixavox’s house?

It must be, she decided, eyelids lowering again.  The house smelled like him and she couldn’t stop herself from taking a deep lungful of air.  It smelled so wonderful that it made her dizzy.

He began walking again.  While it was still chilly inside the house, it was much, much warmer than the outside.

“Is this where you live?” she found herself whispering, trapped once again between sleep and reality.

“Tev,” was the response she received.

“Do you live here alone?”

A slight pause, before he said, “Tev.”

“I figured,” she murmured back.

“Why?” he asked softly, more softly than she’d ever heard his voice.

“Because it’s much too quiet.”

He didn’t say anything to that and she slipped back under for a brief moment.  She woke again when Rixavox lowered her body onto a comfortable fur-lined pallet on the floor of what she could only assume was a bedroom.  And, strangely enough, once again, she didn’t feel threatened.  She felt it in her chest that he wouldn’t do anything to her.  It was maddening, but she physically felt the truth of it.  An odd sensation…

“Frixavir,” he said down to her, his voice gruffer now.  She felt his broad, calloused palm stroke her forehead once.  “Rest, Sessela,” he translated.

As if Rixavox controlled her body, she did as he commanded.




*     *     *




Rixavox sat on the edge of his sleeping platform, his knees tucked against his chest, watching his luxiva, his fated mate, sleep.  Nothing had ever felt more right.  Nothing had ever felt so natural.

Yet, he couldn’t touch her.  Not in the way he wanted.  She would be his ward only, to protect and to heal, until she was returned safely to the Golden City.  Here, she slept on his sleeping platform, her dark hair against the soft furs of beasts he’d hunted himself, her scent mingling with his own, his Instinct on the verge of madness, and he could only watch from a distance.

Perhaps it wasn’t so natural after all.  Perhaps this was the most unnatural thing he’d ever experienced.

She’d spoken to him as he’d carried her to his quarters.  She said it was quiet, that he must live alone.  He didn’t know why those words struck something in him.  He had never given too much thought about his mostly solitary life, interrupted only by pleasure partners and battles and long journeys to and from the Golden City.

Yes, his dwelling had always seemed quiet to him.  He thought that he hadn’t minded.  But having his luxiva in his home—their home—was…something indescribable.  It was something he thought he’d never experience.  It was a…fullness, an answer to a long-asked question.

Even though Rixavox wished to watch over her as she slept, he knew he had matters to attend to, like informing Vaxa’an that he’d arrived back at Velraxa.  He’d also promised to contact Privanax.  He would let his luxiva rest for now, but later that night, they would travel to the Rillirax, the sacred pools of the northern lands to begin her cleansing.

The sooner, the better, he thought, touching her forehead once more.  She seemed warm.  Too warm.  With regret, he drew the furs away from her, hating that she would feel the bitter cold that seeped into the dwelling.  But her body was overheated.  He couldn’t risk it.

It was harder than he expected to leave her side and he did so with gritted teeth and a furious Instinct.  But he had a duty…and he’d never hated that duty more fiercely than in that moment.

First, he informed the Velraxa inhabitants that he had returned through the Coms.  When the suns rose the next span, he would hold a council for any Luxirians that wished to voice a problem or concern, which he did every half lunar cycle.  While no Luxirian could disturb him at his dwelling without invitation, at least his outpost would know that he was in residence once more.  As per Vaxa’an’s orders, he intended to keep Sessela’s presence a secret.  All the outposts already knew of Vaxa’an’s human fated mate.  There had been unrest in some outposts, mostly by warriors, old and young, who did not believe that they should pollute the strong Luxirian blood.

The unrest had been dealt with swiftly, but Rixavox feared that the animosity still remained among a few.  The other concern was that desperate Luxirians would try to force a fated bonding.  Luxirian females, those that survived the Plague, could no longer bear young.  Their race was in the midst of a precarious time in their long history.  Many males, Rixavox included, had abandoned the thought of siring young.  Unless their researchers found a cure for their females infertility, no full-blooded Luxirian would ever be born again.

Many struggled with this fact, evidenced by the small rebellions that Vaxa’an had had to crush already.  The rebellions wouldn’t change their new reality.  Luxirians would need to adapt, to continue their race with another species, or they would die out.  It was simple.

Not for the first time, Rixavox imagined young.  Children were a possibility now, an unfathomable thought.

Nix, he berated himself again.  He should not entertain hopes that depended on many outcomes.  Siring young with his mate was a distant dream, a fantasy.  She could still choose to leave Luxiria, after all, once she was healed.

With a growl, Rixavox paced the floor next to his fire pit.  When he felt calm enough again, when he banished the fear that his luxiva might not accept him, he made contact with Vaxa’an and Privanax, informing them both of their successful journey and his plans for Sessela.  Afterwards, he contacted the small Velraxa council for any updates while he’d been away.

Besides a small scuffle over a higher priced fur in the bazaar, nothing too concerning had happened, which was a relief.  His priority was Sessela’s health and now he would be able to dedicate more of his time to her if Velraxa was running smoothly.

Outside his dwelling, over the loud shrill of the winds, he heard the faint hum of a hovercraft landing on the terrace.

Vrax, he cursed silently, striding to the door.  If it was who he thought it was, there was a chance his luxiva would be discovered.

Levrix was waiting for him when he forced open his door, feeling a slash of wind hit his face.  Levrix brushed past him before Rixavox could turn her away.

“I will not entertain you,” Rixavox said in Luxirian quietly, feeling annoyance claw up his chest.  Not an unfamiliar feeling when Levrix was involved, but usually it was drowned by mating lust.

“Why not?” Levrix asked, cocking her head to the side.  She was beautiful, one of about eighty remaining Luxirian females within mating age.  While Rixavox had always told her that a mating bond was out of the question, they had still enjoyed one another’s company more often than not.  Levrix didn’t get jealous over Rixavox’s other pleasure partners either, which had worked well for their tidy arrangement.

Instead of the usual intrigue and sizzle of attraction he felt for her, all he felt now was a slight sickness, a dread.  His Instinct was physically repelled by the scent of another female.

Fates, he thought, shaking his head.  This is my reality now.  The only female in his life would be the human sleeping just a short distance away.

Unable to help himself, Rixavox’s gaze flickered to the hallway that led to his sleeping quarters.  Levrix caught the look before he could avert his eyes.

“You already have a female warming your furs?” Levrix questioned.

Rixavox’s jaw ticked.  He was completely thrown off guard and unsure how to handle this situation.  He should’ve anticipated that at least one of his pleasure partners would come seek him out.  He had never turned away a female before, after all.  But his thoughts had been completely on his newfound luxiva that he had thought of little else, which was so unlike him.  It was his duty as a war general to think of all possible outcomes.

Levrix was an honorable female, who he had known for many, many rotations.  He trusted her, even though they’d had their differences.  Even if he knew that she would not expose Sessela if he asked her not to, Rixavox knew he didn’t want to risk it.

“You need to leave,” he murmured.  “I apologize, but you cannot be here.”

Levrix’s face morphed into surprise.  “Is this a jest?”

“No.”

“What is this, Rixavox?” she demanded, her voice rising.  “You would turn me away for another female you have in your furs?  We have known each other for a long time.  This is an insult.”

If Levrix knew that the female warming his furs was in fact his fated female, she would not be so brash.  Even Luxirian females knew that there was no competing with a luxiva.  The females honored their ways, just as much as males did.

Impatience coursed through him.  He worried that Levrix might wake Sessela if she continued like this.  And his female needed to rest before they began the cleansing process.

“Lower your voice, female,” he said gruffly, his Instinct bristling.

Levrix glared at him for a brief moment, but then her gaze dipped to his leg coverings.  When she saw his hardened cock—which was erect only because of his luxiva and not for the Luxirian female standing in front of him—her demeanor changed completely.  She stepped towards him.

“Is this another of your games?” she murmured, her voice ending with a soft purr that would make an unattached male cum in his leg coverings.  “I brought tevvax specifically for your return to Velraxa.  I thought we could partake it together, but I will share you with the other female if you like.  We have done that before.”

She was wearing a thick fur coat that had protected her on the journey over, but Rixavox saw she was nude underneath when she slipped it off her shoulders.  It fell heavy on the floor of his dwelling.  Her mating scent, which had always aroused him before, only served to sicken him.  Not to mention the jealousy that swirled in him at the mention of him sharing his female.  He would never share her with anyone.  Ever.  Nor would he ever be with another female in his entire life span, even if Sessela rejected him.  No female would ever arouse him again, except for her.  It was the Luxirian way, the Fates’ decree.

“Cover yourself, female,” Rixavox demanded, stooping down to pick up her fur.  Her heavy breasts swayed as she approached him, pressing herself against his body.

When her hand stroked his cock through his leg coverings, he cursed, feeling repulsion pool in his belly, not pleasure.  As gently as he could, he tried to disentangle her from him without hurting her.

“Stop, Levrix.  Stop!” he growled.  “I meant what I said.  I want you gone.”

But just when Levrix finally began to understand that he was completely serious, he heard movement from the hallway.  His stomach lurched and his neck craned around, fearing what he might see before he ever saw her.

Sessela stood there, in her thin tunic and vulnerable bare feet.  And she was watching them, wide-eyed, shock evident on her strange, beautiful features.  Even from a distance, Rixavox watched as she took in the scene before her: a naked Luxirian female, whose hand was on his cock.  Even he knew what it looked like.

When Levrix spotted Sessela, the female stilled and then stiffened, uncharacteristically quiet.  Her eyes were just as wide as his female’s and he knew that it was the first time she’d ever seen a human.

Sessela was the first to speak, stuttering an apology as her hands fluttered around, “I—I…I’m sorry.  I just heard—never mind.  I’ll, uh, I…”

Her broken words trailed off in a strange gasping sound and she immediately turned on her heel, retreating back into their sleeping quarters.

“Vrax,” Rixavox cursed, not able to keep the word silent.

Already, he was fucking everything up.

Levrix stood in stunned silence, as quiet as he’d ever heard her.  The urge to go to his female, to explain that he had not been unfaithful to her, that it was all a misunderstanding, rode him strong.  But would she understand?  He didn’t even know for sure if humans were monogamous or not.  Perhaps she wouldn’t care…

But that thought stung more deeply than he thought it would.  He wanted her to be as possessive of him as he was of her.

He squeezed his eyes shut, plagued by conflicting emotions, before he shook himself.

Turning to Levrix, he settled her fur coat around her shoulders, shielding her nudity.  “You need to leave,” he murmured softly.  “I must attend to her.”

“She…she is a…” Levrix seemed unable to say it.

“She is human, yes,” Rixavox said.  In a low voice, he told her, “You must not tell another Luxirian that she is here.  Our Prime Leader wishes that she be protected.”  Softly, he added, “I want her protected.”

Levrix inhaled sharply through her nose and she turned her gaze from the hallway onto him.  “Her?”

Rixavox kept his jaw tightened, but he inclined his head.

“So that is why you smell different,” Levrix said softly.  “Another Luxirian male lost in the clutches of a strange other.”

Even Rixavox could see how the thought cut her.  Levrix, he knew, had wanted a family unit, had wanted to have offspring, a dedicated mate.  With the loss of her fertility, those desires were just dreams.  She could still find a mate.  But she’d wanted it all, wouldn’t settle for anything less.

Still, the word in Luxirian for ‘other’ was derogatory and his spine went straight when he heard it fall from her lips.  “You will not speak of this, Levrix.  If word gets out, I will know who it came from and I will find you.”

Her eyes narrowed and she tugged her fur up farther around her neck.  “You threaten to hurt a female?  Perhaps you are more like your blood brother than I thought.”

His heart stopped in his chest, ice infusing in his veins.  “Never hurt a female, no,” he rasped.  “But the law is the law.  You will not disobey an Ambassador, especially when my orders are the Prime Leader’s.  Even a female cannot escape that consequence.”

She stared at him for a long while and then seemed to deflate.  Her head bowed and she murmured, “Forgive me.  I did not mean…I know you are not like your brother, Rixavox.  You have been my friend for many rotations now.  I spoke in anger and shock and I feel shame.”

“You are forgiven, Levrix,” Rixavox sighed.  “I wish…you know I wish only the best for you.”

Levrix’s eyes flickered the hallway entrance once more and she backed away.  “I will leave.”  Rixavox said nothing and opened the door to his dwelling for her.  When she turned back, she asked quietly, “Will you let me meet her?  Once she is settled?”

“I do not know if that is wise,” Rixavox said honestly.

“Think on it.  She might need a companion.”

Rixavox jerked his head in a nod, if only to quicken her departure.  He itched to speak with his luxiva.  “I will think on it.”

Levrix stepped back, inclined her head, and then turned away to approach her hovercraft.  Rixavox waited until she safely departed his terrace and then he shouldered closed his door, latched it, and immediately spun to approach his sleeping quarters…unsure of what to expect.







TEN







Mortification made Cecelia’s throat feel tight, but the burn, like she’d swallowed acid, came from the sick feeling of jealousy.  She had no right to feel it, she knew that.  But it was there nonetheless and it didn’t make any goddamn sense.

It was official.  This planet was making her crazy.  Completely and utterly batshit crazy.

Even when she squeezed her eyes closed, she could see Rixavox and that other…female.  Her, completely naked.  Him, stripping off that fur blanket while her hand reached for his…

Damn.

Kate had been right.  The Luxirian Ambassador got around.  He could’ve at least had the decency to shut the bedroom door if he wanted to get it on with someone else in the living room.

Now, she was curled up in the smaller fire pit lounge in his bedroom.  All that was in the room was his pallet covered in furs on the floor and the fire pit, which was almost identical to the room in the ‘living room,’ except it was a little smaller, more intimate.  In the back of her mind, she wondered how many Luxirian females had spent the cold nights sitting there with him.  How many of them had he warmed by the fire?

Cecelia took a deep, shuddering breath.

This was so unlike her, getting this jealous over someone she didn’t even know.  Hell, she’d hardly ever had someone to get jealous over back on Earth.

She stiffened when she saw him enter the room out of the corner of her eye.  There was a window, made out of a glass-like material with a navy blue tint, just beyond the fire pit.  She was looking out it but couldn’t really see anything given how dark it was.  She focused on it as he approached her slowly.

“Luxiva…” he murmured, crouching down next to her before hopping into the lounge area.  He kneeled in front of her, his palms flat on the area just above his knees.  His muscular thighs made his leather pants bulge and she vowed not to be distracted by them.

Luxiva? she wondered silently.  Was that Luxirian for ‘I’m sorry?’

But he didn’t have anything to be sorry for, she realized, sighing.  It was irrational for her to act like a jealous housewife.  Yes, her feelings and emotions might be all over the place, she might not understand what was even happening, but he hadn’t done anything wrong.

“She was pretty,” she murmured instead, swallowing the lump in her throat.  She managed to throw him a small smile even though it was probably the most fake one she’d ever given.  “Is she your…girlfriend?  Partner?”

“Girl…friend,” Rixavox repeated slowly and Cecelia could practically see the confusion growing behind his eyes, before they widened slightly.  “Mate, you mean?  Nix!”

He seemed upset by her question and she wondered if she’d just committed some Luxirian faux-pas.  “I’m sorry,” she murmured.  “I just didn’t know if…you know…”

But even she didn’t know what she was trying to say.  Her cheeks burned slightly before she cast her gaze downwards.  Damn, she thought to herself, shaking her head a little.  Just a little earlier, she’d felt comfortable with him.  When they’d been on the hovercraft, she liked talking with him, liked hearing his roughened voice.  She liked that he’d held her between his thighs to keep her warm.  She even, embarrassingly enough, liked him wanting to feed her.  She found it sexy, actually.

Now, she realized she’d liked those things a little too much.

“Um,” she started, curling a strand of hair behind her right ear.  “I’m sorry for walking in on you like that.  I didn’t know you had company.  I just heard raised voices so I came out to see what was going on.”

“Luxiva,” he said again, his eyes a dark blue in the low light, “it was not what you are thinking.  I did not expect her to come.”

Cecelia looked a little to the left and said softly, “It’s okay.  You don’t have to explain.  It’s none of my business.”

His body tensed at her words and he leaned forward slightly, his large, rough hands coming to land on either side of her thighs.  Cecelia took in a sharp breath and darted her gaze up.

“It is your business,” he rasped, his eyes intense and almost pleading.  “It is.  Everything about me is yours alone.”

A jumble of emotions rose up in her, swelling more and more.  Emotions like panic and confusion excitement and lust and even slight fear.  It overwhelmed her.  It frightened her with its intensity.

“I don’t understand,” she whispered, eyes widened.  What in the world was he talking about?

He studied her, his breathing nothing more than rough exhales.  His brow furrowed and he closed his eyes for a brief moment, like he was trying to pull himself back together, piece by piece.

Hesitantly, she reached out to touch his shoulder.  “Rixavox?  Are you okay?”

He flinched at her touch even as a strange surge of energy passed between them.  Immediately, she withdrew her fingers, staring down at her hand, before looking back up at him.

“Tev,” he finally murmured.  “I am well.”

“What did you mean just now?” she asked slowly, not quite sure if she wanted to hear the answer.

“It is nothing,” he said in response, glancing away.  “I just wanted to explain that what happened in the central hub was a misunderstanding.  I did not invite Levrix here.  I would never invite another female into our…into my dwelling.”

“Oh,” she murmured, blinking as she processed his words.  “I just assumed, since she was, you know, naked and everything…”

“She took off her fur covering,” he said and yet another flush marred her cheeks.  “I was trying to cover her when you came in.”

“Right,” she whispered, clearing her throat.  She didn’t know what else to say so she settled on, “Well, thank you for explaining.”

Rixavox was studying her face.  He was still leaned forward, so that he was only a foot away, and his eyes were level with her own.

“May I ask you a question?” he asked softly.  She inhaled a sudden breath when she felt his fingers brush her left outer thigh.  Even through the fur blanket she had huddled around her, the contact felt…jolting.

“Y-yes.”

“Are humans monogamous?”

“What?” she asked, eyebrows rising.  Out of all the questions he could have asked, he’d asked this one?

“I am wondering about human males.  I am wondering how different they are from Luxirian males.  Do you mate for life with one partner?  Or do you have several?”

Cecelia didn’t know how to take a question like that and why he wanted to know.  “Well, it depends, I suppose,” she answered.

“How?”

Rixavox’s thumb brushed her outer thigh again and when the strand she’d tucked behind her ear fell over her cheek, he brushed it back with his other hand.  He felt…everywhere.  His touch, his scent, his voice…it both confused and thrilled her.

She licked her lips since they felt dry and his gaze tracked there.  She was tempted to do it again, but wasn’t bold enough to try.  All she knew was that she liked his eyes on her lips.

“It depends on religion or culture or preference,” she tried to explain.  “My country is called the United States.  That’s where I was born.  And most, uh, humans in the U.S. are monogamous.  Cheating on one’s partner is generally frowned upon.  Many relationships break up if the other partner cheats.  As for having one partner for life, that depends too.  Some people marry one person and then get divorced.  They might marry again afterwards.  The dad of a friend of mine is on his fourth wife.”

His brow furrowed.  “Divorced?  I do not understand this word.  My language implant is not translating correctly.”

It was strange explaining these things to someone, but Cecelia found she didn’t mind.  “People get married for all kinds of reasons, but mostly it is because they love each other.”

“Like a mating bond?” he questioned, his voice low.

Cecelia didn’t know for sure but she could guess that they were at least similar concepts.  “Yes.  But when they decide that they don’t want to be together anymore, then they file for divorce and they go their separate ways.  Sometimes divorce can get ugly.”

Rixavox made a sound in his throat.  “Rebax?”

She might not understand the word, but the confusion on his face said it all.  “Marriages can end,” she said.  “And then you can remarry if you wish.”

“Nix.”

A short, surprising burst of laughter made its way up her throat.  “It’s true.”

“Then it is not like a mating bond,” he said, leaning a little closer.  The smile slowly slipped off her face and her gaze flickered to his lips this time as he spoke.  “Luxirians mate for life.  To one and to one only.”

“Oh,” she whispered, her heart fluttering in her chest.

“Fated mates,” he continued, “are the strongest bond of our race.  The Fates, our deities and creators, choose them for us and bless the union.”

Something Kate told her pushed into her mind.  “Is that the Instinct thing?”

“Rebax?” he murmured, going still.  The tension in that fire pit felt like it was thickening by the minute and for some reason, Cecelia couldn’t take her eyes off him.

She felt breathless as she said, “Kate said something about an Instinct in Luxirians.  It’s like a force that creates this…mating bond.  I think that’s how she described it.”

Rixavox’s jaw ticked and he did that familiar head jerk.  “Tev,” he murmured, his throat bobbing as he swallowed.  “It is a force.  A strong force.  One that is almost impossible to resist.”

She looked down at his fingers, which touched her thighs.  Something about the way he said it dismayed her.  “You have felt it then?”

That must mean he had a mate, didn’t it?

Rixavox took a moment to respond.  His voice was guttural when he said, “Nix.  I have heard rumors of the Instinct.  Not many males have theirs awakened.  There are many different variations of matehood on Luxiria.  The fated bond is the most rare.”

Cecelia didn’t know why his words relieved her.  She didn’t dwell on it too long and pushed the emotion from her mind.  “You can choose to willingly bond with someone?  Even without the Instinct?  And the, uh, Fates?”

“Tev,” he said, inclining his head.  “It is still a strong bond, even without the Instinct guiding the male.”

Curiously, she asked, “And have you ever decided to bond with someone?”  It was only when she was met with silence that she realized her question might be a little too personal.  “Sorry,” she murmured quickly, looking down at her lap again.  “Sometimes I’m too nosy for my own good.  Ignore me.”

“I have not,” he said, voice gruff.  He leaned back slightly and Cecelia felt a little warmth go with him.  “I never saw that path for myself.”

Why not? she ached to ask, the question on the tip of her tongue.  He intrigued her.  She wanted to know everything.  Yet, she’d been too nosy already.  Perhaps Luxirians liked their privacy, like most humans she knew.  Perhaps one day, before she left back for Earth, she would be able to ask him.

Now, however, didn’t seem like the time.

His skin was a dark gray color, the only light source coming from the window.  The darkness felt…nice.  Quiet.  She felt like she should whisper in case her voice broke whatever spell he’d put her under.

Instead, she cleared her throat, running a finger behind her ear.  A nervous habit.  “Um, what time is it?  I didn’t expect it to be so dark.”

Nice, she chided herself.  You are such a stunning conversationalist.

Rixavox looked out the window.  “It gets darker earlier in the northern lands.  It is…I think in your language, you would say early night.”

“Early evening,” she said, smiling a little.

He nodded, running a hand over one of his dark horns.  “The moon will not be out yet.  When it is, we will go to the Rillirax.”

“The pool?” she guessed.  “We are starting tonight?”

“Tev, Privanax was clear in his instructions.”

“Will it…will it hurt?  The cleansing process?”

Rixavox chuffed out a small laugh and Cecelia’s breath hitched at the sound.  “No.  It is a relaxing experience.  It will make you feel…” he paused.  “It is difficult to explain with words.  You will understood soon.”

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little nervous,” Cecelia admitted.

That calming purr started up in Rixavox’s chest again and he leaned forward.  Her breathing went a little funny when he said softly, “There is nothing for you to be frightened of, luxiva.”

“It’s just, um, it seems too good to be true,” she whispered.  “I went through many treatments back on Earth, none of them pleasant.  They made me sick most of the time and I never wanted to go through it again.  For a moment, I thought I’d never have to.  I thought I’d been cured.  For good.  Then it came back.”

She didn’t know why she was telling him these things.

He stroked her hair again briefly and her eyelids fluttered.  His touch felt so damn good.  Impossibly good.  Maybe she was starved for touch.  It seemed like nobody had touched her in a very long time, much less a man she was strangely and intensely attracted to.

“Privanax is the best healer on Luxiria,” Rixavox told her.  “If he believes that you will be cured of the hellixaxava, then you will be.  Trust this.  You have nothing to fear.”

His words were like a balm and she found herself relaxing.  Letting out a small sigh, she nodded and gave him a small smile.

“I have trained many Luxirian warriors during my rotations as a war general,” he said after a moment.  “I have seen many great fighters, who are driven and motivated and mentally strong.  I see that same strength in you.  Here,” he said, lifting his thumbs to brush them next to both her eyes.  “That strength will heal you more than any treatment could.”

Cecelia’s nose started to burn and her throat went tight.  She was on the verge of tears but trying to hold them at bay.  His words hit a sensitive spot within her, because many times she hadn’t felt strong.  She’d felt sick and abandoned and helpless, most of the time.  

But as he spoke, Cecelia realized that she wanted to be strong.  She wanted to be what he saw.  She’d beat cancer once.  She could damn well do it again.

“Thank you,” she whispered, bringing her hand up to touch his, still lingering at her temple.  The back of his hand felt smooth, yet roughened, and slightly cool.

An energy swirled in the pit of her stomach and she looked at him with tears shimmering in her eyes.  But she felt happy.  She felt like she could handle anything right at that moment.  And as she looked at him, she was beginning to wonder if humans just might have Instincts of their own…

When that thought hit, that was when she knew.

Despite Kate’s warnings, despite Cecelia’s better judgment, she realized that she could get into trouble with someone like him.

And I would probably like it, she thought.
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True to his word, when Cecelia saw the silver moon begin to form in the dark, inky sky of the northern lands, Rixavox made her bundle up in two layers of furs and then led her out to the hovercraft they’d spent most of the day in.

His touch lingered on her waist after he guided her up and when he gestured for her to stand in front of him, at the controls, just like they’d done on the journey over, she did.  She felt his strong, solid chest at her back and even through the warm layers of furs, she felt her nipples peak under her tunic.

“Do you need more warmth?” he asked softly, his breath caressing the outer shell of her ear.  She swallowed when goosebumps spread over her arms and down the back of her neck.

I’ll take all the warmth you want to give me, her dirty mind whispered.

“Yes,” she replied immediately, slightly breathless, but then realized she’d said it out loud.  Her cheeks flushed and she said, “I mean, no.  No, I’m warm enough.  Thank you.”

Now I feel a little too warm, she couldn’t help but think.

Rixavox was so close to her.  She could feel the long, muscled length of his body behind her and it made her feel…feminine, protected.  She’d never truly felt that way before.  She’d had a few boyfriends, most of them before her diagnosis.  But even then, she hadn’t felt anything more for them than friendly affection.  They’d been nice boys, shy and kind.  None had ever made her feel out of control or the aching kind of madness she’d read about in her romance novels late at night.  Was a slightly bad boy all that much to ask?  One that knew what he wanted and didn’t feel shy asking for it?  Or taking it even?  One that was as attracted to her as she was to him?

She let out a small sigh.  The man of her fantasies probably didn’t exist.  Regardless, Cecelia had never loved any of her boyfriends.  In fact, she’d never experienced romantic love.  Even familial love she’d struggled with.

“How far away do we have to travel?” Cecelia questioned, to avoid going down that path in her mind.  She thought of her parents often, but right now, she didn’t wish to.

The hum of the hovercraft met her ears with familiarity as they hovered off the wide patio in front of Rixavox’s home.  Or dwelling, as he’d called it.  It was even darker outside now and she couldn’t make out much detail beyond the low stone wall that ran along the patio.  She thought that she saw a looming, jagged mountain range in the distance.  Unlike the Golden City, which had been terraced and layered into the mountain, Rixavox’s outpost seemed to be sprawled across the land, protected by the mountains behind the small city.

“Not far,” he replied, lifting an arm to point at the mountain she’d been eyeing.  His bare bicep brushed her cheek and she resisted the urge to press her face into it like a horny weirdo.  “We are going there.  Are you ready?”

“Yes,” she whispered, trying to get her body under control.

His arms tightened around her as they suddenly vaulted up in the sky and Cecelia held her breath to avoid shrieking as wind whipped her hair in a million different directions.  Up and up they went with Rixavox braced behind her, pressing her body into place.  When he leveled the hovercraft out, she released her breath in a rush, feeling her heart thundering in her chest.  She swore her knees shook a little.

She said, “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that.”

“That is because you have not done it enough,” Rixavox said.  She swore she heard a teasing note in there too.  “You will like it soon.  It is freeing, is it not?”

“Freeing,” she repeated softly, shaking her head.  “You’re an adrenaline junkie, aren’t you?”

“I do not know what that is, but I like how you say the words,” he purred.

Cecelia’s mouth parted and she felt her clit throb a bit.  She nibbled on her bottom lip, abusing it as a distraction.  Whenever he purred like that, she got aroused.  And if she was aroused, that meant he would know.  She could only hope that the wind and the layers of fur blankets would keep him from scenting her.

“You’re just a big flirt, aren’t you?” she asked, glancing at him over her shoulder.

“A big flirt?” he grunted out, his fingers moving over a lever on the far side of the control panel.  “What is a flirt?”

“Never mind,” she murmured, the corner of her mouth lifting slightly.

He paused and craned his neck down slightly.  One of his horns brushed her temple when he said, “Now you must tell me.  I will warn you…I am relentless when I want something.”

Cecelia squeezed her thighs together.  Oh yes, she could easily picture him being relentless, indeed.

It felt good to smile.  “A flirt is someone who teases others,” she tried to explain.  She added, “Usually the opposite sex.”

He huffed next to her ear and she felt his chest vibrate with his purr.  “For what purpose?”

“Um,” she started and then blushed.  “Well, because you like them, I suppose.”

Cecelia felt his arms flex around her and he leaned even closer, until she could smell his tantalizing rain-on-concrete scent even flying however fast they were going.  Cecelia couldn’t help but tilt her head back to see his reaction and she saw his blue eyes were on her, roaming her features.

“Tev, then,” he growled softly.  “I am your flirt.”

Cecelia couldn’t help but smile at the way he said the words, even as her stomach erupted into butterflies.  This was fun, she realized.  It was fun just…flirting with him.  It lightened her mood and took her mind off her nerves.

They didn’t speak much after that because shortly, Rixavox guided his hovercraft back down when they began to approach the mountain range.  Even with the moon hanging overhead, it was difficult to make out specific details of this part of Luxiria.  She supposed she’d have to wait until the morning.  However, she could see that the mountains were silver.  The moonlight glinted off the sheen, making her wonder if it was just a trick of the light.

“Is there something on the mountain?” she voiced out loud, squinting into the darkness.

“The frosts,” he replied, his palm coming to rest on her hip.  “It covers most of the land, not just the facev.  It is difficult to see now.”

No wonder it was so cold there, she thought.

It got quieter the lower they descended until Cecelia could only hear the gentle hum of whatever powered the hovercraft.  The mountain range got nearer and nearer and she could only gape up at it when she saw how massive it truly was.  They descended into the valley it made until they were all around them, completely surrounded.  And she had never felt so tiny and so in awe in her life.

The moon illuminated a pathway between the range and Rixavox followed it, winding around for seemingly miles, until he finally pulled the hovercraft down at the base of a smaller mountain.  He powered it off and the silence was deafening.  There wasn’t even the slightest trace of wind, which seemed odd to her.

Cecelia’s throat felt scratchy from the ride over and she swallowed thickly as Rixavox helped her off the hovercraft.  She hissed in surprise when her feet touched the frozen floor of the land and her Luxirian snatched her up in arms quickly, reaching down to stroke his fingers over her sensitive soles, making sure she was alright.

“I apologize, luxiva,” he whispered to her softly, brushing his lips over her ear.  “Forgive me.  Forgive me.  I did not think.”

“It’s okay,” she replied, wiggling her toes.  “It just surprised me.  I forgot I wasn’t wearing shoes.”

“I will order coverings for you when we return to Velraxa,” he promised.  His arms were warm though and a part of Cecelia found she might prefer not having shoes, if it meant he carried her around like this.

Then she felt slightly guilty.  Of course, he’d probably prefer not having to haul her all around his planet and watching out for her.  He probably had more important things to do if he oversaw an outpost.  Not to mention having to take her to these pools.  Unlike her, he hadn’t slept that day and she wondered if he was tired.

“Thank you for doing this…for bringing me here,” she said softly, looking up at him.  “I know it’s probably inconvenient for you and you have a million other things that you need to do.  But I wanted to let you know that I do appreciate it.”

When she’d gone through chemo, she’d mostly dealt with it alone.  Her mother had been long gone and her dad had been busy with his new pregnant wife.  He’d contributed financially, but he hadn’t contributed in the way she’d wished him too…just being there.  It had been a lot for anyone to deal with alone.  She’d understood his absence in her own way.  Cancer was…breaking.  Most people just wanted to forget, her father included.  Part of her couldn’t blame him for reacting the way he had.  The other part would never be able to forgive him.

It made her sad that this strange alien male was giving her more support than her own family had.  Sad yet thankful.  Relieved.  Grateful.

“I do this gladly, luxiva,” he said.  “I will do anything I can to help you heal.  It is not ‘inconvenient,’” he repeated, frowning a bit, as if her words stung him.

Slowly, Cecelia reached out to touch his thick forearm, which held her snugly against his body.  His muscles shifted and pulled under her touch.  She left her hand there as he approached a corner of the mountain, which revealed a small, tucked away entrance.

When they stepped through, the air was even quieter, like a serene hush had fallen.  Cecelia hardly dared to breathe.

It was pitch black inside but Rixavox seemed to know his way, even blind.  Or maybe Luxirians could see in the dark.  Regardless, his steps were strong, purposeful, and confident, just like the alien himself.  Deeper and deeper into the mountain, they went.

Cecelia guessed they’d been walking for five minutes when she began to hear the soft trickling sound of water.  It grew louder and louder until finally, at the end of the mountain path, she could see a slight illumination of light in the distance.

“We are here now,” Rixavox said quietly down to her.  “The Rillirax.”

When they reached the end of the corridor and Rixavox stepped through the curtain of light, Cecelia gave a soft gasp.

They were standing at the entrance of a small cavern, still deep inside the mountain.  The walls were mostly dark stone, but they were covered in tendrils of thin, winding silver vines that took on the soft appearance of moss.  The air inside the cavern was warm, almost humid, and she breathed it in deeply, letting it soothe her scratchy throat.

Just above and to the left, there was a large hole in the stone.  And through it, she could see the silvery Luxirian moon, bright and half-full.  That was where the light was coming from.

The moon illuminated a large, sunken pool of water in the middle of the cavern, that appeared metallic from the light.  It rippled slightly, even though Cecelia felt no wind.  A bubble formed on the surface and she realized the water must be coming from below, perhaps even heated like a hot spring, given the temperature of the cavern and the mossy growth covering the walls.

“It’s beautiful, Rixavox,” she whispered, staring wide-eyed at her surroundings before turning her gaze on her Luxirian companion.  “And we get to come here every day?”

Rixavox gently set her down on her feet.  The stone was warm and it felt soothing beneath her.

“Every night,” he corrected.  He unwrapped her from her bundle of fur blankets and let them fall to the floor.  “When the moon is at its peak.”

Cecelia looked down at the heap of furs at their feet and for the first time she wondered if she would need to bathe naked.  It had just never occurred to her before.

She licked her lips and stole a quick glance up at Rixavox.  Would he be joining her?  Given what she’d seen of the Luxirian female earlier, perhaps they weren’t as modest about nudity as humans were.  Rixavox, for example, had been shirtless when they’d met.  She knew his nipples were pierced and that his cock was the size of a small arm…

Cecelia coughed, trying not to think about their first meeting.  She’d been embarrassed but turned on, torn between jumping his bones or running for the hills.

Warmth pooled between her thighs and she just so happened to look at Rixavox while it was happening.

His brow furrowed and he purred.  “Why do you look at me this way?  What are you thinking?”

Cecelia almost choked on her own spit.  “Nothing.  I wasn’t think about anything.  Uh, so how should I do this?”

Rixavox studied her, clearly knowing she was lying by the way his nostrils flared, scenting her, but then the corner of his mouth quirked up in a really sexy half-smile that made her arousal even worse.

“Step into the Rillirax and soak, Sessela.  You will know when you are ready to come back out,” he said, his eyes glowing that mesmerizing blue.

“Okay,” she murmured, stepping towards the pool of rippling water.  Her voice was a little too bright when she said, “Sounds simple enough.”

“Unclothe yourself first, female,” he purred from behind her.

“What?” she squeaked.

“You must enter unclothed,” he said.  She perceived him approaching her from behind until she felt his warmth at her back.  His voice sounded like velvety sin as he said, “Vulnerable, as the Fates intended.  This is…absolute.”

Well…damn.
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Rixavox began taking breaths only when he needed to, relying on old training.  Or else, he feared, he might break his vow to Privanax, his promise to leave Sessela untouched, his mate untouched.  He feared he might rut her on the floor of the Rillirax the way he desired…wild, untamed, thoroughly.

The scent of her arousal was overpowering.  It made his head thick with smoky fog, like he’d drunk too much Luxirian brew at a lunar celebration.

Mating in the Rillirax was not an uncommon practice.  It was a sacred place, but it was also a primal place, a place touched by their ancestors, their creators.  Already, he could feel their power seeping into him, relaxing his muscles, while also making him stronger.  That strength easily fed his lust, as it did all Luxirians.

His cock pulsed in time with his luxiva’s breath and he awaited her response when he told her to unclothe.  Humans seemed more shy than Luxirians about such things and he was intrigued and waiting on how she might react.

Sessela’s back was to him.  She was facing the sacred pool and was as still as the facev they were inside.  Then she turned slightly so he could see her profile.  Their eyes connected and Rixavox couldn’t help the purring growl that reverberated from his chest.

“Turn around then,” was what she said.

His brow furrowed.  “Rebax?”

“If I have to take this shirt off, you’ll need to look away.”

Rixavox cocked his head to the side slightly.  “Why?”

She made a sound in the back of her throat and he didn’t know what it meant.  Embarrassment?  Annoyance?  Nervousness?  It frustrated him because he wanted to learn all of her sounds.

“Because you—you can’t see me naked,” she said, voice rising slightly.

“Why not?” he asked again, lifting his shoulders.  “It is natural, is it not?  If you wished to see me unclothed, I would show you.”

She made that same choking sound in her throat and he caught a hint of pink in her cheeks.  He wanted to grin, but he kept his features neutral.  He’d been right.  It seemed humans were definitely more shy about these matters than Luxirians.

“What is it about nudity that bothers humans?” he questioned, his voice nothing more than a rasp.

“I—it’s…” she took a deep breath and turned around to face him, backing up a couple steps when she realized how close he was.  He frowned, but stayed where he was.  “It’s intimate.  And like you said, vulnerable.”

“Ah,” he said.  “These things are good to feel, nix?  They remind you of your mortality.  They are…” his lips quirked a little, thinking back to their journey to the Rillirax, of her little shriek as they shot up into the Luxirian sky.  “Freeing.”

“Now you’re just teasing me.”

“Nix,” he purred.  “Flirting.”

Sessela tried to hide the smile that started to spread over her lush lips, but she began to laugh and couldn’t.  She shook her head.  “You’re impossible, has anyone ever told you that?”

“Many in my life span, tev.  Now unclothe yourself, female.”

“Only after you turn around,” she insisted, crossing her arms under her breasts.  Rixavox eyed her hardened nipples beneath her borrowed tunic and his mouth watered.  When he got his tongue on those breasts, he might never leave them.

He liked her stubbornness.  It only served to turn him on even more.

“As you wish, female,” he purred, slightly disappointed and yet exhilarated.  Perhaps by the end of her cleansing sessions at the Rillirax, he would win their newfound game.  He could try to convince her every span.  The odds were in his favor.

He showed her his back, staring straight in front of him, his gaze tracing the silvery lines of the pevilla growing across the wall.  He couldn’t help but think that the plant would be soft enough on his female’s back if he ever mated her against the cavern wall.  His fists clenched at his sides, picturing her limbs twined around his hips, her fingers clawing at the pevilla, as he thrust into her aching cunt.

A rough growl tore from his throat and he squeezed his eyes shut.

“Rixavox?” Sessela murmured behind him quietly.  “Are you okay?”

He wanted to laugh bitterly at her question.  Nix, he wanted to say.  Madness was beginning to descend.  He wondered how long it would be before his Instinct took control.  It had been known to happen and it was something he feared.  If his Instinct was in control, he wouldn’t be gentle with her.  Luxirians enjoyed rough, primal matings, but did humans?  His luxiva seemed so small, so delicate.  He worried his darker lusts might hurt her if he allowed his Instinct free reign.

“Tev,” he said instead, not recognizing his voice.  “You may unclothe now.”

“You promise you won’t look?” she questioned.

“I promise, luxiva,” he murmured softly.  “On my honor as a Luxirian warrior, I will not look upon your nudity until you wish it.”

“Until?  Not if?” she repeated slowly, voice slightly breathless.  “You think it’s a sure thing?”

Even now she teased him with her words, when he was hovering between sanity and madness.

“Tev,” he growled out.  “I know it is a ‘sure thing.’”

He listened intently once he said the words.  He’d just as well as stated his intentions.  What she didn’t know was that he could not act on those intentions until she was healed, but he might as well be honest about it regardless.

His female was quiet, but when he drew in a small, rationed breath, he sensed her arousal.  Fates, he pleaded silently, have mercy.  Finally, he heard the slight whisper of her tunic as she began to unclothe.  It didn’t take her long, considering the thin material was all she wore.  He would purchase more coverings for her, he told himself, so she would be warm in his lands.  As soon as the twin suns rose, he would journey to the bazaar.

But there, in that sacred place, when it was only the two of them…he wanted her as naked as nature intended.

The tunic fell to the floor of the cavern with a small hush and Rixavox sucked in a breath, gritting his teeth together.  It was physically painful to know his mate was nude and only a few strides away…and he was looking at a facev wall.

He released a short breath when he heard the faint, glass-like sound of the water as she stepped inside.  Rixavox never thought he’d be jealous of water, but he envied the way it touched her body, how it wrapped around every inch of her soft skin.  He heard a gasp and knew she began to feel the effects of the Rillirax.

After a few moments more, he heard her voice.

“You can turn around now.”

Rixavox didn’t need anymore convincing.  He spun, his gaze immediately seeking her out.  Lust sizzled deep in his belly and he felt his muscles begin to expand, his shoulders bunching until he thought they might snap.

He’d never known lust until that moment.  Every female that had come before his luxiva, every meaningless mating geared to drive him to distraction, to a restless kind of fulfillment, fled his mind, erased into nothingness.  For in that moment, he knew true desire, true need.

Sessela was watching him from inside the pool, her gray eyes luminous with the silver light of the moon.  The water lapped at her bare shoulders, leaving behind a delicate sheen when it retreated, only to return.  The ends of her dark hair floated around her, moving in time with the soft ripples that broke the surface.

His eyes almost mistook her for a Rissatorax, an ancient, beautiful creature that could lure him to the edge of madness with a single look, who could pull him down into the blackworld and feast on his soul.  He would go with her willingly, he realized.  He felt her.  He felt the Fates’ power between them, tying them together in a way that very few could understand.

It was…humbling.  It was beautiful.  She was the only thing in all the universe that he wanted to see.  The only thing.

Sessela’s lips were parted.  And Rixavox swore that they were a deeper pink than they’d been just a few moments ago.  The Rillirax was working.  The Fates would help her.

Relief loosened his muscles and he knew then that she would be fully healed once Privanax gave her the final treatment.

“What do you feel?” he murmured, his throat rough like sand.  The words echoed in the cavern, sounding strange and yet familiar to his own ears.

“I…” she trailed off, a shuddering sigh escaping her.  Her eyes were wide, as if she was finally realizing the power of the Fates.  She could feel them there, as tangible as a touch.  “I feel…”

Rixavox couldn’t help but edge closer.  His legs ate up the distance between them and he felt the hot rush of his blood with every step he took.  Sessela didn’t move an inch.  She didn’t hunch further into the water, as he half-expected of his shy human.  Instead, she stared up at him, his Rissatorax, beautiful and defiant.

His lips curled at the sight of her.  There was her strength.  He sensed that at one time she’d lost it, but he wanted her to discover it once more.  He saw a hint of it now and when it was fully restored…it would be glorious.  His female warrior.

“It is hard to describe, tev?” Rixavox asked, crouching down near the edge of the pool before sitting back, settling into a comfortable position, his leg coverings creaking against the sharp stone.

“It doesn’t feel real,” she finally said.  The water trailed from her hand as she raised it to trace her lips.

Rixavox swallowed, greedily devouring the sight of her.  His female was sensual, devastatingly so.  She might not realize the effect she had on him, and, not for the first time, he was beginning to doubt his vow to Privanax.  Their time in the Rillirax would test him greatly, even more than his warrior training had.

“The water feels heavy,” she continued.  “And yet it feels as light as air.  And I feel…my body feels whole.  Complete.”

“The Rillirax helps heal many things,” he told her.  “Illness, a broken soul…grief or sadness, even.”  He swallowed thickly, remembering the many nights he’d spend in its waters.

She glided closer to him until her body was pressed against the rocky edge of the pool.  Her small, pale fingers grasped the edge and Rixavox traced the ripples that extended from her body.

“And what if you don’t have any of those things?” she questioned, her features relaxed, eyes reflecting the Luxirian moonlight that filled the cavern.

He huffed in slight amusement, not ever having thought about it before.  “I suppose it would just feel like a comfort then.  Nothing more than a soak in warm water.”

Sessela’s smile made his heart throb in his chest.  He moved his knees slightly so she would not see how his body ached for her.  After his own fumbling misunderstanding when they’d first met, when he’d asked her if she wished to mate after he smelled her arousal, he didn’t want to frighten her again.  She certainly hadn’t seemed to appreciate when he’d reached down to undo his leg coverings to free his cock.  And given what he now knew about human shyness when it came to nudity, to intimacy she’d called it, he now knew he’d made a grave mistake when they’d been at the command center.

His actions in regard to her that span shamed him now.  He shouldn’t have acted so carelessly, so impulsively.  With a newly awakened Instinct, however, his thoughts had been muddled.

Rixavox could only thank the Fates that she didn’t shy away from his gaze now.

“Will you be coming in?” her melodious voice asked, breaking him from his thoughts.

Without thinking, he purred in response and he heard her breath hitch.  The water around her moved slightly.  Then, he realized what her question implied…that they would be unclothed, together, in the Rillirax.

It seemed bold, coming from his skittish, shy female, especially since she’d asked him to turn around as she’d undressed.  It was unexpected, maddening, and forbidden to him.

His Instinct raged within him, urging him to wade inside, to pull his naked female against his body so he could feel every inch of her against him, to explore her with his touch, dip into the lush spot between her thighs and make her pleasure echo around the cavern.

Vrax, he cursed, gritting his jaw.  He’d never wanted anything more in his entire life span, even his position as Ambassador.  If given the option, he realized he’d probably relinquish his post if it meant he could have his female.  Right then and there.  If she would have him.

“Not this night,” he growled softly, his gaze glued to her.

Sessela gave a short nod, her gaze sliding away from him.  For a moment, he thought he’d stung her.  Did she believe that he’d rejected her just now?  Had her question meant what he’d hoped it had after all?

“Female,” he rasped.  He decided to be as honest and transparent as he dared.  It was the only way he could get her to understand.  “I do not trust myself with you.  You…tempt me in a way you cannot fathom,” he tried to explain and even then his words couldn’t convey the need he felt for her.  “It is better for us both if I remain right where I am.”

Her cheeks pinkened but her words surprised him.  “You are a charmer, aren’t you?  Kate warned me about you, you know.”

Rixavox stilled, remembering Vaxa’an’s female’s jest that he was ‘a total ladies’ man,’ whatever that meant.  But had Kat said more, once he’d left them to talk?  Vrax, he could only imagine what had been said.

“What did she say?” he forced himself to ask, unsure if he wanted to know.  Of course, he had a reputation.  Privanax had basically sneered down at him for it when he’d confronted him.

“That I should watch out for you,” Sessela said softly, tilting her head back a little to meet his eyes again.  “That you’re somewhat of a womanizer, if you know what that means.”

Rixavox might not have understood the exact word, but he understood her meaning perfectly.  Shame beat at him again, but he returned her gaze, hoping that she would see the truth there.

“I cannot change what I have done,” he said gruffly.  “Luxirians celebrate mating.  We worship sex and touch, the release of it, the strength it provides us.”  She inhaled a soft breath as he spoke.  “I admit that I indulged more than others.  Kat was not wrong in her assessment of me.”

It pained him to say these things because he did not know how his luxiva would react.  Would she shun him now, dismiss him because he’d been with so many others before her?  Would she be wary of him and shy away from his touch?

“She implied that you would try to seduce me,” Sessela murmured softly.  “And I have to admit that it seems you’re trying to.”

Rixavox muscles twitched under her gaze.  She didn’t understand.  She didn’t know what she was to him, what he was to her.  Humans didn’t have Instincts, so of course she wouldn’t feel the intensity of their connection as deeply as he did, at least at first.

What she didn’t understand was that even if he was trying to ‘seduce’ her as she accused, it was because she was his fated mate, because she made him burn with just one innocent look, because he could not shake her scent, her touch, her voice from his mind.  What she didn’t understand was that there would be no others for him, ever again.  He would never touch another female in his life span and—if she chose to stay with him, to stay on Luxiria and bond her life with his—there would be no other males for her either.

His past was hurting him in his courtship, it seemed.  Sessela assumed that this was normal to him, that he chased any female that caught his eye.  Once, it had been true.

“Know this, female, if nothing else…” he started slowly.  “You hold all the control over me.  I do nothing unless you wish it.  If you tell me to stop touching you when you are near me, then I will do it.  If you tell me to stop teasing you, then I will do it.  If you tell me to stop wanting you, I simply cannot, but know that I would try to hide it as best as I was able until I have returned you safely to the Golden City.”

Sessela was staring at him with her mouth slightly open.  Her brow furrowed slightly, but then it smoothed.

He let his words hang in the silence of the Rillirax, let her process them at her own pace.  They were words that needed to be said.  He’d made it fairly obvious that he wanted her, which she’d pointed out.  He’d never been a subtle male about his wants and desires.  But if those needs and desires made her uneasy, he would do anything he could to make her comfortable again.

They were the only words to be said.  He couldn’t tell her that he hadn’t been with another female in the past lunar cycle because it would be a lie.  He couldn’t tell her that she was his fated mate, either, or else it might frighten her away.

Rixavox watched as she wet her lips with her pink tongue.  Beneath the surface of the water, he could just make out the shape of her breasts before he flickered his gaze back to her eyes, trying to read his confusing, tantalizing female.

Her voice was husky and soft when she spoke.

“I don’t want you to stop any of those things.”

He felt her words sizzle straight to his cock.

Unrecognizable emotion swelled in his chest, but before he had a chance to react, she pushed away from the ledge of the pool and swam to the middle.

Rixavox watched with bated breath as his luxiva closed her eyes and fully submerged herself in the waters of the Rillirax.







THIRTEEN







Under the surface of the water, Cecelia let everything go.

She opened her eyes and saw mostly darkness, except for thin shafts of moonlight piercing the surface.  Her dark hair swirled around her and she smiled, wondering what in the world had possessed her to say those words to Rixavox.

But she knew.  It was this place.  It was how it made her feel like herself for the first time in a long time, before the cancer, before the problems with her father, before she’d lost confidence in herself.

Those words had felt good.  Looking at him, wanting him, talking to him felt good.  More than good.  Right.

The water of the Rillirax flowed over her like little fingertips gliding over her skin.  It was such a strange feeling, but one that felt oddly soothing.  She felt the water absorb everything she gave it…her hope, her fear, her lust, her strength.  And then she felt the water give it all back to her, except it was changed.  The emotions felt fuller, purer, enriched with power.

She swore she could hear the water whisper to her.  But her lungs began to burn and she kicked her legs to resurface.  She drew in air at the top, drops running down her forehead to caress her cheeks and lips, and she felt Rixavox’s gaze on her, always on her.

“I think I’m ready to go,” she said, her voice a small whisper that the water carried over to him.  She felt calm, light.  Instinctively, she knew the Rillirax could do no more for her that night.

She’d never been particularly religious, but even this place could convince her that there was something or someone powerful there, watching over Rixavox’s people.  She understood why he had taken her there.

Rixavox stood from his seated position and her heart stuttered in her chest.  Her lust was slowly transforming into need.  He was a handsome male, strong and masculine.  She spied his hardened cock in his pants, which he’d tried to hide from her earlier.  He must’ve thought she was blind to miss it.

The thick ropes of muscles in his thighs bulged when he bent to recover the tunic she’d dropped to the ground, a few paces away.  He was quiet as he set it down next to the edge of the pool and then turned his back, giving her the privacy she’d asked for earlier.

Cecelia bit back a smile and used the rocks to help leverage herself out of the pool.  The water slid from her body, dripping down onto the edge.  For a moment, she stood, completely nude, eyeing Rixavox’s back.  She watched the rise and fall of his shoulders with every hurried breath he took and a part of her ached to tell him to turn around.  A part of her wanted to see what a male like him would do.  Would he be rough?  Gentle?  Or somewhere in between?

She shivered, her nipples pebbling though the air inside the cavern was humid and warm.  Slowly, she crouched to pick up her light shirt and she slipped it over her head, smoothing it into place.

Ringing out her wet hair, Cecelia said, “Okay, I’m decent.”

Rixavox whipped around quickly, as if he needed to see her and couldn’t bear another second staring at the wall.  Warmth collected in her stomach.  She liked his reaction a little too much.

“Decent?” he murmured, stepping towards her.  He frowned, as if offended, “I would say you are more than just decent, female.”

A light laugh erupted from her throat when she realized that he’d misunderstood her words.  “It’s an expression.  A human expression.  I meant it like I’m dressed, so you could turn around.”

He made a grunting sound in the back of his throat and his hand wandered to her lower back, ushering her towards the entrance of the cavern.

Rixavox bent to retrieve the furs he’d bundled her in on the ride over and then he straightened.  He was just adjusting them around her shoulders when he stilled, a growling purr tearing from his throat.  Startled, she looked up, only to find his blue eyes were on her breasts.  She felt the shirt sticking to her wet skin and when she looked down, she could see her nipples poking obscenely through, the area around them transparent from the water.

Her breath hitched…but she swore her spine straightened a little, as if to encourage his gaze.  Her clit throbbed in time with her heartbeat and she fought the urge to squeeze her thighs together.  The Luxirian seemed frozen into place, except for the purrs vibrating his chest.

Then his palm moved slightly, almost by accident.  The furs were still tucked in both hands, but when he moved to slide them further down her shoulders, the palm of his hand brushed the very tip of her peaked nipple.  The contact was so fleeting, so light, and yet Cecelia’s body reacted like he’d sucked and ravished her breasts thoroughly.  A breathy moan tore from her throat and she was so shocked by the sound, by the piercing pleasure that burned through her body at his touch, that she couldn’t do anything but stare up at Rixavox helplessly.

“Luxiva,” he growled, nostrils flaring.  She jumped when he bit out a loud curse in Luxirian, but then hurriedly fixed the furs into place, bundling her inside them perhaps even more tightly than before.  A flush began to spread over her cheeks.

The jumble of emotions inside her hardly made any sense and she knew better than to try to decipher them.  She was insanely aroused, just a little bit embarrassed, torn between wanting him to touch her more, and knowing she shouldn’t tempt whatever weird, crazy attraction they had for each other.  She was, at the very least, relieved that the madness wasn’t only on her part.  No, Rixavox seemed tormented by whatever was between them as well.

“We should depart,” Rixavox growled out.  “Now.”

“Okay,” she whispered, not trusting her voice.  Her knees shook when she felt her nipples brush against the furs, a light tease and nothing more.

It didn’t help that Rixavox scooped her up in his arms again, carrying her out of the Rillirax the way he’d carried her in.  They dared not speak a word on the journey out.  His purring growls didn’t cease and she felt them against her, strangely intimate, strangely arousing.

Even when they emerged from the mountain to a freezing cold, dark night, they didn’t speak.  The warmth of the cavern seemed like a distant memory and if her hair hadn’t been wet, she might’ve believed that it hadn’t happened at all.

Rixavox seemed tense and once her arousal cooled a little, once she was tucked between the control panel of the hovercraft and her Luxirian’s hard body, once they began their ascent—thankfully, a smoother ascent that time around—into the sky, heading back to Velraxa, Cecelia began to worry that she’d offended him in some way.

“Are you angry with me?” she asked lightly, her body beginning to sweat underneath the layers of blankets.

“Rebax?” Rixavox inhaled sharply.  “Never.”

She relaxed a little.  She knew she’d done nothing wrong, at least in her eyes, but it was hard to tell if any little thing that seemed normal to her was offensive to him.

His head dipped down and her eyelids fluttered shut when his lips grazed her sensitive ear.  “You do not know what I wish to do to you right now, luxiva,” he rumbled.  Her arousal flared to life fully again and she almost groaned at the dizzying sensation.  “You must have mercy on me, female.  Please.  Even now, I can smell how wet your cunt is.”

“I…I can’t help it,” she admitted softly, past embarrassment at that point.  His naughty words brought another tingling rush between her thighs.

His fists clenched against her and he blew out a rough breath that lifted a couple strands of her hair.

“That is what I feared,” he murmured, but he didn’t move away.

“Rixavox, what’s happening?” she asked, her tone aghast, brow furrowing.  “Why is it like this?”

Because the only thing she could think of for their intense attraction was that these Luxirians must have some potent pheromones.  That didn’t explain why she only felt it for Rixavox, however.  Privanax, or the two guards that she’d encountered, or hell, even Kate’s mate, she’d felt absolutely nothing for.  It didn’t make any goddamn sense.

But he didn’t answer her.  His arms tightened around her hips instead and she leaned back against him, feeling frustration and exhaustion and arousal waging a war inside her.  She didn’t have the energy to fight it.

Everything was moving so quickly.  It boggled her mind that she’d just been in the Golden City earlier that morning.  And now?  She was seriously considering sleeping with her Luxirian alien because she was beginning to think that she’d regret it if she didn’t.

Soon, Rixavox began their descent into Velraxa.  He smoothly parked the hovercraft back on the wide patio in front of his house and Cecelia blinked up at the cozy building, feeling incredibly different than the last time she’d seen it.

Rixavox helped her down, before ushering her inside.  He bolted the heavy door—probably worried more ex-girlfriends would barge in naked, no doubt—and then turned to her.

They regarded each other carefully and then Rixavox stepped forward to loosen the swaddle of furs.  She held her breath, wondering if he would touch her again.

But then he said, “Come.  I will show you where the washroom is.  You can prepare for sleep while I build up the fires to keep you warm.”

Cecelia could do nothing but nod.  “Thank you.”

Rixavox led her back to his bedroom down a narrow hallway that branched off the living room, which she’d heard him call the ‘central hub.’  His home was bare bones, she couldn’t help but notice.  She hadn’t seen much of it when he’d first brought her in from their day of traveling, since she’d been half-asleep at the time.  And she certainly hadn’t checked things out when that naked female had been trying to fondle him either.  There were no decorations or knick-knacks.  It seemed like her Luxirian alien didn’t need a whole lot to live.

There was another hallway leading off the central hub on the right side of the house and she wondered if that led to a kitchen, or a second bedroom, since she didn’t see either.  Where did he eat?  Was the bedroom that she was sleeping in…was that his bedroom and she’d just commandeered it?  Was he going to expect to sleep there that night with her?  Should she offer to sleep somewhere else?

She nibbled on her lip as she pondered these questions.  Dammit, she had no experience with this.  In regards to her past boyfriends, two had been during high school, when she’d been living under her parents’ roof.  There was no worrying about who slept where.  Her last and final boyfriend had lasted all of two months and they’d never even made it to sleeping over at each others’ places yet.

So there she was…overthinking everything.

Just calm down, she told herself.  It wasn’t that big of a deal.  Plus, she knew that Rixavox wouldn’t push her into anything she didn’t want to do.  Hell, he’d had ample opportunity before now.  And Kate said that she would be completely safe with a Luxirian warrior, hadn’t she?  She got the sense that they were a race that respected tradition, honor, and discipline.

Rixavox led her through the bedroom and she eyed the soft, cushioned bed on the floor, piled high with furs.  She remembered the smell of them now, so distinctly Rixavox.  She flushed.  This was his bedroom.

They passed through a steel door, that swooshed open at Rixavox’s touch, situated in the far corner of the room.  Inside, Cecelia saw a small pool of water, not unlike the Rillirax, but with more structured edges and a rectangular shape.  Steam drifted off the surface and floated up into flaps near the ceiling that seemed to work as vents.  A strange structure in the corner caught her eye, which, at first glance, seemed to be the Luxirian version of a toilet.  She spotted no mirrors, but the walls were lined with a metallic finish that reflected a fuzzy image back.

“Cloths are here,” he murmured, moving over to a hidden panel and pressing it in, which sprung out a compartment filled with what looked like tan linen.  He rummaged inside and then returned with a medium-sized blue vial filled with liquid that resembled oil.  “For washing.”

“Soap?” she asked, plucking the vial from his fingertips.

His features were puzzled for a moment but then jerked his head.  “Tev.  It turns to foam.”  He looked behind her at the pool…or rather bathtub.  “You will not need to wash again this night.  Unless you wish to.”

She gave him a small smile.  “I think I’m good.  I might bathe in the morning though.”  Especially if she got night sweats.

Rixavox nodded, looking down at her.  She was aware of how closely they stood together and he reached out a hand to smooth back her stubborn hair.  It probably looked like a bird’s nest after that hovercraft ride home.

“I will start the fires,” he murmured.

His touch retreated and she resisted to urge to follow his hand.  He backed away and then disappeared through the doorway.  The steel shut behind him, giving her some privacy.

She went about her business quickly and just when she was about to rejoin Rixavox, she caught sight of her reflection on the metallic wall.  The image was hazy, but she could see herself relatively clearly.  She frowned, lifting up her tunic, noticing that she’d already lost quite a bit of weight.  Her hips bones looked sharper, more prominent than they’d been…well, since before she’d been taken by the first round of aliens.  Her face looked pale in the lighting and she saw dark shadows under her eyes.

Cecelia frowned, her shoulders sagging a bit.  She turned her head away for a moment, listening to the quietness, to the bubbling of the water that continuously filled the bathing pool behind her.  Then she looked back at her reflection.  Her spine straightened.  She gave herself a small smile and then she touched the door.

She stepped through without another glance and she felt lighter for it.

Rixavox had already built up the fire in the living room when she appeared at the entrance of the hallway.  The fire created a soft, orange glow, illuminating the room and yet casting long shadows in the corners.  His skin soaked in the color, turning a golden hue, and Cecelia looked at him in awe, trying to memorize the shades of amber that swirled over his arms.

His eyes were still blue when he turned to look at her and he rose gracefully from his crouched position in the fire pit, bringing a small pouch of supplies towards her.

Starting from her feet all the way to her hair, his gaze roved over her and she wondered what he thought.  Did she look strange to him?  She was so unlike the Luxirian female that had been in his home earlier.  She’d been beautiful, strong, and long-limbed.  And Cecelia was pale, thin, and barely came up to Rixavox’s shoulders.

He led her back down the hallway wordlessly.  Cecelia hovered around as he crouched and sparked a fire inside the pit with his supplies with little effort.  She supposed that in a cold place like the northern lands, he’d had a lot of practice making fires.

“Is this your bedroom?” she asked.

He neatly bundled his fire supplies and rolled up the pouch, securing it with a cord.  He looked at her.  “Tev.”

“Oh,” she murmured, swallowing.  “I, um, can sleep in the living room, if you’d like.  I didn’t realize I was taking over your bed.”

Rixavox frowned at her.  “I will sleep in the central hub, female.”  His tone didn’t invite any arguments whatsoever and Cecelia thought it was better to keep quiet when it came to something like this.

Without waiting for her response, he crossed to another hidden compartment that sprung open at his touch.  He procured a fresh shirt and handed it to her, which she took gratefully with a quiet thank you.

The tension was palpable and the fire hissed behind them, the loudest sound in the room.

“Frixavir, luxiva,” he murmured, reaching out a hand to skim her arm lightly.  “Rest,” he translated.  “If you have any need of me, do not hesitate to wake me.”

Then he turned on his heel with one last glance and he disappeared down the hallway until he was out of sight.  The door swished closed behind him, until it was just her, standing in the room, alone.

Cecelia sighed and quickly changed out of her slightly damp shirt into the new one he’d given her.  She resisted the urge to inhale the scent on the impossibly soft fabric since it smelled like the alien that currently filled her thoughts.

She settled into his soft bed and dragged the furs around her, shivering slightly until they warmed with her body heat.

She fell into a restless sleep as the fire burned brightly around her.  Her last coherent thought was that she wished she’d been bold enough to ask him to stay.




*     *     *




The cold woke her from vivid dreams.

Cecelia blinked groggily, trying to get her bearings, and a violent shiver racked her.  Looking out the hazy window above the fire pit, she saw it was still pitch black outside, still nighttime.  The fire just beneath it had died down to a few embers.

She’d dreamed of Rixavox, of his warm skin, of his addicting scent.  For a moment, she thought that he was there with her because the dreams had felt so real.  But the space beside her was empty, the linens cold to the touch.

Cecelia’s eyes tracked to the metal door leading out to the hallway.  Maybe it was the dreams or the cold or because she regretted the awkward tension between them earlier, but she pushed up from the bed, shivering as she gathered a few furs around her shoulders.  The stone floor beneath her feet stung like ice as she padded out into the hallway, the door silently swishing open and closed behind her.

The living room’s fire was just as dull as her own and she figured it had been several hours since she’d fallen asleep.  In the low, golden light, she saw Rixavox’s form.  He was on his back, sprawled out among the cushions in the fire pit, his broad chest rising and falling.

The moment she stepped into the fire pit, he woke immediately, his hand automatically reaching for what she realized was a blade, tucked close to his body.

Cecelia froze and it was only when Rixavox saw it was her standing there, that he cursed softly, his hand releasing it.

“Luxiva,” he murmured, his voice guttural and husky with sleep.  “Mexirava ta vira, vellixa.”

He didn’t seem to realize that his words were Luxirian and not English, but Cecelia relaxed, feeling their meaning, the apology in his tone.  She remembered him talking about being a warrior and a war general for his people.

Warrior.  She hadn’t truly thought about what that word meant, what its implications were, but now she wondered what things he’d seen, what he’d experienced to make him reach for a blade without second thought when he’d been jarred from sleep.

“It’s okay,” she whispered, kneeling down beside him, the furs dragging around her.

Rixavox regarded her with heavy-lidded eyes and he reached out to touch her cheek.  He said something else in Luxirian, but Cecelia smiled softly, shaking her head.

“I don’t understand you, honey,” she whispered, feeling a powerful affection well up in her as she stared down at him.  His eyes were impossibly dark in the low light.

He finally translated.  “A dream,” he murmured softly.  “A trick of the mind.  Of the Fates.”

Cecelia furrowed her brow, not understanding his meaning.  He was tired, she realized.  She wondered when he’d last gotten a full night’s rest.

Slowly, she leaned down and brushed her lips over his cheek.  His skin felt smooth and warm under her lips.

“Sessela?” he murmured, blinking up at her when she leaned back.  Clarity returned.  He started to lean up on the elbows, but she smoothed a hand down his chest, pushing him back down.  “What is wrong?”

“Nothing,” she whispered.  “Can I sleep here with you?”

Rixavox looked down at the furs bundled around her shoulders, but without waiting for his answer, she sank down among the cushions next to him and spread out.

His rumbling purr made her smile into the cushions and she felt his arms immediately come around her, pulling her into his body.  She sighed happily, nuzzling her cheek into his warm chest, her limbs beginning to thaw against him.

“You feel so good,” she murmured softly.  They were pressed so tightly together that she felt him hard and erect against her belly.  Instead of the sharp, aching arousal from earlier, her arousal right then was soft, sensual.  Nothing would happen between them that night, but it felt nice.  Her entire body felt full and warm and lush because of it.

His lips moved against her temple.  “Frixavir.”

One of his horns rubbed against her hair, up and down, up and down, and she let out a soft breath, liking the sensation.

Sleep reclaimed her shortly.







FOURTEEN







“I love this place,” Sessela told him from her place in the Rillirax, nude underneath the water, both a distraction and a pleasure.  She’d made him turn around to stare at the facev walls again as she undressed.  Needless to say, Rixavox’s cock had been as hard as the mountain they were inside since he’d laid eyes on his luxiva.  Even in sleep, he had no reprieve.

It was their second night at the sacred pool and Rixavox’s Instinct was emerging more readily with every passing moment.  It was becoming a chore to keep it calm, keep it restrained, but he would for his female’s sake.

I must, he corrected.

He remembered the calm, the rightness of waking up next to his luxiva that morning.  She’d slept soundly beside him throughout the night after she’d sought him out in the central hub.  His Instinct had been at peace for that brief moment of time when he’d held her close, when he could feel the slow beat of her heart against his body.  He hadn’t seen her much through the span, since he’d had his duties to attend to, but he’d made sure to return to her with hot meals whenever he had a break.

Rixavox felt guilt leaving her for so long without entertainment.  But his home was devoid of pleasures that might distract her, since he was there so rarely.  From the bazaar that morning, he’d bought her better coverings—fresh, soft tunics in luxurious colors, the smallest fur wrap he could find, and lined boots for her small feet, although they were too large for her—they’d had to stuff the toes with strips of excess furs.  But he hadn’t thought to buy her other things that might keep her mind off the long span ahead.

He chided himself for his oversight throughout most of his duties.  His mind wandered to Sessela every other moment until he found he couldn’t concentrate on his Ambassador duties.  He was even seriously beginning to consider inviting Levrix to meet her, so that his luxiva would have a companion throughout the span.

His female understood, of course.  She didn’t blame him for his absence.  When he’d finally returned to her right before the twin suns began their descent, he’d apologized profusely.  She’d brushed aside his apology, saying that he had an outpost to look after, that his duties were more important than wasting the span away with her.

He’d frowned, silently disagreeing in his mind.  All he’d wanted was to waste away the span with her.

Rixavox realized that she was so different from the females he’d known in the past.  His luxiva was calm about almost everything.  She was selfless, putting his duties above her own needs.  She was mentally strong.  He knew that those traits were ones forged from her illness.  On the ride over to the Rillirax that night, she’d told him about the human treatments for what she called cancer.  She told him there were different types, different levels of severity, different approaches to treatment.

He’d been horrified by her accounts, by her memories.  His stomach had knotted when she’d told him how sick the treatments made her, how they made her vomit, how her hair had fallen out, how they drained her of energy.  Hellixaxava was a common disease among Luxirians, especially at a young age.  It saddened him that so many humans suffered, when it was an easy, painless, quick cure on Luxiria.

He thanked the Fates for bringing his female to his home.  He wished he could’ve eased her suffering at the hands of the Krevorags, but if nothing else, even if she chose to return to Earth, she would be cured, would live out the rest of her spans without the illness that had caused her much suffering.

Rixavox looked at her, soaking in the Rillirax, a serene smile on her face, and his heart stuttered in his chest.  She was so beautiful to him that sometimes it hurt.  He’d hardly been able to keep his hands off her.  Whenever he’d returned to her throughout the span, he’d palmed her waist, stroked her fingertips, her hair, her soft cheeks, taking many liberties that should’ve been forbidden to him.  She’d let him.  She’d seemed to enjoy his touch, which elated him.

“Rixavox,” she said, her lyrical voice echoing around the cavern, only dulled slightly by the growing pevrilla along the walls.

“Tev, female?” he rasped, his hands aching to touch her.  But he sat in his place, along the edge of the pool, wishing only to be soaking inside with her, his bare flesh against her own.

“Tell me something.  Anything at all,” she commanded, her eyes shining in the silvery light.  “I…want to hear your voice.”

Another stutter in his chest, followed by a warmth deep in his belly.  “I think you have the better voice between us, female.”

“I like to hear yours,” she admitted softly.  “So talk.  Tell me something about you, about what it was like growing up on this planet.  Sometimes it’s still so strange to me, like a dream, that all this exists.”

“Luxirian youths grow up knowing there is life beyond our planet,” he said.  “We have close relations and partnerships with many species.  I confess I cannot think what this is like for you, for the other humans.”

“It’s a little overwhelming,” she said, a hint of a smile touching her lips.  “Not gonna lie.”

Rixavox watched as she floated closer to the edge, closer to him.  He thought about her request.  “What is it that you wish to know about me, female?” he rasped.

“Do you have a family?” she asked him.

Rixavox sobered, but he vowed he would answer anything she wished to know.  A fated bonded could not be strengthened with lies or half-truths.

“Not anymore,” he said, shifting slightly.  “My mother and sire have passed from this life, into the blackworld.”

He paused, wondering how to bring up his blood brother, but before he could, she said softly, “Oh, Rixavox.  I’m sorry.  Were you close with them?”

“Close?” he questioned, thinking it was an odd word for the familial bond.  “More than close, female.  I loved them, I respected them.  They honored me with life.”  On Luxiria, it was rare that there was dissension in family units.  “It is only natural that you disagree with your mother or sire on occasion, but Luxirians are taught to respect our elders, to respect their wisdom and guidance, from an early age.  I think of them often and it pains me every moment when I remember they are gone from this world.”

Sessela was quiet for a moment.  Her eyes softened as he spoke and then she asked, “Can I ask how they died?”

“My mother was killed in the Plague.  My sire chose to end his own life after her death, like many Luxirian males who lost their mates that lunar cycle.”

“What?” she whispered, voice aghast.   “Rixavox…”

His eyes slid sideways a bit, staring down into the water of the Rillirax.  “We lost many of our race during that time.  Not just our females.”

“The Plague,” she murmured softly, gazing up at him.  “Kate mentioned it to me.  She said it was an attack by your enemies.”

“Tev, it was,” he confirmed.  “The Jetutians.  The virus they unleashed wiped out the majority of our females.”

“And left the rest infertile,” Sessela finished for him, shaking her head.

“Tev.”

His female was close enough to the edge of the Rillirax that she reached out her arm to touch his outstretched leg.  Her touch alone was enough to ease the memories in his mind that threatened to take over.

“I’m sorry, Rixavox.  I can’t imagine what that must’ve been like,” she said.

He knew that he should tell her about his blood brother’s crimes.  He would feel better if she knew, if she didn’t accidentally find out from someone else.  Devix’s crimes were still whispered about, especially among the elders, so it wouldn’t be difficult for her to overhear something.

“I have a blood brother,” he told her, meeting her gaze.  “He is three rotations older than I am.”

“Does he live in Velraxa?” she asked, her tongue gliding over his outpost’s name effortlessly.

“Nix,” he murmured.  “He was exiled from Luxiria.  I have not had contact with him for seven rotations now.  Truthfully, I know not whether he lives or has passed beyond.”

He heard Sessela swallow thickly and her brows furrowed with concern.  Softly, she asked, “What happened?”

“It was two rotations after the Plague.  Devix was accused of committing the worst crime possible to Luxirians,” hse said, running a hand over his horn.  “Even before the Plague, we always held our females in high regard.  They are the mothers of our kind, creators in their own right.  Without them, we are nothing.  We are not strong.  Harming a female is unthinkable to Luxirians.  It is a crime punishable by death.”

“Your brother hurt a female?” she questioned softly.

He forced himself to say the words, even though they made him recoil.  “He was accused of rape.”  Sessela drew in a sharp intake of air.  Rixavox said, “He was exiled eight rotations ago, forbidden to ever return to Luxiria.”

Sessela’s eyes never left his own as she observed, “You said a crime against a female is punishable by death.  But he was exiled?”

Vaxa’an had been the Prime Leader for a short period at the time.  His sire had followed Vaxa’an’s mother into the blackworld, leaving Vaxa’an rule over Luxiria.  He had final say over the sentencing and he’d received much criticism over it, especially by the elders…the very elders who had wanted Rixavox stripped of his ranks.

“There were conflicting accounts during the tribunal,” Rixavox said, his fists clenching.

“In what way?” she asked softly, eyeing him.  Rixavox wondered if she was wary of him now that she knew what his own blood had been accused of.  Would she act differently towards him now?

“My brother maintained his stance that he did not do the unthinkable.  A brother of the female said he did, said he caught them together, said my brother was forcing the mating.  Then another Luxirian, an elder, came forward as a witness and said my brother did not, that it was a mutual mating,” Rixavox said, replaying that trial over and over in his head, as he had on many occasions.  “It was unclear what had actually happened.”

“What did the female say?”

Old frustrations rose.  “She said nothing.  She chose the right for complete silence.”

He heard the water trickle around her as she shifted in the water.  He saw her hair float and sway around her, saw the way her pale shoulders gleamed in the light.

“And what do you believe?” she asked.  “He was your brother.  Do you think he was capable of doing something like that?”

Rixavox already knew the answer.  He’d asked himself the same thing over and over again and he’d only ever come to one conclusion.

“No, I do not believe he was capable.”

He was beginning to learn her human expressions and the emotion he saw on her face right then was one of concern but also of sympathy.

“I told Vaxa’an this in private when he asked me the same thing you just did,” he said.  “It was what swayed his decision to spare Devix’s life.”

“But he was still exiled for a crime he might not have committed,” she finished for him.

“Tev.”

“You saw him after that, didn’t you?” she questioned softly.  “You said he was exiled eight rotations ago.  Yet you last him seven rotations ago?”

He’d never told anyone that he’d sought his brother out after the exile.  Not even Vaxa’an knew.  He’d chartered a vessel off planet and tracked his brother down to a seedy colony called Petrika in the Second Quadrant.

“He is my blood brother,” Rixavox said.  “Exile is like death.  I had just lost my sire and mother in the Plague.  Devix lost them.  Then, we lost each other.  I needed to see him.”

“What happened when you did?”

He didn’t like to think on that time, but he forced himself to say, “It was difficult between us.  He was angry.  Broken.  I had never seen him like that, so devoid of anything but rage.  He had once been a proud warrior, one of the best of our race.  Seeing him live in that place, that filth…” His fists clenched at his sides.  “I told him I wanted to help him.  I had connections in the First Quadrant.  I wanted to find him a more comfortable planet to live on, with the promise of peace.”

“What did he say?” she asked.  Her tone was hesitant, as if she already knew the outcome.

“He did not want my help,” he grunted.  “He told me to leave, that he never wanted me to seek him out again.  We argued.  Eventually, we fought.  I left soon after and when I tried to find him again on Petrika a few lunar cycles later, he was gone.  I searched for the next two rotations, whenever I could without raising suspicion, but no being had seen him.  No one knew where he had gone,” he said, his chest tightening with his words.

“Rixavox…” she whispered.

“It came to the point where I could not rest.  Every moment I was not fighting for Luxiria or performing my duties, I was searching for him.  I knew I had to stop.  Finally, I let him go.  I have not searched for him since.”

He knew not if his blood brother was still alive.  He sincerely hoped he was.  He hoped he’d built himself back up from the state that Rixavox had last seen him in.  It hurt to think of other outcomes.

Sessela was quiet and then she murmured softly, “It’s more difficult choosing to let each other go.  Sometimes you don’t have a choice and it sounds like you didn’t in this situation.  I understand.  You did the right thing, Rixavox.”

Hearing her say that soothed him to some degree.  Words would never heal the wounds his family unit had endured in the past ten rotations, but they helped.  Especially from his mate.

“You say you understand,” he noted, dread forming in his gut.  “Who chose to leave you?”

She stilled, as if she did not expect such a direct question.  But she didn’t hide anything from him.  Instead, she said, “My parents.”

He cocked his head to the side, his chest beginning to rumble.  “How?”

She shifted in the water, her eyes flashed to the side, and Rixavox observed it all.  She was not used to speaking about this, he realized.  He wondered how long she’d hid it, like how he’d hid his brother.

“My mother left my dad and I when I was two-years-old,” she said, her shoulder lifting out of the water in a shrug.  But Rixavox heard the pain in her voice.  “She’s never contacted me, so I don’t know much about her.”

Rixavox furrowed his brow, his back straightening slightly.  It was unfathomable that a mother would leave her young at that age.

“As for my dad…” she trailed off, her arms moving under the water to wrap around her body.  Rixavox shifted, restless, not liking to see his female in distress.  “He’d always been a little distant after my mom left.  He got remarried to another woman my first year of college and he became even more distant after that.”

Rixavox didn’t understand what ‘college’ meant but he knew it wasn’t the time to ask.  She’d explained to him what marriage was, however, similar to Breeding partners in Luxirian culture where both parties could separate by choice.  He was realizing that humans didn’t seem to have fated mates, or perhaps they were even rarer than Luxirian couplings.

“What about during your treatments?” Rixavox asked.  “He was there then, tev?”

Sessela gave him a small smile, but instead of making his heart stutter in his chest, it made it feel heavy.  “Yes, for a little while.”

Only ‘a little while.’  Rixavox understood what that meant: that she had gone through the majority of her treatments alone…treatments that she’d told him made her sick and tired and afraid.

The swell of anger rising within him was surprising.  It made sense to him now, why she’d taken the time to thank him for accompanying her to the Rillirax.  At that moment, he’d been slightly…insulted that she thought it was an inconvenience for him, as she’d described it.  Now he understood.

“I think I’m ready to get out now,” she said softly.  Rixavox swallowed and jerked his head, rising from his sitting position.  He laid out one of the coverings he’d bought for her that morning near the edge of the Rillirax before turning his back.

He calmed his breathing as Sessela emerged from the pool and slipped her coverings back on.  He swallowed when he heard her approach him, inhaling a sharp breath when he felt her hand on the middle of his back.

Rixavox turned to look down at her.  Her covering was clinging to her body, wetting the light fabric, outlining the shape of her breasts and slim waist and flared hips.  Her hair was wet and her eyes shone silver.

Beautiful, he thought, awed by this creature standing before him.

Slowly, she walked into him, nudging into his body until every soft curve of her was pressed against him.  Her arms came around his sides until they clasped around his back and she leaned her cheek right over his heart.

A hug, he remembered dumbly.  Vaxa’an’s human mate had called these hugs.  An intimate embrace.

Without further hesitation, he returned it, his chest purring against her cheek, as his arms enveloped her.

His Instinct quieted within him, content.  He had his mate in his arms, safe and protected, as the Fates worked to heal her body.

Everything stilled around them as he felt her warmth and no more words needed to be spoken.




*     *     *




When they returned to the dwelling, they were still quiet but they never strayed too far from one another’s touch.  Sessela disappeared into the washroom briefly to change her tunic but then returned to watch him start a fire in the central hub.  He led her down into his quarters and he flared up another fire in the pit, letting the space soak up the golden light it produced, chasing away the chill of the northern night.

Sessela looked up at him when he stood from his duties and the look in her eyes was soft as she took his hand.

“Come on,” she said.  “Let’s go to bed.”

And he followed her as she guided them over to the sleeping platform, piled high with soft, warm furs and cushions.  She let go of his hand to climb inside and his breath hitched when he saw her there.  Never in all of his imaginings did he think he would see his luxiva, lying back against his furs.

Normally, he slept nude, but he didn’t want to frighten her, so he sank down to his knees, fully clothed.  Sessela helped him slide underneath the furs, next to her.

She squirmed closer until she was nestled just beneath his chin, her face buried into his chest.  His arm came around her and nudged her even closer.

“Goodnight,” she whispered against him.

The human term translated through his language implant and his belly warmed.

“Goodnight, luxiva.”

Then he fell into the most restful sleep of his entire life span.







FIFTEEN







Cecelia woke before Rixavox did.

She guessed it was still early.  She craned her neck slightly so she could look out the window and saw the beginnings of the suns rising.  She knew the one on the left rose first and ten minutes later, the other began its ascent.

Cecelia looked back over at her Luxirian.  He was sleeping on his stomach, his face turned to her, one broad, heavy arm slung low over her hip.  Under the warm furs, she felt his legs intertwined with her own and she wondered how they’d gotten into this intimate position without waking.

Her blood felt warm, slow.  She’d had no night sweats and only felt a slight stickiness between their bodies.  Perhaps the Rillirax was truly working.

Her eyes fanned over his features.  She had such little opportunity to study him, even though she was with him most of her waking hours.  She always felt like a creeper if she flat out stared, not to mention self-conscious since he was always so…intense.

So, Cecelia took the time to study him, to memorize his proud, angular face.  His skin was darker near the furs, but the very top of his forehead had already begun to shift and change colors, reacting to the peachy light of the suns.  His horns lay flat against his skull, but she’d seen them standing straight up before.  She wondered what that meant, whether it was emotion that made them move or not.  They were beautiful, smooth like a black ivory, with a single thread of silver running from the very base to the very tip.

His eyes were tilted and wide and even though his brows were sparse, she knew that they could still be expressive.  His nose was sharp and straight, the bone underneath impossibly smooth.  Male models on Earth would kill for such a nose, she thought, smiling a little.

And his lips…they looked soft for someone so hard.  Too soft.  She wondered if they would feel like velvet against her own, if she’d ever have the guts to kiss him, or if he would ever make the move to kiss her.  She wondered if Luxirians kissed.  It could be strictly a human gesture of affection.  She had absolutely no idea and she didn’t know of a way to ask without sounding like she was propositioning him.

Which is exactly what I want to do, she couldn’t help but think.

When she was around Rixavox, he made her feel like a woman.  Like a desirable, sexy, red-blooded woman.

No one had ever made her feel that way before.  None of her past boyfriends, which was probably why she’d had such a lackluster sex life up until this point in her life.  The cancer certainly hadn’t helped…

But I’m here now, she thought, something like relief, happiness, hope taking over her body instead of her disease.  She was lying in bed with a strange alien male that she was intensely attracted to.  Every night, she got naked with him only a few feet away and he watched her soak in a sacred pool of his people.

Would she be brave enough to make the first move? Perhaps, that very night?

Cecelia swallowed, a few nervous butterflies revving up in her stomach.  Then she couldn’t help but sober.  If this treatment didn’t work…how long would it be until she would feel this way again, this young again?  From her past experience with lymphoma, it started out slowly but then began progressing rapidly.  It started with the night sweats at first, with the unexplainable weight loss.  She hadn’t thought anything of them, hadn’t even seen a doctor, until it started becoming harder and harder to breathe.  Her lymph nodes began to swell, she started having racking, ugly coughs, coughing so hard sometime she thought she might pass out from them because she couldn’t get enough air.

It was only then that she’d gone in to be diagnosed.  Now, she recognized the signs.  She knew what her body was trying to tell her: prepare.

A few tears swelled into her eyes and she blinked them away.  Even if this treatment didn’t work, she thought, she didn’t want to waste the very short period of time where she still felt somewhat healthy.

Rixavox’s breathing was slow and steady and quiet, which helped calm her worries.  She inhaled a deep breath and felt relieved when she didn’t feel her throat constrict.

Don’t waste this, she repeated to herself silently.  Don’t waste this.

A loud shrill from the direction of the central hub made her jump slightly and Rixavox jerked awake, his eyes automatically flashing to hers.  His gaze was clear, no hint of fatigue, like the previous night when she’d awakened him and he’d reached for his dagger.

“Luxiva,” he rasped.  His voice sent a shiver racing through her body.  It sounded like pure sin, all dark velvet and deliciously husky.

Another jarring trill sounded and he let out a rough sigh, rolling over and out of bed.

“What is it?” she asked, coming up onto her elbows, the furs falling away from her body.  His eyes flared as he looked down at her, raking his gaze over her disheveled hair and wrinkled shirt.

“The Coms,” he grunted.  “I will return shortly.”

Cecelia gave him a nod and once he saw it, he turned from the bed and strode down the hallway.  She heard his voice in the distance, speaking with whoever was on the other end.  Cecelia pushed the furs off and stood, stretching slightly, before heading for the bathroom.  She used the toilet and scooped up some water from the bubbling springs to splash her face, drying it on the cloth she’d hung up.

She felt refreshed when she returned to the bedroom, only to find Rixavox stripping off his clothes from the day before.

Her breath hitched in her throat and he turned at the sound.  Thankfully, or unthankfully, he’d already changed his pants to another form-fitting leather-like material, this one in a soft smoky gray.  But he was in the process of fetching a shirt when she walked back in.

Even though she’d seen him shirtless before—hell, their entire first encounter had been with him shirtless—she’d almost forgotten how massive, how utterly ripped he was.  And the scars…there were more scars than she remembered lining his back.  She wanted to trace them with her fingers and ask about each one, her heart aching a bit at the pain he must’ve endured.  She knew little about the life of Luxirians, but she knew enough to know they were a warrior culture, like the Spartans of Earth’s own history.

And she’d taken Classics in college.  She knew how brutal that culture had been.

Rixavox turned to face her, those pierced nipples flashing, and Cecelia stood frozen, on the threshold of the bedroom.

“I apologize, luxiva, but I must begin my duties for the span,” he told her, unconcerned with his half-nudity.  Then again, he had no reason to be.  He shrugged on a tight shirt that clung to his muscles before bending to secure his boots.

“I-It’s okay,” she stuttered before clearing her throat.  “I know that you must be busy.”

Rixavox straightened and approached her, his mouth set in a grim line.  Her eyes couldn’t help but stray to his nipples, which poked through the thin shirt.  She met his eyes again, swallowing.

“I think I will send for companionship for you,” he murmured.  “Levrix has said that she would like to meet you.  I have known her for many rotations and I would feel better knowing that you have another here with you.”

Cecelia frowned a bit.  “I don’t need a babysitter, Rixavox.”

His brows furrowed at ‘babysitter,’ but he seemed to understand her meaning well enough.  “I know.  But it is hard for me to focus when I worry about you here.”  Her gaze softened a bit.  “I thought perhaps you could learn more about Luxiria from her as well.  She likes to talk.  She will love the attention.”

“Wait,” Cecelia murmured.  “Levrix…is this the…the woman that was here?  That was…”

Rixavox blew out a breath.  “Tev.”

Cecelia’s lips parted and an ugly flash of jealousy slammed into her breast like a sledgehammer.  “Are you serious?  You want your lover to come babysit me?”

“She is not my lover,” he growled.

“She was,” Cecelia corrected, crossing her arms.  He was so close that they brushed his chest.

Rixavox looked about to argue but then he cocked her a strange look, tilting his head in that maddening way.

Then he let out a huff of laughter, which only served to irk her even more.

“You are jealous, female,” he purred down at her, his neck craning so his face was only inches from her own.  Those brilliant blue eyes flashed in what seemed like…delight.

“I…I am not,” she replied, but the way she sputtered gave her away.  Ugh.

“If you are not jealous, as you claim, then why should Levrix not come over and entertain you?”

Cecelia marveled that she’d woken up to peace just a few moment ago and now she felt like a dragon with fire shooting out of her nose whenever he mentioned his ex-lover’s name.  How crazy was that?

“Okay, fine,” she bit out, the words tasting like vinegar in her mouth.  “Invite her over then.  I don’t care.”

“I will,” he purred.  He leaned forward and her breath hitched, thinking that he was going to kiss her.  Instead he turned his head slightly so that his horns rubbed against her forehead and their cheeks were pressed together.

And just like that, Cecelia felt a little of her irritation drain out of her.  She’d never suspected she was an easy woman by any means, but Rixavox had a way of making her melt at his feet like a human puddle.

He breathed her in and she felt his exhale blow a strand of her hair, tickling her ear.  “Have patience, luxiva.  I will finish my duties as swiftly as I can so I can return to you.”

Cecelia sighed, letting her tense body relax.  “Okay.”

He pulled back to look down at her, his expression serious.  “Female…you do know I would rather spend the spans with you and only you, tev?”

Her heart beat a little faster at his words, at the soft tone in his voice.  Even if she didn’t understand what it was, she knew that there was something more to his words, something more that she didn’t understand.

“Yes,” she murmured, slightly dazed, unaware that she’d even spoken until he jerked his head in a nod.

“Good.”

Cecelia walked with him quietly through the bedroom, down the hallway, and to the front door of his house.

When he turned to say goodbye, he stroked the center of her palm and said, “Levrix will arrive shortly.  I will have her bring you your meal.”

And because it seemed important to him that she had company while he was gone, she nodded.  Yesterday had been quite boring, she had to admit, broken up only by his visits throughout the late morning and afternoon.

“Okay,” she said.

He squeezed her hand and then he was gone, slipping through the door that shut heavily behind him.  The howling wind that slipped past him was bitter and cold and she worried about him flying the hovercraft in conditions like that.  But she knew he’d lived in this place for a long time and was used to it.

With a sigh, she turned back to the empty house.  The fire in the sunken pit had been reduced to embers throughout the night, but she went to go sit there, regardless, while she waited.

And when she heard the familiar heavy thud of a hovercraft landing on the patio outside, she took a deep breath in, slightly nervous if she was being honest.  She didn’t know what to expect out of Rixavox’s ex.

Levrix didn’t knock or alert Cecelia to her presence before she pushed open the heavy door and stepped inside.  Cecelia stood from her position in the fire pit and then approached her.

The Luxirian female was wearing a heavy, rustic fur coat and she saw little silver snowflakes trapped between the hairs.

“Hello,” Cecelia said hesitantly, unsure of what else to say.  Can I take your coat?  Please, won’t you sit down in your ex-lover’s house?

Levrix studied her from the doorway, her gaze raking over her in a way that made Cecelia shift.  But then the Luxirian gave her a smile and said slowly, “Forgive me if I jumble your language.  I just got the language implant and it is always strange at first.”

Levrix was tall and imposing, but her features were more delicate than the Luxirian males she’d seen.  Her hair was black, the darkest of shades, and her eyes were a light blue.  When she removed her coat, Cecelia saw that she was curvy, the kind of curvy that would make human men salivate, the kind of generous curves that she herself would never possess, especially since she’d been losing so much weight.

Cecelia cleared her throat as Levrix approached.  In her hands was a platter of food covered in a clear disk to keep it hot.  Levrix set it down on the cushions in the fire pit and then took Cecelia’s hands in her own.  They were cold from the outside but warmed quickly against her flesh.

“You can call me Levrix,” she said.  “I do not know if Rixavox told you my name.”

“He did,” Cecelia said, having to crane back her neck to see her.  She had to be at least a foot taller.  “My name is Cecelia.”

Predictably, Levrix repeated, “Sessela,” and she knew that it might be hopeless for a correct pronunciation on Luxiria.

“Yes,” Cecelia said, smiling slightly.  Then she said, “Tev,” figuring that if Levrix was speaking in English, the least Cecelia could do was try out a bit of Luxirian.

Levrix blinked at the word, but then smiled, revealing straight, but sharp teeth.  “You have learned our language from Rixavox?”

“Only a few words,” Cecelia admitted.  “I fear that I probably cannot pronounce most.”

Levrix grunted slightly and then released her hands.  “Come,” she said.  “Eat.  Rixavox was very clear that you should eat.”

Cecelia relaxed slightly, glad that there didn’t seem to be any strange tension between them, considering that Cecelia had walked in on her naked as she’d tried to seduce Rixavox.  If Levrix wanted to brush that under the rug, then Cecelia certainly could.

For once, she actually felt a little grumble in her stomach.  Again, she wondered if it was the Rillirax’s doing, but she wouldn’t question it too much.  She wanted to regain the weight she’d already lost, so she settled into the fire pit, Levrix settling next to her, and she lifted the disk off the food platter.

The food was familiar to her.  It was the same meat she’d been eating since she arrived.  It was tender and delicious and surprisingly still warm, despite the journey it had taken to get there.

“Thank you for bringing this,” Cecelia said after she swallowed a bite.

“It is my honor,” Levrix responded, studying her.  Cecelia brushed off her perusal, figuring that if this was the first time she was seeing a Luxirian, she would be more than a little curious.

“I brought you something to drink as well,” Levrix said slowly, sounding out the words, before she reached into the folds of her heavily lined dress.  She pulled out a flask and handed it to her.

“What is it?” Cecelia asked curiously.

Levrix thought for a moment.  “I think you would call it tea?  It is brewed from a Luxirian plant.  Very good for your health.”

Cecelia wondered if Rixavox had told her why she was there.  When she took a sip from the flask, she found that the tea was still warm.  It tasted faintly like green tea, one of her favorites, but it had a black licorice aftertaste.

Levrix smiled when she took another sip.  “You like it?”

“Yes,” Cecelia said.  “It’s very good.”

“We females used to drink this often.  It is good for the…for the womb, I believe you say.  It makes the young stronger.”

Cecelia almost sputtered on her next sip.  She felt a light flush color her cheeks.  “Oh, I’m not…we’re not…” she trailed off, wanting to groan in embarrassment.  “I’m not pregnant.”

Something flashed across Levrix’s face at her pronouncement but she didn’t want to read too much into it.  “Regardless,” the Luxirian female said, “it is good for you.”

An awkward silence descended between them so Cecelia took another sip and then returned to her meal.  After she’d chewed a few bites, feeling Levrix’s gaze on her all the time, Cecelia said, “I’m, uh, I’m sorry I barged in on you and Rixavox the other day.  I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Levrix waved her hand in the air, dismissing her words.  “Rixavox did not want me that night.  You interrupted nothing.”

Cecelia swallowed, wondering how Luxirians could be so, so blasé about sex.  It was somewhat refreshing, she had to admit, although it was strange hearing Levrix talk about Rixavox in that way, especially after her jealousy episode earlier that morning.

“Right,” she murmured, staring down at her plate.  God, she hoped it wouldn’t be this awkward all day.  Or else that day would seem even longer than yesterday had.

“You are uncomfortable,” Levrix realized, cocking her head to the side.  “Have I made you so?”

“It’s just a little weird,” Cecelia admitted.  “I appreciate you taking the time to come be with me though.”

“I wished to meet you, Sessela,” Levrix insisted.  “I told Rixavox I would like to meet with you, that you should have a companion during the span while he goes about his duties.  He is a busy male.  He cannot expect you to sit here all span with nothing to occupy you.”

Cecelia relaxed a little more and gave her a soft smile.  “That was thoughtful of you.”

Levrix returned her smile and scooted closer.  “Let us begin again, yes?”

Cecelia gave a little laugh and nodded.  “Okay.”

“Good.  Then you must tell me all about you.  I wish to know everything.”

Cecelia smiled.  “That could take a while.”

“It is good that we have a while then,” Levrix replied.

Cecelia smoothed the smile from her lips, feeling the awkwardness begin to drain between them.

“Alright,” she said.  “I will tell you everything about me, if you tell me everything about you and about Luxiria.  I want to learn, to understand.  Deal?”

“Deal?” Levrix repeated, a puzzled look on her face.

“It is a human expression.  An agreement on an exchange,” she tried to explain.

“Ah,” Levrix said, her chest rumbling in an excited purr.  “Yes, you can teach me these expressions.  For now, I agree to your deal.”

“Okay,” Cecelia replied, chuckling, settling in for what would probably be a long, but enjoyable, day.







SIXTEEN







When Rixavox returned to her and Levrix once he had a break in his duties, they were chatting like girlfriends Cecelia had had in college.

She was surprised how easy it was.  Even though they both came from completely different cultures, completely different planets, for that matter, Levrix was easy to talk to.

Rixavox could only stay for a brief time before he was called away again.  Cecelia’s eyes trailed after him as he left, already missing him.

There was an uncomfortable pause in the room after he left but then eventually, they picked back up again.

Throughout the afternoon, Cecelia learned much about Levrix during their numerous chats.  She learned that she owned a market stall of Luxirian silks and fabrics and furs down at the bazaar, that she’d closed up the stall that day for the specific purpose of staying with her.  She learned that she was highly intelligent, that she’d studied Luxirian ancient history and the Fates extensively, although most of the scholars on Luxiria were primarily males.  She learned that Levrix grew up in the Velraxa outpost, that she’d traveled to the Golden City once and hated it.

“I could imagine being no place else,” she’d said, gazing out the window of Rixavox’s house.  “It is brutal here, yes, but only true Velraxians see the beauty.”

It was beautiful there, no doubt.  Cecelia could understand the appeal.  But she’d really only seen the area around Velraxa, like the mountain range where the Rillirax hid, or the valley below as they traveled.  She wondered if Rixavox would take her to see his outpost, or if she wasn’t allowed because she was an outsider.

“Rixavox seems to like it here,” Cecelia murmured.

Levrix smiled.  “Tev, a true Velraxian even though he was not born in the northern lands.”

Cecelia hesitated, but a strange curiosity won out.  “Have you known him long?”

“Tev, quite long.  We are friends even though we were pleasure partners.”

Jealousy clenched in her gut so hard that her hand trembled, an intense reaction to such innocent words.  Yet, she knew what those words meant.

“Oh,” she said, trying to calm her breath.  The thought of Rixavox with anyone hurt.  She was as envious about those females as she was confused by her body’s reaction.  How was it possible, this intensity?  “I’m sorry,” she forced out.  “It’s none of my business.”

Levrix cocked her head to the side.  “Is it not?”

“No,” Cecelia said, swallowing.  “We’re not…we aren’t together in that way.”

Cecelia might not recognize Luxirian facial expression as well as she could recognize human ones, but the surprise on Levrix’s face was universal.  “That is…strange.”

“Why?” Cecelia questioned, her brows furrowing.

Levrix studied her for a long while, long enough to make Cecelia squirm in her seat.

Finally Levrix shook her head.  “That is for Rixavox to discuss with you, not me.  Are you feeling any hunger?  Do you wish for me to fetch you another meal?  I do not know how often humans are supposed to eat.”

Cecelia let the obvious change in subject slide, but her mind ran wild with what went unsaid.  Did she think it was strange that they weren’t sleeping together because Rixavox had a womanizing reputation?  That was what Kate had implied.

Or…was it something else?  Something that she’d caught only in brief moments?  Something that nagged at the back of her mind even though she didn’t truly know what it meant?

Cecelia shook her head and said quietly, “No, I’m not hungry.  Maybe in a couple hours.”

“Will you explain ‘hours’ to me?” Levrix requested.

Which led them into a discussion about Earth time, about the seasons where she lived in the United States.  Levrix seemed shocked that the seasons changed as rapidly and as drastically as they did in certain places.  In return, she told her that there on Velraxa, there was only a lunar cycle—which Cecelia deduced was about a month—of warmer weather, but it never got as hot as the Golden City on its coldest day.

The afternoon passed in a similar fashion until finally, Levrix told her that she had to take her leave.  She had a shipment of silks being delivered and she had to prepare for the next day at the bazaar.

“Thank you for keeping me company,” Cecelia said, standing and walking with her to the door.  “I enjoyed our talks.”

Levrix turned to her right before she pushed the door open and said, “I cannot come this next span, but perhaps the span after.”

“Oh, you don’t have to,” Cecelia said, biting her lip.  “I don’t want to keep taking you away from your business.”

Levrix waved her hand in the air.  “It is a privilege to sit with you, to learn about you and your kind.  I will return.”

Cecelia inclined her head when Levrix did.  “Thank you.  I look forward to it.”

With one last look, Levrix departed and that harsh bite of wind that had gusted in when Rixavox left returned until the door shut.  On the other side, she listened for the familiar hum of the hovercraft to start up and take flight…and then there was silence.

Curiosity spiked.  Even though it was clear that Rixavox didn’t want others seeing her, which was why she couldn’t go out during the day and explore, why couldn’t she just take a little peek?

She grabbed one of the heavy fur wrappings that Rixavox had taken off her the night before and settled it around her shoulders, bringing it up to cloak her hair and head.  She was completely covered from head-to-toe in fur, except for her silk house slippers that Rixavox had bought for her to wear during the day.

With a tug that strained her muscles, she managed to wrestle open the heavy door and she squeaked as the chill billowed her fur cloak around her body.  She snatched it more tightly around her and with a deep breath that seared her lungs, she stepped out onto Rixavox’s patio, in the middle of the afternoon.

She knew from their nighttime travels that Rixavox’s house was somewhat secluded from the rest of the outpost.  And even though it was at the base of a mountain, it was situated at a higher elevation in the valley.  Even knowing all this, it couldn’t prepare her for the sheer awe she felt when she stepped up to the ledge, allowing her a clear view below.

Velraxa was situated at the base of the mountain range, but its sprawl was impressive.  There were smooth, stone buildings and houses as far as she could see, dotting the valley below the mountain.  To the west, she could see what she assumed was the bazaar, the marketplace, because there were more organized lines of little buildings and when she squinted, she could see a flurry of activity, of Luxirians shopping and walking and socializing.  More north, she could see taller buildings, with what looked like a few football fields of cleared, empty ground right behind them.  A stadium of some sort?  Or were they training grounds?

But above the outpost, the mountains stood tall and imposing.  She craned her neck up but the tops disappeared into the thin cloud covering.  They were frosted in silver and they glittered whenever the suns’ rays broke through.

Beyond the mountains, she could see vast, open land and nothing else.  Hadn’t Rixavox said Velraxa was a hunting outpost?  She wondered how long they had to travel to find game.

It was ridiculously cold.  Her thin slippers weren’t holding up to the ice-packed patio and even through the layer of thick fur, the chill seeped into her.  But she understood what Levrix meant.  As she gazed out over Velraxa, she felt the beauty of it, the calmness of the silver mountains, the quietness of the icy air.  In the distance, she could hear the bustle of activity from below.

Cecelia squinted.  She spotted a hovercraft approaching from the tall buildings she’d seen towards the north.  It was just a speck in the sky, but it grew and grew.  Cecelia smile, her heart beating a little faster, because, instinctively, she knew it was Rixavox.

Even though her fingertips were numb, she stayed and waited on the patio until she had to step away so he could land the hovercraft.

She wondered if he would be angry that she’d come out here, but as he disembarked, it was worry she saw on his face instead.

“What are you doing out here, luxiva?” he asked, approaching quickly, taking her in his arms.  Immediately, she felt some of his warmth transfer into her and she sighed.

“I just wanted to see the outpost during the day,” she said, her breath puffing out in front of her.  His eyes softened as he looked down at her, at the makeshift hood covering her face.  “No one saw me.  I promise.”

He stroked his fingers over her cheek and she held her breath as they glided gently over her lips.

“What do you think of Velraxa?” he rumbled, nudging his head in the direction of the city.

“I think it’s beautiful,” she replied.  “Cold and quiet and beautiful.”  She broke his gaze to point at the taller set of buildings he’d flown from.  “Is that where you work?”

His gaze focused to where she pointed in the distance before he looked back at her.  “Tev.  The Velraxa command center.”

“What’s the empty space behind it?”

“It is used for warrior training.  Velraxa produces a fair amount of warriors.  I oversee the training there.”

“Busy guy,” she commented, smiling.  “Do you have to go back today?”

“Nix,” he said.  “I am yours.”

Those words did things to her, things she didn’t want to explore because she worried what they might mean for her future.

“Come,” he said.  “You need warmth.  I brought you food as well.”

Cecelia let him lead her back into the house.  He closed the door easily and she sighed as she felt her bones begin to thaw.  She’d always liked the cold, but it felt nice to be inside as well.

Rixavox helped her out of the furs and even though she slowly warmed, his touch still made her shiver.

He purred low in his chest but then huffed out a breath, releasing her to retrieve the two platters of food he’d brought with him.

His reaction confused her.  He seemed to do that often.  He would touch her, say things to her that made her tremble with need, but then he’d pull away, as if something was keeping him in check.  She didn’t know if it was a Luxirian thing or not, which frustrated her.  Was she expected to make the first move?  Was that how it worked?

She should’ve asked Levrix, but didn’t know how to bring it up without making it awkward, considering the past relationship she’d had with the alien male in question.

Maybe she would have to make her interest clear to him.

Because dammit, she wanted him.

And if she had to push past her nervousness to get what she wanted…she would.  Absolutely she would, especially since she was determined to make the most of her time there, with him, before her cancer had the opportunity to progress more than it already had.

Tonight, she decided.  Tonight in the Rillirax, when it was just the two of them.

Cecelia didn’t think she could wait much longer.







SEVENTEEN







Sessela was quiet that night as they made their way to the Rillirax for her soak.

But he was on edge.  For the rest of the span into the night, he’d scented her need.  That scent had wrapped around his mind, addled his thoughts, driven his Instinct into a frenzy.  Even now, he could scent her arousal.

Every time he was on the verge of acting on his desires, he thought of Privanax, of his vow, and it kept him in line.  But only barely.  He still had four spans to spend with her on Velraxa, possibly longer if Privanax decided she needed more time in the Rillirax based on her scans.  He didn’t know if he could last much longer.

Rixavox took carefully measured breaths as they journeyed into the mountain.  Yet, his hands clutched her tightly to him, wanting things he shouldn’t want, maddening his Instinct.

The steady trickle of the Rillirax helped calm his frayed nerves.  He unbundled Sessela from the furs, which made her arousal all the more obvious.

“Female…” he grunted, his jaw ticking.

“What?” she asked quietly, looking up at him.  She seemed slightly jittery that night and she licked her lips to wet them.

He blew out a sharp breath and murmured, “It is nothing.”

Then he turned his back so that she could unclothe.  The routine was familiar to him.  As he stared at the silver pevrilla growing on the walls, he struggled with his control, which was more than familiar to him as of late.  His cock pulsed in his pants, his arousal even more intense at the scenting of her own.  It was unbearable.  He didn’t know how Vaxa’an had dealt with it, when he was courting his own human female.

The Rillirax was warm and humid.  Underneath the scent of his female, he breathed in the air of the mountain and it smelled like the brook he’d played in as a youth.

Rixavox heard the whisper of his luxiva’s tunic hit the stone floor and he swallowed, his gut tightening with want, with need.  He waited for the sound of her bare footsteps towards the water, for the sound of her dipping into the sacred pool, but he heard nothing.

His brow furrowed.  “Sessela?” he questioned, his gaze firmly in front of him, fidgeting to turn and make sure she was well.

“I’m here,” she said softly behind him.

“Is something wrong?” he questioned, voice darkening.

He heard her footsteps then, but she wasn’t approaching the pool.  She was approaching him.

Rixavox stiffened, his breath going ragged before he held it entirely.

“You can turn around now,” she said, her voice soft, steady, low.

“Luxiva,” he murmured, his cock as hard as the mountain stone beneath him.

“I want you to.”

Rixavox closed his eyes, trying to remember his vow, to not know her body in the way he wished to.  He felt it slip from his thoughts like water as he turned.

She was standing there, only a few paces away from him.  She was completely nude…and so beautiful that he almost had to look away in fear that he wouldn’t be able to control himself.

But he didn’t look away.

He looked at her, his greedy gaze sweeping over her since it had been starved.

Her dark hair hung down and tickled over pink, pebbled nipples.  Her breasts were small but full and his mouth watered as he eyed them, wanting to suck on her sensitive flesh, wanting to hear her pleasured cries ringing in his ears.  Her waist was slim but she had wide, flared hips that tapered into soft thighs.  And between those thighs…

He ran a hand over his horn, a purring growl building in his chest.

There was a light tuft of curls covering her cunt.  But even from his distance, he could see her pink lips and how swollen with need they were.

She was perfect.

Never had he been so struck with awe, with desire and hot lust, as he had right then, looking at his fated mate.

Undone.  He was about to come undone.  He could feel his control slowly beginning to fray and unravel.

He felt himself break when she asked, “Will you join me in the Rillirax tonight?”




*     *     *




Cecelia’s heart was thundering in her chest so loudly that she wondered if Rixavox heard it echoing around the cavern.

But beyond her nerves, she felt only need.  She needed him to say yes because she thought she might go crazy if she went another night without him touching her.  Her clit was throbbing in time with her heart and she felt wetness between her legs that the Rillirax would soon wash away.

“You do not know what you ask, luxiva,” he rasped, his gaze flickering down her body in a way that made her even more aroused.  His voice had darkened to the point where it was unrecognizable.

“I do,” she murmured.  “Rixavox, I want you.”

He inhaled a sharp breath and muttered something under his breath that sounded like a curse.  He ran another hand over his stiffening horns, fidgeting in place.

With more courage than she felt, she approached him.  He stilled, watching her with eyes that made her feel like prey…his prey.  She liked the feeling, strangely enough.  It empowered her and she felt her spine straightening in response, encouraging his gaze.

Cecelia reached down to take his palms.  She brought them up and kissed them both, before running her lips over the callouses and scars.  He growled loudly, eyes flaring, and Cecelia felt the power running through him, the energy he was using to restrain himself.  She wanted to unleash it.

It was then she knew…he wanted her just as much as she wanted him.  But he was holding back.  Why?

Slowly, she pressed her naked body into his clothed one, guiding his hands to her breasts.  She let out a shuddering sigh when she felt the strength of them brush her nipples.  He bit out a loud curse, or perhaps a prayer, as his palms closed around them.  Then he bent his head down to run his stiff horns across her cheek.

Into her ear, he rasped, “You drive me to madness, female.”

“Come into the Rillirax with me,” she pleaded, pleasure raking through her body at his touch.  “Rixavox, please.”

He groaned when she pressed closer and his hands ran from her breasts to clutch her behind, his fingers digging into the swells of her ass.

“I made a vow, female,” he said, his voice edging towards desperation, even as he squeezed her to him.

Her hips moved and she gave a feathery moan when he pressed his thigh between her legs, creating delicious pressure.  “W-what vow?”

“I vowed to Privanax I would not mate you while you are under my care,” he said, the words torn from his throat.  “He saw my attraction to you in the Golden City.  He knew…vrax, I told him that I would not mate you.”

“I don’t care what Privanax thinks,” she cried.  “I want you!”

The purr was deafening but it only increased her arousal.  She pulled away from him slightly, her gaze catching on his wild eyes, his tense jaw.  Between them, she tugged at his tunic until he got the hint.

With a groan, he pulled it over his head, baring his chest, those scars and nipple piercings.  Immediately, she did what she’d been fantasizing about doing since she saw them and she leaned forward, lapping at the metal bars with the tip of her tongue.

Rixavox roared.  It echoed around the cavern and she physically felt his cock jump through his pants against her belly.  Cecelia squeezed her thighs together, trying to relieve herself of the building tension, but it didn’t work.

“Say yes.  We don’t have to have sex tonight, if that’s what’s stopping you.  We can just be with each other,” she whispered against his flesh, darting her eyes up at him.  She felt dazed, drugged with pleasure and lust.  The way his body trembled against her, she figured he felt the same way.  “Please,” she begged.

She felt that her body might burn up before he ever answered.

But finally he did.  And his answer was him reaching down to untie his leather pants before he bent down to peel them off.

Cecelia’s lips parted, her eyes going wide when she finally saw him completely naked.

Oh my God.

She would remember the sight of Rixavox, bared and aroused, for the rest of her life.

He was magnificent.  She could see his strength, his power in the lines of his muscles, which were trim and defined, running along every inch of his body.  He was all male, broad and sexy with just enough of an unpredictable edge that made her ache.

And his cock…it was just as massive as she’d originally guessed.  It jutted up, proudly, from between his thighs and she could see it pulse with his arousal, up and down, up and down.

The head was engorged with blood and the very tip was shiny with an iridescent, shimmering fluid.  Pre-cum? She wondered, her mouth watering, wondering what he would taste like.

But the most surprising thing was that his cock, both the top and bottom, was lined with ridges.  Hard knobs that ran from his base to just underneath the smooth head.

Cecelia squirmed in place, rethinking her words that they wouldn’t have sex that night.  Because she wanted to feel that glorious cock inside her.  She wanted to feel those ridges rubbing against her sensitive, clenching walls.

No wonder Kate stayed on Luxiria, she couldn’t help but think in shock.

Cecelia was surprised by how turned on she was.  Never in her life had she felt this kind of sharp arousal, the kind of arousal where if she didn’t do anything about it, she thought she might spiral.  Sex with her past boyfriends had been ordinary.  She’d never orgasmed with any of them, but right then, she felt like she was on the edge of cumming just with Rixavox looking at her.

He let her look her fill but then he growled with impatience and lifted her up in his arms before she could say a single word.  He carried them to the edge of the pool, his steps hurried, and then, with a grace she would never possess, he gently lowered them inside the Rillirax.

That same feeling whenever she went into the sacred pool, that feeling of lightness, of strength, of unknown power…well, she felt it right then.  But it felt changed that time, morphed into something more.  That power felt erotic, that lightness settled around her like a touch, and that strength…it settled deep inside her until it made her feel whole again.

Rixavox was tall enough that he reached the bottom of the pool and Cecelia wrapped her legs around his middle tightly, making him groan.  They were face-to-face, equal, with the water lapping at their shoulders and he eyed her with those deep blue eyes as he settled his hands just below her ass.

Pressed into him like this, as the water of the Rillirax surrounded them, she’d never felt closer to another being in her entire life.  It was indescribable.

“Do you feel that?” she murmured, her entire body tingling with awareness.

“Tev,” he rasped.  “Always with you.”

Once again, she felt that nagging at the back of her mind, like there was another meaning to his words than just what he wanted her to believe in that moment.  Now, however, that knowledge didn’t scare her.  It didn’t frighten her.  She felt stronger from it.

In response, her gaze flickered to his lips and she leaned forward slowly, needing to feel them against her own.

Rixavox purred when she kissed him.  Her eyelids fluttered shut as she moved her parted lips against his.  She’d been right.  His lips were as soft as velvet.

Her spine tingled as he kissed her back, softly at first, before growing in intensity.  One of his hands ran up from her ass to the back of her neck, angling her head in a way she found extremely sexy.  And when their tongues met, she gasped.  His tongue was ridged, just like his cock.

Cecelia sighed and moaned into his kiss, squirming against his body, the throbbing in her clit becoming unbearable.

“R-Rixavox,” she breathed when they broke away for a brief moment.  His eyes were so dark they were almost black as he watched her.

“Please,” she whispered.  “Please.”

He shifted them until his back was against the edge.

“Tell me what you need, luxiva.  What you want,” he ordered.

She groaned in frustration.  She knew what she needed.  She needed to feel that cock inside her, needed to feel whole and young and desired and loved.

But they couldn’t, Rixavox had told her that.  And even though it pained her, she would respect whatever vow he’d made to Privanax.

At least for now.

“Touch me,” she said instead.

“Where?”

“Everywhere,” she murmured before leaning forward to capture his lips again.  She felt in control, one of the very few moments in her life where she’d felt in control of anything.  She liked it.  She was used to other people telling her what to do, where to go, where to be.  She realized, up until that very moment, that she’d taken a passive role in her own life.  It had started with her dad, letting him slowly back away from her life, not demanding that he stay.  It had continued with her cancer, when some days she didn’t feel like getting out of bed to get her next treatment of chemo.  Some days, she had just wanted to die in her bed, quietly, silently, alone.

The back of her throat burned and she found herself torn between anger, sadness, lust, and excitement, as confusing as it was exhilarating.  For once, she wanted to do something that she wanted.

Cecelia kissed him harder, pressing her breasts into his chest, feeling his nipple piercings against her.

And Rixavox did as she asked.  He touched her.  Everywhere.

He began at the nape of her neck and slid his hand down her back, those roughened callouses making her squirm in delight.  He circled her back and then brought his hands around her waist, circling her belly button, making her gasp, before moving again to explore her breasts.  All without ever depriving her of his lips.

Her soft moans filled the cavern as he plucked her nipples.  Cecelia’s legs tightened around his middle at the stimulation.  When he lifted her slightly with a buck of his hips, her nipples broke the surface of the water and then he was there.  With parted lips and a whimper, she could only watch as he bent forward to suck on one breast, laving her nipple with that ridged tongue.  Those hard knobs rubbed over her and she felt sparks of pleasure from the base of her spine, warming the entirety of her body.

He switched to the other breast, a steady growl a permanent fixture in his throat.  Then he ran one hand down as his mouth continued to suck, trailing it down her belly until he reached the place between her thighs.

“Oh,” she moaned, her head falling back, breaking their kiss.

Oh my God, oh my God, she chanted over and over again.  How could it feel so good?

His raspy groan lit her blood on fire as he delved his fingers between her folds.

He bit out something in Luxirian, but when he looked at her expectantly, she murmured, “English, honey.”

“Where?” he rasped.  “Show me.”

She understood what he was asking.  Perhaps Luxirian females were positioned a little differently down there, so she reached between her thighs to take his hand.

“Here,” she moaned, brushing his fingertips over her sensitive, hidden button.  He purred in response before she moved his hand again, showing him her entrance.  “And here.”

“Tev,” he hissed.  And right when her hand retreated, her male went to work.

And she should’ve known Rixavox would be a fast learner.

White hot pleasure burst through her body the moment he touched her clit.  He placed his thumb there, circling gently, but then he flexed his fingers and she felt a digit inside her.

She let out a desperate whimper, her hips bucking against him.

“Tight,” he hissed, his eyes flashing up to her.  She wondered if he was thinking what she’d already wondered: whether his cock would even fit inside her when they eventually got around to sex.

Because there was no doubt in Cecelia’s mind that they would.

Rixavox worked her over swiftly, finding an exquisite rhythm that had her moaning nonstop.  Every brush of her clit, every well-timed thrust of his fingers brought her closer and closer to the edge.

And when he kissed her while doing all this?

Heaven.

Just when she was about to cum, she realized she was being selfish.  In a daze, she reached under the water, reaching around his flexing wrist, to wrap her fist around his impossibly hard cock.

Rixavox bellowed into the cavern, making another sound in the back of his throat, a guttural purr, that she found sexy.

With his other hand, he grasped her wrist, stilling her hand as she moved it up and down over him.

“Luxiva,” he rasped, his horns completely straight, his dark irises flashing.  “Nix.  I will have no control over it.”

“Over what?”

He didn’t answer her question.  Instead he drew her wrist away, even as his hips bucked helplessly with her touch, and murmured, “Let me pleasure my female, tev?”

My female.  She liked those words a little too much.

But she nodded, letting it slide.  Later, she would get her hands on that cock.  She would convince him not to deny her.

“Kiss me,” she commanded.

With a rough groan, he complied, leaning forward to meet her lips.  Their tongues intertwined and it was the most erotic moment of her life: kissing this strong alien male in the Rillirax, the waters lapping at their aching bodies, as his hand worked between her thighs to bring her to an amazing orgasm.

It was still in the cavern as she began to cum.  She pulled away from their kiss, holding her breath, feeling familiar tingles begin to rise from between her legs.

Rixavox’s gaze narrowed in realization and he thrust his thick finger harder until her nipples tingled.

And then she was there…falling over the edge, her stomach muscles contracting in an erratic rhythm, feeling sharp, never-ending pleasure wash over body.

Between them, she felt the power of the Rillirax.  She physically felt that strange water move over her like a touch, increasing her pleasure, driving her up, up, up.  Until she came crashing down.

It was so intense that for a moment, she though she’d blacked out.  She heard a scream echo through the cavern and only belatedly did she realize it was her own.

And Rixavox never stopped, even when she grew sensitive.  He pushed her until she came again and only after that did she babble and beg him to stop.

Finally, he released her and she fell against his chest, limp and panting, shuddering with the last touches of pleasure stinging her body.

Cecelia felt a soft calmness, a happiness, as she pulled back to look at him.  In awe, she traced her fingers down his cheek, over his lips, down his chest.

His chest rumbled, but they didn’t speak.  They didn’t need to speak after something like that.

So, instead, she leaned forward, kissing the lips that were becoming more and more familiar to her.  And there, as the feelings she’d begun to fear grew further and further, she realized they didn’t frighten her anymore.

In the Rillirax, with Rixavox, she felt strong.  She felt like she was the woman she’d always needed to be.

So, when those feelings unfurled and blossomed, Cecelia let them.







EIGHTEEN







Cecelia was humming to herself, tracing the lines of a book she’d found in Rixavox’s study.  Yes, she pleaded guilty to snooping around, like any woman in her right, curious mind would do.  But what else was she supposed to do while he was away doing his Ambassador duties?

It was mid-afternoon, she guessed, and she’d been floating on a cloud since last night.  She’d turned into one of those sappy people that couldn’t wipe the smile off their face and she liked it.

Her heart gave a little jolt and she straightened in the lounge area of the fire pit when she heard a hovercraft landing out on the patio.  Rixavox had just left an hour ago after bringing her a meal and they’d spent most of the time he had to spare making out among the cushions and groping each other through the layers of their clothes, like horny teenagers.  Was he back so soon?

But it wasn’t Rixavox that came through the door.  It was Levrix and the Luxirian female gave her a smile when she saw her.

“Oh, hi!” Cecelia exclaimed, surprised—and admittedly a little disappointed that it wasn’t Rixavox.  But she shook that feeling off, chiding herself, since Levrix was taking the time out of her own busy day to visit.  “I thought you wouldn’t be able to swing by today.”

“The bazaar is slow around this time,” Levrix explained in her heavily accented English.  “I thought I would come see you.  It is cold out so I brought you some more of the tea and a…a lillavax.  It is a special fruit, like a berry I think you would say.  We do not get them often, but I wanted you to try.”

Cecelia smiled, making room for her on the cushioned lounge and moving her book to the side.  “Thank you, that’s very kind.”

“What have you been doing?” Levrix asked, kneeling next to her before reaching into the folds of her dress.  She pulled out the flask that looked like it was made from a kind of bone and then a small, hardened object, no bigger than Cecelia’s thumbnail.  Her blue eyes alighted on the heavy tome next to her and commented, “That is a book of the ancient times.”

Levrix passed her the flask of licorice-flavored tea that warmed her insides as she sipped from it.  She told her, “I like looking at the writing, even if I have no idea how to make sense of it.”

“This next span, I will have more time to spare,” Levrix told her.  “I will read you a section, yes?”

“I’d like that,” Cecelia said, smiling, “very much.”

“For now, come and try this lillavax,” Levrix ordered.  She placed the small fruit in the center of Cecelia’s palm.  It looked black at first, like a shriveled, rotten blackberry, but on closer inspection, she saw it was actually a deep purple.  “Squeeze until it pops and you suck the juice.  It is very good.”

Cecelia chuckled at her instructions, but did as she said.  The hard berry popped with some pressure and a thick jelly oozed from the crushed skin.  She wrinkled her nose but after an encouraging look from Levrix, Cecelia took a deep breath and tasted the fruit.

“Oh,” she said, eyes wide.  “It tastes like cinnamon.  Like very spicy cinnamon.”

“And you like this cinnamon?” Levrix asked.

“Yes,” Cecelia said, licking up the remnants.  “I do.  Thank you.  It’s nice not to have meat all the time.”

“One span, have Rixavox bring you to the meal hall.  We have more variety there and we take great pride in our northern foods.  We have some of the best dishes in all of Luxiria,” she boasted.

Cecelia smiled, her thoughts straying for a brief moment, wondering if that ‘one span’ would ever happen.  She was meant to be leaving in a few days, to journey back to the Golden City to finish her treatment.  Already at the thought, her chest ached a little.

“Yes, maybe one day,” she answered, giving her a smile she didn’t feel.

Levrix stood and shrugged her furs back on.  She nodded to the flask and said, “Keep that and finish it.  I will bring more tomorrow.  We are expecting harsher winds soon, so it will keep you warm.”

“Thank you,” Cecelia said, standing, glad that she was able to stop by even if it was only for a short while.  Near the door, she leaned forward and gave Levrix an impromptu hug.  The Luxirian looked bewildered when she pulled away and Cecelia smiled, explaining, “Humans are huggers, especially with their friends.”

“We are…friends?” Levrix asked, slowly and softly, eyeing Cecelia with an expression she couldn’t decipher.

“Well, yes.  I consider you a friend.  Especially after you brought me that cinnamon berry,” she joked.

Levrix studied her for a little while longer, like she was caught off guard and she didn’t know how to act.  Cecelia wondered if she’d made some sort of social mistake and reminded herself to ask Rixavox about it later.  He certainly didn’t mind it whenever she hugged him.

Then, Levrix seemed to shake herself out of her stupor and jerked her head in a nod.  “Tev.  I am honored to be called your friend, Sessela.”

Cecelia relaxed slightly.  “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

Levrix inclined her head as her answer and with one last look at Cecelia, she left, as quickly as she’d stopped in.

She sighed, shaking off the encounter, before returning to her book.  She studied a few more of the symbols scrolled across the page and noted that it seemed Luxirians read up and down, as opposed from left to right.  The pages felt buttery soft in her hand and she turned them gently, afraid she might accidentally tear one.

Rixavox found her like that when he returned from the command center for the day.  She was so consumed in studying the symbols that she only realized he was there when he growled her name and sealed the front door closed before the wind could seep in.

Her belly warmed when she saw the intensity on his face, the way he stalked towards her, a grumbling purr filling the air.  Like she was already trained, she felt arousal begin to consume her at that sound, reminding her of their time in the Rillirax the night before and the way they couldn’t stop kissing and touching one another as they drifted off to sleep once they returned to Velraxa.

Cecelia gave a shocked squeak when he lifted her off the lounge and took long strides towards his bedroom.

“Miss me?” she teased, slightly breathless.

Rixavox’s grunt was his answer and she gave a small laugh.  He set her down near the foot of the bed and promptly stripped off her shirt until she was completely naked.  Like a male possessed, he made quick work of his own clothes, letting them pool on the ground, baring his body though she knew he would deny himself with her.  Last night, in bed, she’d tried to touch him again, to bring him to orgasm.  Again, he’d said something about not being in control of ‘it.’  And again, he hadn’t answered her when she asked him what ‘it’ was.  Then, he’d distracted her with his drugging kisses until she’d forgotten her own goddamn name.

Cecelia thought it would feel strange, being naked like this with someone she didn’t even know existed a little over a week ago.  But it wasn’t strange.  It felt…right, natural.  Like they’d done this a million times before.

She furrowed her brow in confusion when Rixavox suddenly sprawled on the cushioned mattress, on his back, with his thick, ridged, mouthwatering cock jutting high into the air.  He beckoned her with his fingertips.

“Come, female,” he rasped.  “I wish to lick your cunt.”

Cecelia sucked in a sharp breath, wetness gushing against her thighs at his naughty words.  “Like this?” she asked, eyeing his supine position.

“Tev,” he purred in that sinful voice.  “Come here.”

Cecelia bit her lip, her eyes straying to that magnificent cock.  She’d dreamed of it when she’d fallen asleep last night.  In her mind’s eye, she envisioned straddling him in that position and slowly sinking down onto it.

She stifled a moan but then said, “Only if you let me touch you too.”

He was already shaking his head, even as a growl tore through his throat, his cock jumping at her words.  Why did he deny himself something he obviously wanted?

“Female, I cannot—” he was beginning to say, but she cut him off with a jerk of her head and an arched brow.

With a confident smile that she hadn’t given in years, she asked softly, “You want to lick my pussy?”

His pupils flared.  “Tev,” he hissed, his hips rocking up on the bed.

“And I want you to,” she replied.  She’d never heard her voice so scratchy, so husky before in her life.  Her eyes strayed to his cock again and she licked her bottom lip, making Rixavox groan.  “But I want to touch you too.  So if we’re going to do this, then it needs to be on equal terms.”

Rixavox blew out a harsh breath, a thin sheen of sweat dotting his chest despite the crispness of the air inside the house.

“Tev.  Come,” he finally commanded.  Cecelia felt the change that single word brought.  Her heart jumped in her throat, excitement making her blood rush in her ears.  And Rixavox?  A strange intensity, a sudden focus radiated from him like heat, like he was about to fight the most difficult battle of his life.

When he saw her victorious smile as she sank down onto the bed besides him, he grunted, “Demanding, are you not?”

She slid her body next to his and said in his ear, “When I want something badly enough, I can be the most demanding person you’ve ever met.”

A purr sounded deep in his chest and before she knew it, he had his hands spanning the middle of her waist and he was hauling her over his body so that her thighs were straddling the sides of his neck.  Her breathing went quick and she looked straight down over him.

“I like this side of you, luxiva,” he purred.

“Y-you’re not upset you lost?” she tried to tease, but her voice was a little too breathless to be taken seriously.

He huffed out a wicked, small laugh, his gaze straying between her splayed thighs.  It was possibly even more intimate than sex, she mused.  He could see every part of her, right before his very eyes.  She thought she would feel self-conscious about it, try to squirm her thighs closed, but she didn’t.  If anything, she spread them a little wider, feeling exhilarated by his intent gaze.

“Does it appear that I have lost?” he rasped, shooting a sexy smirk up at her.

She sucked in a breath—maddening male—but he dragged her closer until she was straddling his face.

And then he licked.

Cecelia’s head fell back, a loud moan tumbling from her lips.  Desperately, she tried to right herself, fearing that she would lose her balance since the muscles in her legs began to tremble.  And the thing that she grasped?  His horns.

His roar was muffled between her legs but the resulting vibration made her buck against that ridged tongue.  Every wet, hot slide against her made those hardened knobs hit all the right places.

She thought she might have hurt him, grabbing his horns like that.  She was just about to apologize, when he rasped, “Again.  More.  Harder.”

Cecelia’s lips parted when she realized he’d liked it.  Then her cheeks went hot when she realized that was why his horns always straightened when he was aroused.

So, she tightened her grip, feeling the smoothness of them underneath her palm.  They were hard as stone as she squeezed, stroking them up and down, working them like how she wanted to work his cock.

“Wicked female,” he hissed.

His hips bucked as he lapped between her thighs.  She felt his jaw moving underneath her.  She could perceive the flexing of his tongue as he hit all the places she’d showed him last night.  He was a quick learner.  Already, she feared she was on the verge of cumming, but she knew from the previous night that he would be relentless, that he wouldn’t stop at just one, that he would wring multiple orgasms out of her until she was spent and begging.

“Yes,” she moaned, when he lightly and gently sucked on her clit, being mindful of his sharp teeth.  Pleasure made her stomach clench and her thighs tightened around his face.

Glancing over her shoulder briefly, she saw his thick cock jutting up.  His hips were rotating and flexing off the bed, like he was envisioning fucking the place he was currently licking.  She gasped, her breathing going erratic.  He was so incredibly sexy, so incredibly erotic.  In the back of her mind, she wondered if he’d try to orgasm her into exhaustion so she’d forget about their arrangement.  As she eyed that thick cock, with its swollen ridges and engorged head, she knew she wouldn’t forget.  Ever.

Her first orgasm hit her by surprise, making her twist back around.  A cry broke from her lips as her abdomen clenched, making her jerk on his tongue.  He suckled harder, steadily increasing pressure, his eyes flickering back and forth from her pussy to her face, as if he couldn’t decide what he would rather watch.

“R-Rixavox,” she whispered brokenly, her neck craning upwards, her eyelids sliding shut as pleasure mounted and then crashed.  She moaned with it, gasping for breath, rocking into him, clenching onto his horns for dear life, wondering if she’d ever be the same after someone like him.

It was too much, but not enough.  Soon, he was dragging her back up to that cliff, dangling her over the edge, before making her fall all over again.  And again.

She’d been right, she thought, dazed, her breathing rough, sweat shining over her sensitive skin.  He was trying to distract her with orgasms.

“No,” she murmured, her head lolling on her shoulders when she felt him go back to work between her thighs, right on the heels of her fourth orgasm.

She pushed at his shoulders after letting go of his horns and somehow managed to slid off his body, even though his hands grasped at her thighs.

“Nice try,” she gasped, her chest heaving, “but we had a deal.”

His pupils seemed permanently dilated, so black and glassy that she swore she could see her reflection in them.  “Luxiva…” he rumbled, a growl following.

She felt as boneless as jelly as she slid down the bed to kneel by his side.  But she was a woman determined to bring her man pleasure and she wouldn’t be stopped, even by him.

Though Rixavox was hesitant about her pleasuring him, Cecelia watched his hips pulse towards her when she stretched out her hand.

And then he made a rough sound in the back of his throat when she grasped tightly around the base of his cock and slid her palm up.  The ridges were smooth and hard and just feeling them, imagining them inside her, made her spine tingle.

His body went tight and his muscles rippled and shifted underneath his mirage-like skin as she dragged her hand up and down, slowly at first.

“Luxiva,” he panted, his jaw clenched, his voice sounding pained.  Yet, his hips fucked her hand and he thrashed when she gripped even tighter.  “Tev, tev, tev.”

Her hand couldn’t fit all the way around him.  He was too thick.  She bit her lip, thinking that he would stretch her to her limits and fill her up in a way she’d never felt before.

He gave a long groan when she added her other hand, fumbling over him for a moment before finding a steady rhythm that had him huffing.

She smiled, a thrill of feminine power making her grip tighten.  Cecelia squeezed and massaged and milked him until he was murmuring words in his language that didn’t make sense to her.  He dug his horns into the furs on the bed above him and his muscles seemed to grow.  She watched, in awe, as the true power, the mesmerizing strength he possessed became even more apparent as he grappled for control.

“I want to see you cum, honey,” she whispered over him, licking her lips.  “Please.”

He did that purring growl, his gaze impossibly dark as he flashed her a desperate look.

Cecelia slid further down until she was cradled between his sprawled, massive thighs.  But as she stroked him, even though he looked like he was coming apart in her hands, when she looked up to his eyes, she saw him fighting the pleasure.  It maddened her.

It only made her more determined.

So, keeping hold of his gaze, Cecelia slowly leaned forward until the glistening tip of his cock was centimeters away from her lips.  She watched his nostrils flare, realization dawning over his features.

“Nix,” he rasped before his back bowed and a rough bellow tore from his throat.  Cecelia closed her lips over the sensitive flesh, her mouth stretching wider and wider as she tried to take more and more of him.  But he was big.  Huge.  Physically, she’d only be able to take him so far.

She dragged her tongue along the underside of his cock as she came up for air, breathing through her nostrils deeply.  Rixavox’s gaze was wild as she looked at him and the muscles in his neck strained as she bobbed her head back down on him.  He looked…unhinged.

Finally.

He was murmuring in his language again, deep and guttural sounds wrenched from his throat as his head thrashed from side-to-side.  All the while, she learned to relax her jaw to take more of him while she held him steady at the root of his cock.  Her heart pounded in her ears and the tips of her nipples tingled as she heard the sounds he made.  She needed to hear those sounds for the rest of her life.  She didn’t think she’d be complete without them.

But what really set him off was when she accidentally grazed her teeth over the knots lining his cock.  At first she thought she’d hurt him, just like when she’d first grasped his horns.  But she moaned around him in surprise when his purring began to vibrate his cock and it only got more intense as she hesitantly did it again.

Her jaw began to ache at the sheer size of him, but her body felt like it was on fire.  She thought she might cum again just from sucking on his cock, no extra stimulation necessary.  Even after four orgasms, she was ready for her fifth.

“Female,” he groaned, his voice unrecognizable.  “Vrax!”

His hips bucked, catching her by surprise, but she kept her lips wrapped around his cock tightly.  She sucked harder, stroking the base of his cock where she couldn’t reach with her lips.

And then he was roaring, the sound echoing until she wondered if Velraxa, nestled in the valley below, would be able to hear it.

The moment his hot cum hit the back of her throat, Cecelia felt her body propelled into another orgasm.  A part of her wasn’t even shocked that this was how she responded.  The alien male, who was currently sprawled underneath her, his cock deep in her mouth as he emptied his seed down her throat, turned her on in a way she didn’t think possible.

Rixavox tasted the way he smelled, a deep male muskiness that she couldn’t get enough of.  His roar went on and on as he filled her.  And he kept on cumming.  Eventually, she had to pull off so she could swallow, but she kept her hands pumping and milking him in a jerky rhythm.  She watched through a half-lidded gaze as opalescent streams of cum arced from the tip of his cock and bathed his taut abdomen and chiseled chest.  Cecelia licked her lips, tasting the remnants of him on her tongue.

After what seemed like hours, his cock finally stopped spurting his seed and he fell back against the bed, chest heaving, muscles relaxing, a constant purr filling the room.

She was grateful when he gently dragged her from between his thighs to settle her against his side because all the muscles in her body felt completely spent.  She didn’t think she would’ve been able to do it herself.

Rixavox pressed kisses over face before rubbing his horns against her cheek.  Cecelia smiled, a delicious smugness filling her.  He couldn’t seem to keep his hands or lips off of her so she figured she’d done something right.

“Female,” he rasped against her lips.  Cecelia’s eyelids fluttered shut and she gave a little contented sigh, loving the way he kissed her.  A girl could get used to drugging, soft, sensual kisses from her generous alien lover.

“Mmmm,” was the only sound she could manage.  Between them, she felt his seed on her stomach and she watched Rixavox as he looked down at it.

But instead of cleaning them, he did that purr that made his body vibrate and he rubbed his opalescent cum into her skin like lotion.

Her lips parted when she realized he was marking her, claiming her.  A small whimper escaped her throat and she was shocked when she felt her pussy give a sharp, interested throb between her legs.  It was just so male, so primal.  So hot.

“You are mine now,” he growled, craning his neck to kiss her again.  And again.  “Always.”

It should’ve alarmed her how much she liked those words, how right they felt.

But she wasn’t frightened.  Not anymore.

So, Cecelia kissed him harder.







NINETEEN







“I am a weak male,” Rixavox rumbled into his female’s skin.  Water trickled from his hands as he lifted them from the Rillirax to run over the bared expanse of Sessela’s back.

Her skin was impossibly smooth, soft, vulnerable.  He frowned, knowing that it would be so easy for something to harm her.  It only made him feel more protective of her.

“Why?” she whispered, her voice relaxed, leaning her flushed cheek against his chest as they soaked together.  Usually, the Rillirax was energizing, but his luxiva seemed tired, probably due to their activities once he’d returned from the command center and right when they’d entered the sacred pool.

“I told myself from the beginning that I would not touch you,” he admitted.  “Not only because of the vow I had sworn to Privanax that we would not mate.  I made a vow to myself.”

He felt her smile as she teased, “You haven’t broken your vow to Privanax.”  She turned her cheek to look up at him and smiled.  “Not yet at least.”

His cock jumped at her words and a growl tore from his throat.  Earlier that span, he thought he’d journeyed to the blackworld because of the pleasure she’d wrung from him.  The mere thought of mating his female, being with her in the way the Fates intended, was…overwhelming.  He couldn’t mentally—or physically—conceive what that experience would be like.

And she teased him with the possibility of it coming to fruition.  It took everything in him not to nudge his cock between her legs right there and then.

He couldn’t help but ask her, “Once you have been healed, do you think you will have me?”

A soft smile touched her lips as she said, “I would have you now, if you weren’t so insistent on me being healed first.”

He purred, but his Instinct prowled inside him.  “Be careful what you tempt, luxiva.”

“What does that mean?  Luxiva?” she sounded out slowly.  Rixavox went still.  “You call me it all the time.”

“One span, I will tell you,” he hedged carefully, his fingertips tracing over the back of her neck, drawing unknown patterns over her skin.

Her voice sounded hesitant when she murmured, “We might not have that many left.”

Rixavox’s jaw clenched and he had to make the effort not to clasp her too hard to him.  Her words battered at his mind, like spears or hammers would, knowing that there was a possibility for an end.  He’d gone his entire life span thinking he would never find his fated mate and he was resigned to that knowledge, had accepted it even…and now that he had her, he could envision no other life he wanted.  No life that didn’t include her.

“We have as many spans as you wish,” was the only thing he could think to say.  He said the words slowly, as if they were delicate and might break.

Sessela sighed against him.  She was no longer smiling when she said softly, “The others are waiting for me.  One of the women—Bianca is her name—has a child and a husband back on Earth.  She cried every day and night, being away from them, thinking she might never see them again.  I feel guilty prolonging her sadness like this.”

Rixavox’s chest ached at her words.  His female had a heart the size of Luxiria, but to Rixavox, no other being was more important than her.

“Your health comes first, Sessela,” he told her firmly.  “This is the remainder of your life span.  Her sorrow is temporary.  There is no reason for you to feel guilt.”

“And yet I still feel it,” she said, her shoulders shrugging slightly.

Rixavox let out a long breath but said nothing more about it.

She changed the subject.  “Do you know Kate very well?”

“The lavrix’an?  I have spoken with her at length, yes.”

Sessela went quiet and Rixavox could practically see her mind at work.  Finally, she asked, “And what does she do?  Here, on Luxiria?  How does she spend her days?”

“Her duties are in the archives in the Golden City.  It is like…I believe you call it a library.  It is filled with scrolls and tomes of Luxirian writing, and lore, and history.  Of battles we have waged and accounts of the Fates,” he said.  He thought for a moment and then said, “I think that Kat said her profession on Earth was a book maker.  A ‘publisher’ is the word she used.  Do you know what this is?”

Sessela’s smile returned as she nodded and Rixavox purred when he saw it.  “Yes.  She likes books then.  I like them too, but you don’t exactly have any written in English,” she teased.

Rixavox frowned, racking his brain.  “Perhaps there is a way to get them for you,” he said slowly.  “And for Kat,” he added.

Her chin was on his chest as she looked up at him and she slid her arms around the expanse of his back.  “Are you going to go raid a bookstore on Earth for me?”

“I would if you asked it of me,” he answered honestly.  Of course, he would have to figure out a way to acquire another Luxirian crystal to power a vessel back to Luxiria.  But he would.  He knew he would do anything for his luxiva.

She murmured softly, “I know you would.”

He shifted her weight in the water and settled her back against him.  “What was your profession on Earth?” he asked.

“I was still in school actually, working towards a nursing degree.  I was going to finish in a couple months,” she said in a wistful tone.  She must’ve seen the confused look on his face because she ran her fingertips over his furrowed brow and explained, “I want to be a nurse.  A…healer.  I started looking into nursing programs when I was doing my chemotherapy.  I needed something to strive towards, regardless of if the treatments worked or not.  And I’d encountered a lot of nurses over the years and they all helped me in some way.  They were amazing.  I wanted to do the same thing for other people.”

“You are…” he trailed off, the words deserting him.  He shook his head.  “You humble me, Sessela.”

Her eyes softened and she leaned up to kiss him.  Rixavox didn’t know how he’d gone a single moment of his life span without kissing her, for it was as addictive as it was comforting, as it was sensual.

“Can I ask you something?” she murmured when she pulled back.

“Tev, of course.”

Her breasts slid against his chest as she shifted and she bit her lip before saying, “You said before that you’ve never bonded with anyone, that you’ve never wanted a mate, willingly or fated, that you didn’t see that life for yourself.  Why?”

Out of all the questions she could have asked, he’d expected that one the least.

Slowly, he said, “I never said I did not want a mate.”

“Right,” she replied.  “Sorry.”

“All Luxirians wish for a mate,” he told her.  “Most, especially now, do not find them.”

“So you think you’ll never find yours?” she asked, her voice strangely subdued and quiet.  “Is that why you never saw that life for yourself?  Because you think it won’t happen?”

Keeping the truth from her was becoming more difficult by the span, he realized.  She did not realize that he had found his fated mate.  In her.  Sessela was the only female for him, from then on until the span he entered the blackworld, whether she was by his side or not, whether she returned to Earth or not.

The words were in his throat, but he found he could not voice them.  He’d never thought of himself as a coward, but the thought of his luxiva turning from him if she knew the truth…it was the most frightening thing in his world.

“It is part of it, tev,” he said carefully, hating this dishonesty between them.  “I have learned to live with what the Fates have given me.  To want something that desperately, only to leave this world without it…you would always want more than what you have, you would never be satisfied.  I choose not to live my life wishing for something that might not happen.”

“You’re a realist,” she observed.  Her eyes looked sad though and it maddened him.

“What is a realist?”

“It’s someone who…someone who accepts something for what it is and deals with it however they’re able to.”

“Then tev, I am a realist,” he murmured.  “What are you?”

That question brought a small smile to her face.  “I am…maybe part realist and part idealist.  Do you think I can be both?”

“Tell me why first,” he said.

“Because I was dreaming of being a nurse, even when my body was being pumped with chemicals, even when I knew there was a chance I would never be able to do a nursing program.  Because I think that wishing for someone whose like your second half isn’t a bad thing, even if I might never find them.  It would give me something to look forward to.  And I think being even a little bit of a dreamer makes life a bit more interesting.”

Rixavox huffed out a laugh, his heart thrumming in his chest as he looked down at her.  He felt full, he realized.  Completely and utterly full.  He had since he’d first seen her.

“Tev, luxiva,” he rumbled, pressing a kiss to her lips.  “I think you can be both.  You are both.”

They kissed each other, feeling the comforting strength of the Rillirax, and Rixavox knew that he would never be able to give her up.  He wondered if she would feel the same about him, especially considering they didn’t have much time left.  He was meant to return her to the Golden City in a few spans to finish her treatment.

Sessela flinched, sucking in a sharp breath, and Rixavox pulled away, startled, afraid he’d hurt her.

“Luxiva?” he asked, brows furrowing when he saw her features drawn.  He cupped her cheeks.  “What is wrong?”

She shook her head.  Slowly, her muscles relaxed again, but there was still a slight discomfort on her face.

“Nothing,” she murmured, her gaze returning to him.  “I just…maybe it’s the Rillirax.  It’s supposed to draw toxins out, right?  Maybe it’s a little painful as it does, like pain means it’s working.”

“It should not make you hurt,” he said, frowning.  Already, he was calculating how long it would take to return to Velraxa, to summon Kirzalla, the outpost’s healer, if necessary.

She gave him a small smile, running her palm down his chest, as if he was the one needing comfort and not her.  “It’s nothing, Rixavox.  It’s passed now.”

Her words slightly lessened his concerns, but they did not diminish entirely.  “We should send an additional scan to Privanax this night.  To be sure that nothing is wrong, tev?”

“It’s fine, Rixavox.  I don’t want to bother him this late.”

“If anything happened to you, female…” he exhaled a sharp breath, slashing where that thought led.  “I want to be sure.”

“Okay,” she relented.  “Okay.”

“Thank you,” he murmured, pressing another kiss to her lips.  “We will do it quickly when we return, tev?”

She got that look in her eye, the same one she got whenever she was teasing him.  And she’d once told him teasing was like flirting.

“And once we get the all clear from the good doctor, then we can play?” she asked, a sensual smile lifting the corners of her lips.

Despite his worry, he gave a small groan, understanding her meaning.

“Tev,” he rasped.  “Then we can play all you want.”

“Deal.”







TWENTY







“And these scans revealed nothing?” Levrix asked the next morning, sitting down in the fire pit with Cecelia.

“No,” Cecelia said, but then winced slightly when she moved.  Her stomach was cramping up and she felt the dull throbs of the pain she’d felt the night before in the Rillirax.  Not as intense, but it came and went.  She figured since her stomach was acting up, that all the Luxirian food she’d been consuming was the culprit.  Maybe it would just take her time to get used to it.  “Privanax said the scans were all clear, so I think it’s just a stomach bug or something.”

“Did you tell Rixavox that you are unwell this span?  He would want to know.”

“No,” Cecelia replied.  Just the mention of his name made butterflies swarm in her stomach.  She had it bad, so, so bad for her Luxirian warrior.  “He was really worried last night so I didn’t want to distract him from his duties today.  I’ll be fine.  I just need to rest.  This tea certainly helps,” Cecelia commented, shooting her newfound friend a small smile.

Outside, ugly weather raged.  When she’d woken that morning, next to Rixavox, she knew that it would be a cold, cold day.  The house had been freezing and Rixavox had stoked up large fires in every room to bring in some warmth.  When she’d peeked out the paneled window, she saw mostly silver.  The snow was silver on Luxiria and it had been coming down like crazy.  So, all in all, it was a perfect day to spend by the fire, curled up with tea, and chatting with Levrix, who told her she’d closed down her stall at the Bazaar due to the weather.

“He is a caring male,” Levrix commented.  Cecelia could never forget that the two Luxirians had been lovers.  For a seemingly long time.  Sometimes, she got the sense that Levrix was trying to remind her, but she shook it off.

She tried to soften the blow of jealousy, of imagining Rixavox with anyone else, but she couldn’t.  It stabbed her so hard that it felt like a physical blow.

Cecelia swallowed, taking another sip of tea as she composed herself.

Because in her mind…all she was thinking was mine.  Rixavox was hers.  It was a strange, jarring feeling, but somehow, some way, she knew that he was.  And she was his too.

Cecelia had never suspected she was easy by any means.  But just a couple nights with Rixavox in bed and her hormones were going haywire.

Because surely she was nuts if she was beginning to wonder if there was a future for them after all?  On this distant planet, where she knew next to nothing about the culture?  About the people?

Was she completely nuts for falling head over heels in love with her tall, horned, ridged alien male?

Sometimes she felt like she was crazy.

But she’d never felt anything like this about any man in her life before.  Not by a long shot.  What she felt was the kind of thing she’d only ever seen in movies or read about in books.  It was as consuming as a wildfire…and just as frightening.

It was a free fall.  A complete free fall and she didn’t know if she had a parachute to save her.

“Yes, he is caring,” Cecelia replied softly when she trusted her voice.

But he was so much more than that.

Much more.

He made her feel strong again.  He made her feel like she could be the woman she’d always wanted and needed to be.

And the thought that she might be leaving this planet, leaving Rixavox behind, never to see him again…it made her feel sick.

Now that their time was dwindling to the end, she was thinking more and more about how she would even be able to say goodbye.  And she realized that she couldn’t imagine it.  It hurt too much.

Levrix was quiet, studying her from across the fire pit.  When she’d first arrived, as promised, she’d read a section from the book Cecelia had found the day before and translated it into English as best as she could.  Beyond that, that was the most Cecelia had heard her speak that day.

“You are different,” Levrix commented.  “Even from last span.  I see it.”

Cecelia fought against the flush that colored her cheekbones.  She’d been pale that morning when she’d looked at herself in the wall reflection in the bathroom.  Perhaps a little color would do her good.

“Ah,” Levrix said, leaning back slightly, before looking down into her lap.  “You have mated.”

“No,” Cecelia said.  “No, we haven’t.  But…”

She cleared her throat, taking another sip of tea.

“Rixavox is a charming male.  Handsome and strong.  I did not doubt that he would court you.  Many Luxirian females have vied for his attentions throughout the rotations.”

Her words were flippant but Cecelia didn’t like the way they settled in her stomach.  A sliver of anger and jealous burned through her, but Cecelia knew that Levrix had meant nothing by it.  Right?  If she’d learned one thing about the female…it was that sometimes she could be blunt.

That was why, after she took a deep breath, she said, “We haven’t mated, Levrix.  I know this might be a little uncomfortable for you, since you two used to be…” What had Rixavox called it?  “Um, pleasure partners, but I do care for him.  A lot.”

“There is a rumor that the lavrix’an,” Levrix started saying, “the human female that our Prime Leader mated did not want to conceive, that she asked a healer for a…a contraceptive.  Is this true?”

Cecelia furrowed her brow, confused by Levrix’s question and wondering why she wanted to know.  Besides a small, hardly noticeable clenching of her fists, the Luxirian female hardly seemed fazed by their conversation.

“I have no idea,” Cecelia answered truthfully.  “I’ve only met Kate a couple times and it was obvious to me that even if she did want birth control, it didn’t work.  Her pregnancy was in the third trimester already from the looks of things.”

Levrix’s face twisted slightly and Cecelia wondered what that emotion meant.  Disgust?  Anger?  Confusion?

“It is hard for me to understand,” Levrix finally said slowly, her voice strained, “why a female would wish not to bear young.”

Cecelia straightened slightly, sensing that this was a delicate topic.  “I’m sure she had her reasons, if the rumors are true,” she said.

“And yet she will bear our Prime Leader’s heir, an heir that will lead us into a new world.  A hybrid,” Levrix said softly, her gaze flashing up to Cecelia.

Cecelia swallowed, the sudden tension making her fidget among the cushions.  It didn’t help that she felt she might vomit as well.

“Rixavox told me about the Plague,” Cecelia said softly.  “I can’t imagine what that must’ve been like, losing so many of your females in such a short amount of time.”

Levrix’s mouth twisted again slightly.  “You will never know what it was like.  And us that remain behind…we may as well journey to the blackworld too.”

“That’s not true,” Cecelia said, frowning slightly.  “Don’t say that.”

“And now, females of different races will be the ones that continue Luxiria’s long and prosperous line, not Luxirian females.  We have no use.”

Cecelia’s lips parted, struck by the sudden change in Levrix.  Rage.  It was there on her face.  Helplessness.  And a supreme sadness that made her throat burn just seeing it.

“I’m sorry,” Cecelia said, because she didn’t know what else to say.  “I’m sorry that you had to go through what you did.  I’m sorry for what you still deal with, every day.”

“I wanted to be a mother,” Levrix said, meeting her eyes.  The glacial blue color seemed even darker with her sadness.  “I wanted to bear young and see them grow and become proud warriors that would defend our race.  I will never see that now.”

“Levrix, I understand,” Cecelia said softly, wondering how to try to calm her down.  Her emotion seemed pent-up and for some reason, it was bubbling over now.

“No, you do not understand.  You could never understand,” Levrix bit out, her voice hardening.

Cecelia sucked in a breath and blew it out slowly.

“I do, actually,” she said softly.  Levrix gaze was steady as Cecelia told her, “I cannot have children either and I wanted to be a mother one day as well.  So I do understand, at least a little bit of what you feel.”

“You cannot bear young?” Levrix asked, finally taking a breath.  “Why?”

Cecelia explained quietly, “The treatments I received for my cancer…they damaged me.”

Levrix stared at her once she said the words, in silence.  Her brows furrowed but her eyes lightened to their original light blue.

“Having children is important for Luxirians?” Cecelia couldn’t help but ask softly, sadly.  She thought of Rixavox.  Would he want children?

“Tev,” Levrix confirmed and Cecelia’s heart sank in her chest.  “It is very important.  Nothing will bring a family unit more pride.”  Levrix seemed to force herself to add, although her tone was bitter, “The Prime Leader is a fortunate male to have a fertile female.”

Cecelia looked down at her lap.  A wave of pain—from whatever the hell was wrong with her body—and of sadness made her want to curl up in bed for the rest of the day.

Levrix stood.  “I will depart now.”

Cecelia nodded, glad that she would be alone with her thoughts.  But something pricked the back of her mind and she looked up at Levrix, who loomed on the other side of the fire pit, bundling herself in her furs.

“Can I ask you something before you go?”

Levrix looked down at her, but her expression was stony.  “Tev.”

“What does luxiva mean?” Cecelia asked, the question falling so easily from her lips.

Levrix’s lips twisted again and the chortling sound she made in the back of her throat echoed around the room.  “I was wondering if he would tell you.”

Cecelia waited, but she believed she already knew the answer.

“Luxiva means fated one.  A fated mate,” Levrix said.  “Tell me he at least explained that to you.”

“He did,” Cecelia said softly, the final piece of the puzzle clicking into place.

And it didn’t shock her.  It made sense…everything that he’d told her about fated mates, how powerful a connection it was, how rare they were…she’d felt it too.  And now she knew that Rixavox had as well.

He’d known about Luxirian Instincts because his own Instinct had awakened.  For her.

Cecelia looked up at Levrix, who had already turned to the door.  Their time together had taken a turn and it was clear, perhaps to the both of them, that there was no future for a friendship.  Levrix’s bitterness ran too deeply.  That was apparent to Cecelia now.

Levrix turned to look at her one last time and inclined her head.  And then she slipped out the door of Rixavox’s home and Cecelia wondered if she would ever see her again.

The house was quiet, except for the howling winds outside.  Cecelia felt strangely calm, processing the confirmation of some suspicions she’d had.  She wondered why Rixavox hadn’t told her…but she knew.  If he’d told her from the beginning, it would have scared her off.  She had already been processing the whole alien thing, and then the return of her cancer.  He probably hadn’t wanted to overwhelm her, especially when they’d just met.

It all made sense though.

From the very first moment that they’d met…the intense attraction, that strange, erotic encounter when they’d first spoken.  His vow to Privanax that he would not have sex with her while she healed.  Privanax must’ve realized what had happened and hadn’t wanted anything to compromise her progress.

The intensity she’d always felt from him…

Cecelia sucked in a deep breath, her chest feeling a little tight.  She could feel her heart pounding.  It seemed to shake her entire body.

He’d told her that Luxirians mated for life.  Mates were forever.  Is that what he wanted from her?

Rixavox told her, last night in the Rillirax, that they had as many days together as she wanted.  In his mind, their future had always been in her hands, not his, because she was the one who had the choice to leave, to return to her own home planet.

Because that would be what she was giving up if she chose to stay.  Her home planet.  The life she’d started to build for herself.  Her degree.

But if she chose to return to Earth…what would happen to Rixavox?

Her head began to pound and she closed her eyes, trying to calm down.  It was too much, especially in her tired state.

However, she knew that she didn’t have much time to figure out the mess in her head either.  They would be leaving to return to the Golden City soon, in a couple more days.

Would she know what she wanted by then?







TWENTY-ONE







“Sessela?” Rixavox called when he entered their dwelling.  He shook the silver ice off his furs before shrugging them off.  He slung them over the cushions in the central hub, so they would dry by the fire in time for their journey to the Rillirax that night.

He strode across the floor and went down the hallway leading to their quarters, wondering if she was sleeping.  She’d seemed tired the span before and Rixavox told himself that he would let her rest that night, to keep his hands off her so she could recover.  It would be difficult, but he would do it for her sake.  She was still healing, after all, and she needed her strength for their journey back to the Golden City.

His body relaxed when he scented her in their sleeping platform.  She was huddled under the furs and when he approached and scooted in beside her, she jolted from sleep.

“Hi,” she whispered, blinking slowly, her voice scratchy.

“Rest,” he murmured, smoothing his hand through her hair.  “I did not mean to wake you.”

But then Rixavox’s palm grazed her forehead and he frowned.  Her skin was damp and felt warmer than it usually did.

“Luxiva,” he murmured, worried, “Are you ill?”

“Luxiva,” she whispered, before moving to sit up in their furs.  “I need to know something.”

“Sessela, I think we should run another scan,” Rixavox said lowly.  The healer had said the scan from last night had been normal, that the hellixaxava hadn’t progressed.  Was this something else?  “I should summon Kirzalla.  She can—”

Sessela cut him off, drawing her knees up to her chest, clarity returning to her sleepy gaze.  “I want you to answer something for me first.”

Rixavox blew out an impatient breath, but then said, “Ask, female.”

“What’s the real reason why you don’t want to have sex?”

Rixavox went still, furrowing his brow.  What in the Fates had prompted this question?

“That is not important right now, Sessela,” Rixavox growled.  He ran his hand over her flesh, not liking how hot her skin was.  “I need to get the scanner.”

He made a move to get off the sleeping platform, but her words stopped him.  “It’s a simple question, Rixavox.  I just want to know why.  I want you to tell me.”

“It is not a simple question, female,” he growled in frustration, looking towards the hallway.  He’d left the scanner near the Coms.  “It is one of the more complicated questions you have asked of me.”

“Just tell me,” she pleaded softly.  Rixavox turned to her, kneeling on the platform.  Her eyes were glassy but he didn’t know if it was because of the fever that raged through her body or because she seemed sad.

Rixavox cupped her soft cheek in his palm.  “Sessela.  We will have this conversation when you are well.  Right now, there is something wrong.  I feel it.”

He turned from her and strode out of the quarters quickly, heading for the Coms in the central hub.  He prayed to the Fates that Privanax was available.

Sessela was quick on his heels.  He almost reached the scanner lying on the silver platform where the Coms were situated, but she grabbed his arm before he could reach it.

Rixavox whirled to face her, panic surging in his chest when he saw that her face looked leeched of color and that she was sweating, despite the chill in the air from the ice storm.

“Luxiva…” he said, reaching out to steady her when she wobbled.  “Vrax!”

Quickly, he put in an emergency summons into the Coms for Kirzalla, Velraxa’s prime healer.  His female needed immediate attention.  Privanax could wait.

Nix, nix, nix.  It didn’t make sense.  The Rillirax was supposed to help heal her, not make her worse.

Fear imbedded itself in his chest like a dagger.  What if their treatments did not work on her?  What would happen to his female?

“Rixavox, please listen to me,” she said softly.

“You are worrying me, female,” he told her softly.  “We will talk as much as you want once Kirzalla has attended to you.”

But she was already shaking her head.

And her next words made him freeze.

“I’m falling in love with you, Rixavox,” she admitted softly.  “I wanted you to know that, regardless of what happens.”

“Female…”

“But you’ve been lying to me since I met you.  And I just want you to say it, just once, so that I can understand.”

There was complete silence as Rixavox digested her words.  Emotions pummeled him from all sides until he felt both beaten down and lifted up by them.  It was an indescribable feeling.

But one thing was clear to him.

She knew.

It was not the situation in which he’d wanted to tell her.  He’d thought of a million different ways to tell her, but this had not been one of them.

Even as dazed and sickly as she looked, his luxiva was not going to back down from this talk.  He could see the stubbornness shining clearly in her eyes.  Even though it frustrated him, seeing her this way, he admired her persistence.

He admired much about his female.

And at any other moment, where she told him she was falling in love with him, he would be the proudest Luxirian to have ever lived, blessed with the love of an amazing female.  At that moment, however, his joy was dulled by his concern, his worry.

Still, he felt the words tumbling from him, all the words that he had collected for his female that he couldn’t voice before right then.

“You are my luxiva, Sessela,” he told her, grasping her waist and holding her weight.  “My fated mate, the one female that the Fates have gifted me for the rest of my life span in this world.  I have known since I first saw you, since you first awakened the dormant Instinct within me.  There will never be another for me.  It is you.  You.  It will always be.”  He pressed her closer.  “If anything happened to you, luxiva, I would not know how to process it, but if you chose to leave me, I would accept your decision.”  He couldn’t stop the words now, even if he tried.  “But if you choose to stay, with me, on Luxiria, to build your life here and live out the rest of your life span with me at your side, I will make you happy.”  Tears started to glimmer in her eyes and Rixavox rushed to finish, worried that he would not be able to tell her everything that he wanted her to know before she stopped him.  “I want to build a family unit with you.  I want to sire offspring with you.  I want you here with me.”

Tears began dripping from her eyes and Rixavox’s heart sank in his chest.  Tears meant humans were sad, didn’t they?

“Luxiva…” he murmured, wiping away the strange liquid off her warm cheek.

“I c-can’t have children,” she said, more tears replacing the ones he’d smoothed away.  “The chemo…and the radiation…I can’t—I can’t give you children, Rixavox.  And Levrix said that they’re important, that—”

“Vrax what Levrix says,” he growled softly, crouching so that they were at eye level, his heart thundering in his chest.  “No offspring then.  It does not matter.  What matters is you, tev?”  More tears fell and he growled at the sight of them, hating to see them.  This was too upsetting for her.  He worried it would be too much.  He brought her to his chest, embracing her, feeling her body against his.  “Enough now.  We will talk of this once you have been healed.”

“And what if it doesn’t work?” she asked softly, sniffing.  Her voice seemed so small, so weak, and it only worried him more.  “What happens then?”

“I will be there with you, luxiva,” he murmured down to her.  “Have faith that the Fates will see you through.  You were led here for a reason.”

“That reason was you,” she murmured quietly, looking up at him.

Rixavox’s chest ached and he wondered what was taking Kirzalla so long.  He didn’t like the way she sounded resigned, like she was already expecting the worst outcome.  How sick was she?  Had she been hiding this from him?

“Be an idealist, female,” he said quietly.  “Remember?”

She huffed out a weak laugh but then flinched.  She was so pale that it made Rixavox’s stomach clench.

“Rixavox,” she murmured, her eyebrows furrowing.

“Tev, luxiva?”

“I…I don’t feel so well.  I-It started getting worse after you left.  I’m not sure if…”

But she never finished because her eyes rolled back into her head.  Rixavox roared in alarm and caught her just as she fell, unconscious, in his arms.

After what seemed like rotations, he heard a hovercraft land on the terrace outside his dwelling.

He scooped up his female gently and carried her over to the cushions lining the central hub fire pit, his heart as heavy as stone in his chest, but pumping like howling wind.  Just then, Kirzalla shouldered her way inside the dwelling.

Kirzalla was an older female, one of the few females that had chosen the healing profession.  She was as straightforward and gruff as Privanax was, so it made sense that it was rumored they’d once been involved as pleasure partners.

More importantly, Rixavox trusted her and she was an accomplished healer.

“Step away,” she commanded when she saw Sessela.  Immediately, she dropped down near his female and began unpacking her scanners and equipment.  Swiftly, she made a cut on Sessela’s arm that had him growling when he saw her red blood drip.  Kirzalla shot him a look.  “Signal Privanax on the Coms.  I cannot work with a warrior’s Instinct looming.”

Rixavox knew she was right and strode to the Coms to signal Privanax, channeling his warrior training.  Panic and fear would accomplish nothing.  He needed to be calm.  For Sessela.

The healer’s face appeared on screen.  He scowled when he saw Kirzalla but then his gaze focused on Rixavox’s female and he demanded, “What happened?”

“She was sick when I returned back to our dwelling,” Rixavox explained in a low tone.  “Her skin was hot and damp and pale.  She blacked out just before Kirzalla entered but she said that the sickness got worse suddenly before she did.”  Rixavox’s hands clenched at his side, guilt overwhelming his senses.  “She seemed fine earlier, when I left for the command center.  I should have stayed.  I should have made sure.”

“The scans you sent last span showed nothing progressing with the hellixaxava,” Privanax insisted.

“It is not hellixaxava that is causing this,” Kirzalla suddenly chimed in, looking down at her scanner, which was analyzing the blood sample she’d taken.  “I do not know what this is.”

Rixavox ran a hand over his horn and he paced the floor in front of the Coms, a restless energy building.  He strode over to Sessela, not caring if Kirzalla wanted him out of the way.  He needed to be near his mate.

“Let me see the scans, female,” Privanax barked.

Kirzalla’s scowl was more frigid than the ice storm outside but she quickened her pace towards the Coms and uploaded the scans.

As Kirzalla looked over them a second time, her breath hitched and she said, “Wait, I know this sequence.”

“What is it?” Rixavox demanded, smoothing a hand over Sessela’s forehead.

“It is the sequence of anglavix.  I saw it in a female fifteen rotations ago who had misused it for fertility,” Kirzalla said, realization dawning in her gaze.  “It is dangerous if not properly administered.  A poison.”

Dread filled his gut.  Poison?

“How would she have access to anglavix?” Privanax questioned.

“I do not know,” Rixavox started, shaking his head, racking his mind.  He’d always prided himself on keeping a calm, level head.  And now, when it came to his luxiva, he was failing her.  “I—”

His eyes caught on a familiar flask, wedged between the cushions of the fire pit.  When he swiped it up and sniffed the contents, he knew.

“Kirzalla,” he called, unfathomable rage filling his veins.  He’d never known hate as he did in that moment.  When the healer turned to look at him, he tossed her the flask.  “It was Levrix.  She must have been dosing her with it.”

Kirzalla sniffed the contents and jerked her head in a nod.  “Anglavix.”

“How is it cured?” Rixavox demanded, stuffing his anger deep inside.  Now was not the time.  He needed to see his luxiva better first.  She was his first and only priority.

He didn’t like the shared glances that Kirzalla and Privanax shot each other through the Coms.

“Rebax?” he demanded.

“It is almost impossible to determine the concentration and the dose Levrix has been using,” Kirzalla said, eyeing him, as if afraid at any moment, he might channel his animalistic Instinct.

“What does that mean?” he asked through a clenched jaw.

“It means it is risky to administer the correct cure, even for a Luxirian.  Much riskier than curing something simple like hellixaxava,” Privanax finished for her.  “It could kill her if it is not precise.  Not to mention that she’s human.  We do not know how she would react since we cannot run tests first.”

“What are you saying?” Rixavox asked.  “That we do nothing?”

“No,” Privanax said.  “There is one other way that should be safer for her, but only the Fates will determine whether she lives or passes into the blackworld.  At least we know a human has survived it before.”

“Tell me,” he growled.  “I will do anything.”

“He means a blood bond,” Kirzalla said, facing him.

“Rebax?” Rixavox asked, dumbstruck.  A blood bond was only performed during a mating ceremony, one of the most primal and erotic experiences Luxirians could share with their mates as they bonded their life forces together.  It would not only announce their matehood for all of Luxiria, but it would tie them together, with the magic of the Fates, for the rest of their spans.  And the blood bond…even Rixavox didn’t know what that would feel like, to have another presence in his mind, to feel his Sessela, always.  “I will not mate her while she is in this state!”

For a blood bond could not be accomplished unless it happened during mating.

“The Seeing will take her pain away.  It will bring her back from this, return her health for a brief period of time,” Kirzalla argued.  “Your blood is strong.  Coupled with the power of the Fates’ blessing once the mating has been completed…I believe it will be enough, not only to cure the anglavix, but also her hellixaxava.  The magic is strong there.  It is strong within you both.”

He knew what a blood bond meant.  Their lives would always be intertwined.  If one of them died, the other would as well, unable to live another span without the other.  If Sessela did not survive the poison that Levrix had given her, if she did not survive the mating ceremony, Rixavox would enter the blackworld with her, perhaps that very night.

But he would try anything to save her.  He would gladly give his life, if there was a small chance that she would survive.  Because without her, he did not wish to be a part of that world any longer.

“Tev,” Rixavox said, inclining his head, standing.  Carefully, he scooped his luxiva up in his arms.  “We will journey to the Rillirax immediately.”

The mating ceremony was always performed in a sacred place.  Usually they were performed on the plains of the Ravrax’tor, where the Fates’ presence was the strongest.  But there was no time for that now.

“Ambassador,” Privanax called from the Coms.  Rixavox looked back at him from the doorway, impatient.  “Your Instinct will tell you when enough blood had been given and taken.  To be safe, give and take a little more.”

Rixavox inclined his head, mood grim.  Sessela’s life was dependent on the blood bond.  He would do everything he could to make sure it worked.

Kirzalla packed up furs and bundled them into Rixavox’s hovercraft outside, for which he was grateful.  The ice storm outside stung his skin and he held Sessela more tightly, trying to shield her.

“Do you think this will work?” he asked Kirzalla softly.

“I believe it is the best option you both have,” she answered honestly.  She inclined her head and stepped away.  “I will see that the Prime Leader is alerted to Levrix’s actions.  Her crime is severe.  She will not go unpunished.”

But at that moment, Rixavox found he couldn’t think about justice.  He only thought about his female, lying unconscious in his arms, who had told him just that night that she was falling in love with him and who had cried when she’d told him she couldn’t give him offspring.

So, as he carried her onto the hovercraft and activated the cold shield, he sent a prayer around to the Fates and he repeated it over and over again the entire journey to the Rillirax.







TWENTY-TWO







Cecelia woke to darkness.

Groggy and disoriented, she tried to remember what had happened, where she was.  For a brief, terrifying moment, she thought she was back in the clutches of the Krevorags, the alien traffickers that had captured her and the other human women from Earth.

But then she heard Rixavox’s voice and she smelled a familiar scent of stone and warmth.

She relaxed.

“Luxiva, I am here,” he murmured down to her.  She realized he was carrying her in his arms, the way he always carried her to the…

It was why it was so dark.  They were in the tunnels.

“The Rillirax?” she guessed softly, her voice sounding faint.  She felt so weak and her skin felt like it was on fire.

“Tev,” he said.  “We must hurry.  Try to stay awake, Sessela.”

Dimly, she remembered their conversation before she’d passed out.  She’d told him that she was falling in love with him…and the things he’d told her…

A violent shiver racked her body and Rixavox cursed, his pace quickening.  He was murmuring something in Luxirian, like a prayer, a question, his voice getting louder and louder as they approached the end of the tunnel where the Rillirax was hidden.

Something was different.

As Cecelia fought the urge to go back to sleep, to that blissful place where she didn’t feel like her insides were being burned, she felt what she could only describe as power.  Pure power.

And when they stepped through the Rillirax?

Cecelia gasped, her back arching slightly.  It was like soaking in the sacred pool—that same touch that was both light as air and yet heavy—was all around her.  She felt the power gliding over her skin, soothing and incredible and comforting.

Rixavox continued to speak in Luxirian on the threshold.  When she glanced up at him, feeling some of the pain leave her body, his eyes were closed, his brows furrowed, and he concentrated on ancient words that Cecelia felt in her very soul.  The feeling that he brought to every single syllable, every purring rasp, brought tears to her eyes.

And she knew.  She knew what he was saying, or rather, asking.  It was a prayer, to the Fates, to his deities.

But it seemed more than that.

It seemed ritualistic.

Cecelia heard herself panting when he stopped, her breathing labored.  Other than her harsh breaths, there was no other sound in the Rillirax.  But Rixavox seemed to be waiting for something, eyes still closed, his body completely still, as if waiting for the Fates to pass judgment on them.

And then it happened.

An energy, as hot as lightning, ravaged through her body, beginning from the very tips of her toes to the top of her head.  She felt it everywhere, coursing, exploring, prodding.

“W-what’s happening?” she gasped out, clenching her fists tightly, fearing the energy would leak from her fingertips and that its power would be consuming.  She didn’t feel the pain of whatever had been plaguing her body, whether it had been cancer or…something else.  It was replaced by this intensity, this probing magic.

Rixavox’s muscles were tight against her and she wondered if he felt it too.  “The beginning of the ravraxia.  The Seeing,” he said, looking down at her.  She jaw his jaw was tense, teeth gritted.  “I will explain soon, but just hold on to it, luxiva.  Let the Fates look inside you and then let them pass on.”

His words didn’t make sense and yet they did.  She understood, in a primal part of herself, what he meant.  She needed to be patient as this force, this energy was inside her.  She needed to open herself to them, to let them see what was inside her heart, her soul.

Cecelia gasped when they left, just as suddenly as they came.

And in their place was a warmth.  The pain from before vanished completely and something else was building, building in its place.

Her eyelids fluttered shut, her lips parting.

“R-Rixavox?” she questioned, her voice ending on a slight whimper.

Instead of the stinging desire that began rising in her body, all Rixavox seemed to feel was a supreme relief.  In a guttural voice, he said, “The Fates have blessed us, luxiva.  We can begin now.”

Immediately, he strode into the familiar cavern of the Rillirax, with its creeping silver vines and beckoning pool and humid warmth.  With extreme care, he placed her on a small boulder next to the water and he undid the bundle of furs he had strapped to his back, shaking them out, before laying them on the ground.

Her body was taut, overcharged, like remnants of the Fates’ energy she’d felt still remained inside her, would always remain.  She rubbed her hands over her arms and gasped.  Everything was sensitive.  Overly sensitive.

“B-begin what?” she asked, a wave of soft, gentle pleasure rolling through her.

Rixavox gave a purring growl and when she looked at him, his eyes were squeezed shut.  When he discarded his shirt, baring his chest, she saw his muscles were enlarged.  His horns were completely straight.

He feels it too, she realized.

But he was fighting against it.  She could see it in the rigid lines of his body.

His back hunched slightly and he gave a ragged pant, leaning one hand against the wall of the cavern.  The same wave of desire racked her body hard too and her moan echoed around the cavern, nipples tingling under her thin tunic.

“A blood bond, female,” Rixavox rasped.  When her half-lidded eyes found his gaze, his pupils were enlarged, darkened.  Everything about him seemed bigger, larger.  It was then she realized that she was seeing parts of his Instinct, that primal, animalistic force that he kept at bay.  It was more apparent to her now.

“The Fates have taken away your pain, given you the gift of desire that will fuel the ravraxia,” he explained, straightening from the wall when the wave passed.  He approached her, sprawled across the top of the boulder.  Even with his Instinct shining through, Rixavox’s eyes were soft as he looked at her and she almost choked on the emotion that welled up in her chest.  “But they have only given us time, the illusion of health.”

“I don’t understand,” she whispered, leaning up towards him, needing to be close, to feel his skin on her own.

“Levrix was poisoning you,” he said.

Cecelia’s breath hitched.  “What?”

“With anglavix, a powerful and dangerous herb.  This is not the hellixaxava, but something different.  The poison still resides in you and we must cure it before—,” he stopped, swallowing hard, “before it takes you.”

“How?” she asked softly.

“A blood bond,” he replied.  “My blood is strong.  The Fates’ will aid their power during it, strengthening it further.  Kirzalla and Privanax believe it will be enough to cure you, of both the poison and the hellixaxava.”

“Really?” she asked quietly.  The light of the Luxirian moon illuminated her eyes and Rixavox knew he’d never seen anything so beautiful, so pure, than what he saw in her gaze.

He exhaled a sharp breath.  “You must understand that a blood bond is…powerful.  Blood bonds are only performed during mating ceremonies, the ravraxia.  What you feel now…it might only be a sampling of what will come.”

Another wave of desire was rising within her again, each one more powerful than the last.  She feared what she would do when it crested.

“But you said Luxirians mate for life,” she whispered, trying to clear the fogginess in her head from the Fates’ presence, from the prickling, tingling lust that sizzled in her veins.

He shook his head with a growl.  “It does not matter, Sessela,” he insisted.  “You will still have the choice to return to your home planet.  This does not change that.”

“But—”

“You do not know the fear I feel, even now,” he said, maneuvering his forehead to lean against her own.  Cecelia sucked in a breath, her eyelids fluttering shut at his nearness, before she opened them to look into his eyes.  “Seeing you like that, afraid that the Fates would take you to the blackworld, away from me…it is the worse fear I have ever known.”

“Rixavox,” she whispered, her throat beginning to burn.

“I will do anything to see you healed,” he finished.  “Anything, luxiva.”

What she felt for him was unparalleled, she realized.  And there was no one who was his equal in her eyes.  There never would be.

The wave of pleasure was beginning to crest and she found herself clutching at his arms, squeezing harder with every passing moment.

He was waiting for her answer.  And Cecelia knew that he would do nothing until she gave him her full acceptance, that this was something she wanted, even as the energy within her—within them both—was becoming unbearable and impossible to ignore.

“Yes,” she whispered against him.  She leaned forward, pressing her lips against his.  “I’m ready.  Yes.”

Rixavox’s hands immediately encircled her waist, clutching her to him as he wedged his hips between her legs.  Cecelia gasped, the pleasure of feeling him against her overwhelming.

She felt so many different emotions at the same time…an intense need for Rixavox, fear that her body might not be able to heal, happiness that she was with him, awed by the power and magic of that place, but most importantly, she felt love.  She felt love in her heart, something she’d never experienced before, and she felt loved by the alien male who was kissing her like she was the only woman in the entire universe for him.

Because to a certain extent, she was.

It was humbling, beautiful, pure.  She would have probably burst into happy tears if the desire making every part of her body tingle had been any less distracting or intense.

Rixavox hauled her up in his arms and she wrapped her legs around his hips, holding onto his shoulders as he walked them over to the padded furs he’d placed down on the floor of the cavern.

“The blood bond,” he said, voice ragged as he laid her down gently, “is performed when we are joined together, when I am deep inside you, tev?”

Cecelia sucked in a breath and nodded, feeling heat branch out from her center at his words.  “O-okay.”

The wave began to crest when he dropped down over her, settling his weight between her thighs.

“Rixavox,” she gasped and then moaned, her back bowing.  The only way she could describe it was like mini-orgasms throughout every part of her body, spreading, growing.

His purr made his entire chest vibrate and she heard his jaw pop from how hard he was clenching it from the pleasure.

“It will feel even better, luxiva,” he rasped, grabbing the hem of her tunic and pulling it over her head.  He accidentally ripped it with his strength and tossed it away with a growl, before dropping his head to nuzzle her breasts, sucking the tips of her peaked nipples into his mouth.

It was too intense.  Cecelia was surprised when a soft scream tore from her throat as stabs of pleasure assaulted her body.  She thought she might cum just from him sucking on her breasts.

Dazed and moaning, she blindly reached down and fumbled with the material that covered exactly what she wanted, what she needed.  Rixavox’s growl echoed around the cavern as he helped her with the fastenings, before tearing through them like tissue paper and tossing them next to her ruined shirt.

Cecelia felt every inch of him.  His cock bobbed between them and she whimpered when she felt his pre-cum pool just below her belly button, hot and searing, as his thick, ridged length dragged across her sensitive flesh.  Rixavox rocked his hips against her and he groaned.  She felt the sound fill her head as more wetness coated her inner thighs.  She was more than ready for him.

“Now, Rixavox,” she panted, arching her back as she could feel more of his flesh pressed against her.  He felt like heaven.  “Please!”

She saw stars burst into her vision when another wave crashed over her, as demanding as it was exquisite.  The flutterings of an orgasm teased her from between her thighs and her alien warrior hadn’t even touched her there yet.

“Tev, luxiva,” Rixavox hissed.  “Vellixa, ta vellixa.”

The flames of lust licked higher and higher until she thought she might burn up completely.  Mindlessly, she rocked her hips, trying to find him with a single-minded desperation that should’ve frightened her.  Above her, Rixavox looked wild, undone.  His rumbling growls and purrs echoed in the cavern and fueled her determination.

“Please hurry,” she choked out.  “I c-can’t—I—”

Finally, he leaned back slightly.  Cecelia whimpered when he reached down and grasped that thick cock, guiding it towards her entrance.  A part of her wondered if they would fit while the other part continued to roll her hips, desperately trying to wedge him inside.

“Are you sure, luxiva?” he rasped, his voice grated and rough and delicious.

“Yes!” she cried, feeling like she was on the verge of tears because she needed him so goddamn badly.  Her body was literally shaking with need and desire.

She felt the head of his cock nudge at her entrance and he breathed, “Vrax.”  A Luxirian curse.

“Please, honey,” she whispered.  She felt her heart pounding everywhere…in her fingertips, on the sides of her throat, in her stomach, between her thighs.

She was ready.

So, so ready.

His gaze flashed to hers, possession clear in those dark blue eyes, as he growled, “Luxiva.”

Time seemed to stop when he gave one powerful thrust of his hips, their bodies lined up so perfectly that he slid right in, to the very hilt.

Cecelia cried out, mouth wide, and his resounding roar filled her ears and made her spine tingle.

Immediately, she began cumming and her back arched in surprise as she felt those ridges rub against her sensitive walls, stimulating her G-spot, filling her so completely and fully.

“Your cunt is so tight, female,” he growled down to her with a perfect roll of his strong hips.  “Tev!  I feel you.”

“O-oh my God,” she cried, unable to do anything but accept the intense, life-changing, all-consuming pleasure of her orgasm.  And when Rixavox began thrusting?  Every thrust made another orgasm explode in her body, compounding on one another, each more intense than the last, until Cecelia couldn’t do anything except remember to breathe.

Every muscle in her body tensed as she rode it out.  But it was never-ending.  Her skin was so sensitive that she felt every single soft hair of the furs beneath her.  She felt the heat of the Rillirax drifting over their joined bodies like a gentle whisper.  The erotic sounds of Rixavox’s guttural groans, her breathless gasps, and their flesh slapping together as he thrust harder and harder…it was ecstasy.  The purest form of pleasure.

And her Luxirian?  She felt closer to him in that intimate moment than she’d ever felt to another being in her life.

“Kiss me,” she said, her voice nothing more than broken syllables and rough rasps.

She felt Rixavox’s purr as he obeyed.  His ridged tongue swept against her own as he gave another teeth-chattering pump of his hips, stroking in and out, in and out, a maddening rhythm punctuated by fast, sometimes slow, sometimes hard thrusts.

She couldn’t stop cumming.

Rixavox gave a rough growl as he tore away from her lips, a wild, yet focused, look in his gaze as he watched her from above.

“Now, luxiva,” he rasped.

The blood bond.

Cecelia nodded and she gasped when he slowed his thrusts, but he didn’t stop completely.  Then, he dragged the edge of one sharp claw just at the base of his neck and her eyes widened when blue blood trickled down.

Cecelia finally understood what a blood bond meant.  She met his eyes, knowing that this was a male that would literally do anything for her because he cared about her above all others…

She nodded, a strange mixture of pleasure and fear and love looping in her chest.  When she tilted her neck back, there was a brief burning pain as he sliced a small cut into her skin.

Rixavox kissed her again, lingering on her lips, before saying, “Take as much as you can, Sessela.”

That would be easy because she wanted all of him.
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Rixavox’s blood was thick and rich.  It flowed over her tongue and down her throat like an expensive wine.  It was strangely pleasant.  She hadn’t expected that.

Once he was sure she’d taken the first draw from him, he leaned forward, craning his neck down to do the same.  He kissed her neck, a light brush of his lips, that she found sensual and sweet.  And then he sucked at the blood.

“Ohh,” she moaned, eyes rolling into the back of her head.

Unbelievable.

With that small suck, it felt like his lips were everywhere, over every inch of her body.  He began his claiming rhythm between her thighs again and then he sucked more, lapping at the sides of her neck to catch stray drops.  Just when she thought her pleasure couldn’t get any more intense…he proved her wrong.

“Take me, luxiva,” he urged, cupping the back of her neck and pressing her forward.  His other forearm was braced on the other side of her head and out of the corner of her eye, she saw his muscles shift and expand.  He grew stronger from sex, she realized.  More powerful.

With a soft cry, she latched her lips over him and began to take his blood.  It sizzled into her stomach like whiskey, warming her from the inside, and the burn felt good.  So damn good.

Everything in her world was focused on him, on the pleasure he was masterfully creating between her thighs, on the small space on his neck that brought them even closer together.  If any other man had asked her to literally suck his blood, she would’ve told them he was crazy.  But this…this was something else.

Cecelia didn’t know if it was the Fates’ influence or the magic of the Rillirax or the power of Luxiria…but this felt natural and primal.

Then something began to happen within her.

Cecelia gasped.  She felt Rixavox.  Not just thrusting into her, but she felt him.  Inside her mind.  His presence was soft at first, just a light touch, but then grew and grew and grew.

“W-what?” Cecelia whispered, pulling away to look up at him.  She licked her lips and tasted his blood.  “What’s happening?”

“The fellixix,” Rixavox murmured down to her.  “Feel, luxiva.”

And then he plucked the bond between them and she felt it.  Suddenly, his desire, his pleasure swarmed her mind and she reached out to accept it with a cry, acting purely on instinct, before she did the same for him, opening up her own mind without truly knowing even how.

Rixavox bellowed into her neck, his thrusts becoming out of sync, jagged.  He fucked her thoroughly into the furs and she clung to his shoulders, holding on, as another orgasm washed over her, so wonderful that it was on the edge of being painful.  Pleasure and pain and blood and magic and love.  That was what this ravraxia ceremony was.

Rixavox was close.

Cecelia could feel the burn of his orgasm building through their blood bond.  He was right on the edge and when she squeezed her inner muscles around him, trying to draw out his seed…he was there.

Rixavox’s eyes flared, pumping his hips hard and fast, as his pleasure crested and then exploded.  Mindlessly, he fucked her, his cock vibrating inside her with the intensity of his purring growl.  Then a moan filled the cavern, Cecelia’s moan, when she felt his hot cum bathe her inner walls, so forceful and powerful that she’d almost mistaken it for a thrust.

He was murmuring down in Luxirian to her, telling her she was beautiful, that she was his, and it took her a dazed moment to realize she understood the alien words.  Was it the blood bond at work?

Cecelia smoothed her hands over his back, feeling those delicious muscles flex under her fingertips, as he emptied himself into her, filling her up with his seed.

With a strained groan, he collapsed, only managing to roll to the side at the last moment so he wouldn’t crush her.  But he brought her with him so they were lying side-by-side, her leg slung over his outer thigh so that he didn’t have to take his cock out of her.

He was purring so loudly against her, her big, content Luxirian who had just brought her more pleasure than she thought possible.

So many emotions welled up within Cecelia.  She was so overwhelmed as she kissed his face and ran her hands over his body that tears began to leak from the corners of her eyes.

Rixavox made an alarmed sound and brushed them immediately away.  “I have made you unhappy?” he rasped, his voice so anguished that it made her cry harder.  His purring stopped and the quietness seemed deafening.

“No,” she whispered, smiling, pressing a reassuring kiss to his lips, holding them there until she could taste her tears.  “No, never.”

“Humans do this when they are sad though, tev?” he asked, frowning.

“And also when we are insanely happy,” she added, pulling away to look into his eyes.  His horns were straight and his pupils were dilated.  His cock was still hard inside her even though she knew he’d orgasmed like crazy.

Running her hands between them, over his strong pectoral muscles, brushing over his nipple piercings in a way that made his chest rumble, Cecelia felt…home.  She’d never really felt like she had a home before.  And with him, she knew where she stood, where she belonged.  More importantly, she knew who she was again.

He’d given her that.

“You are happy with me?” he questioned softly.

“Yes,” she whispered, smiling, unable to keep her hands off him.  “How couldn’t I be anything but happy?”

To prove it to him, she tested their blood bond, that strange, new, comforting sensation inside her.  She opened up her heart to him, her mind, until he could feel everything that she felt at that very moment.

Then he did the same.

And it was more beautiful than she could have ever imagined.

The purring started up again and she was glad to hear it.  Burying her face into his chest, she felt the vibration through her own body and she smiled, tears shimmering in her eyes.

“How do you feel, luxiva?” he murmured down to her, rubbing his horns over her hair.  Through the blood bond, she knew he meant whether she felt pain from the poison…the poison that Levrix had been giving her.

But she didn’t want to think about Levrix just then.  The Luxirian female, who she’d started to consider a friend, could wait.  She didn’t want anything to ruin this time with Rixavox, not even the thought of Levrix’s betrayal.

“We won’t know until Privanax runs his tests, right?” Cecelia said.  But she didn’t feel fear anymore.  She felt strong.

“Tev,” Rixavox said, shifting slightly.  He didn’t like not knowing.  Her well-being and health was a priority to him.  Through the bond, she felt just how much it bothered him that he couldn’t protect her, even it was from herself, from her own body.

But Cecelia only felt hope.  She felt faith and she’d never been a particularly religious or spiritual person.  If these Luxirian Fates had brought her to him, she truly believed it was for a reason…because they healed one another, they made each other stronger, together.

She knew, even if she didn’t have the tests to prove it, that she’d been given a second chance.  And it was all because of Rixavox.

Looking up at him, her chest swelling with the knowledge of what he’d done for her, she whispered, “Thank you.”

His brow furrowed.  “For what, female?”

She could put together the pieces of the puzzle easily.  She could understand everything that he hadn’t told her before they’d done this.

Cecelia was his mate.  His fated mate.  And they’d just bonded their blood together, becoming closer than what was even possible on Earth, to save her life.

He’d told her that she still had the option of choosing whether she wanted to return to her home planet with the other women and she knew it was true.  He would never force her to stay, even after what they’d just done.

But she also had an inkling of what that would do to him.  Feeling the intensity, the closeness that the blood bond created, she understood now why so many Luxirian males had chosen to take their own lives rather than living another day without their mates.  She understood why so many lives had been lost, not just female lives, when the Plague had decimated their population.

The bottom line was that Rixavox had tethered his life to her own.

He’d done that without knowing what her decision would be on whether she would stay.  He’d done that without knowing whether she would even survive the poison or the cancer that had infected her body.

Before the blood bond, he’d been willing to die for her, to die with her.

And he’d known that if she left him, if she decided to return to Earth, his own life was forfeit as well.

Cecelia would never find a partner like him in her life.  She would never find someone so selfless, so caring, someone that lit her blood on fire and made her feels things she didn’t even know possible in her life.

So, when he asked for what, she was torn between wanting to kiss him senseless or shake her head at him.

“For everything,” she finally said.  Then, with her heart beating in her throat, feeling the strong beating of his own heart against her skin, a soft smile crossed her lips when she asked him, “Are you sure you won’t mind not having children?  Truly?”

When she’d revealed to him that she was infertile, he’d barely blinked.  He’d told her he just wanted her, that it didn’t matter if they couldn’t have children.

But she just wanted to make sure.  To give him an out, even though she already knew his answer.

Rixavox stilled, his body going taut, as he looked down at her, his expression more serious than she’d ever seen it and that was saying something.

“What are you saying, luxiva?”

She shifted in his arms, his cock still nestled deep inside her.  Leaning up, she brushed another kiss over his addicting lips, but he remained perfectly still, as if he was afraid to move, as if moving might erase what she was implying.

“I’m saying that if you’ll have me, if you don’t mind that we won’t have children, or that it might take me a little while to learn about your people and culture, or that I’ll probably butcher your language more often than not,” she teased, smiling, “then I want to stay.  Right here with you.”

“Sessela,” he purred.

But she wasn’t finished.  “I’ve only known you for a short period of time but I can’t imagine saying goodbye to you.  I’ve tried to imagine it, of leaving and knowing that I’d never see you again, and I just physically can’t.  It hurts too much to even consider.”  She shook her head, reaching up to stroke her fingertips down his cheek.  “And you say that Luxirians have their Instincts when choosing a mate, but I’ve often wondered if humans have them too.  Because when I first saw you, I felt mine.  I mean, you made me faint in that hallway, after all.”

“I did not,” he huffed, but his soft, rare smile betrayed him and it completely melted her.

“You were shirtless.  Of course you were responsible,” she teased, laughing.

He growled low in his throat and she felt her spine tingle at the sound.  “Are you flirting with me, female?”

Her cheeks began to hurt from how big her smile was, remembering their conversation in the hovercraft when he’d asked her what a ‘big flirt’ was.

“Yes,” she said, “I am.  And I want to flirt with you and be with you and love you for the rest of my life.”

“For the rest of our life, luxiva,” Rixavox murmured, his soft purr filling her ears like music.  “And I vow to do the same, to love you, respect you, protect you, and honor you until the end of our spans together, tev?”

“Deal,” she whispered.

And then they sealed it with a kiss.







EPILOGUE







Two lunar cycles later…







Rixavox was convinced that there was no better sight in the entire universe than the sight of his lush, aroused female riding his cock.

He was flat on his back, sprawled on the cold facev stone floor of their dwelling, while his female straddled his hips.  The cold season had descended upon Velraxa swiftly and mercilessly, but his luxiva found erotic and addicting ways to keep his blood pumping hot, just as he found ways to keep his human warm and sated in their furs at night.

“Tev,” he growled, his palms grasping the flesh of her generous backside and driving her down harder.  Ever since Privanax had confirmed that both the poison and the hellixaxava had been cured by the blood bond, Sessela’s body had replenished the weight she’d lost due to her illness, giving her curves that he couldn’t get enough of.  “Brixav ta, luxiva.”

Take me, in Luxirian, but she knew what he said.  Another gift from the Fates, one that neither Vaxa’an nor Lihvan had encountered with their human females during the blood bond…the gift of language.  She understood Luxirian, like there was a language implant in her head, even though her human tongue had trouble speaking it.  She liked to hear him talk in his language, she’d told him once.  So he did it often, especially during their matings.

Sessela was looking down at him, her mesmerizing gray eyes half-lidded, her pink lips parted.  She’d been nude when he walked into their dwelling and waiting for him.  He hadn’t made it past the central hub before she’d pinned him down and stripped him of his coverings and furs, his wanton little human.

Rixavox smirked.  He loved it when she was demanding.  Sometimes, during their play, she wanted to be in control, usually by being on top.  Other times, he was the aggressor, taking her in primal, animalistic positions that his Instinct craved.

She snapped her hips down, moaning softly, steadying herself with her hands on his chest.  She was nearing her orgasm, Rixavox knew.  He was an expert in the subtle signs of his luxiva’s pleasure, had studied her tells with the intensity and focus he’d often utilized as a war general.  And she was getting very, very close.

So, he purred deep within his chest so that it radiated throughout his entire body.  A choked cry sounded from above him and he held her steady as he pumped his hips up, quickening his pace, as his cock vibrated inside her tight, hot cunt.  Her mouth opened in a silent scream, her abdomen clenching, and then Rixavox was growling, gritting his jaw as he felt her inner walls begin to squeeze around him, signaling her pleasure.

The sounds of their mating filled the dwelling and their flesh slapped together as Rixavox mated her body harder, jerking and pumping his hips, using the power from his thighs to stroke as deep as possible inside her.

She felt too good.  She felt divine, so Rixavox knew from past experience that he wouldn’t be able to control his own orgasm much longer.

And he was right.

A roar built in his chest when he felt his varx draw up tightly against his body and then the force of his seed sizzled down his thick shaft.  His cum burst from his tip, jetting into his female’s warm cunt, marking her, claiming her, reminding her of his need and love and desire for her.

“Yes, honey,” she breathed, jerking on his cock, no doubt feeling the seed coating her insides.  “Yes.”

The pleasure was unbelievable.  With his Sessela, even though—regrettably— many females had come before her, which they’d discussed at length one span, never had he felt pleasure like what he felt with her.  Once, he’d told Vaxa’an, shortly after the Prime Leader had found his Kat, that he couldn’t imagine his life with just one female.  And now…now he understood why Vaxa’an had been so smug that night, how amusing his comment must’ve seemed to his close friend, who had found his fated mate, a connection more powerful than anything else on their planet.

He didn’t deserve his Sessela, but every span she told him how much she loved him.  And even though he didn’t deserve her, her made sure to show her just how much he loved her in any way he possibly could.

She collapsed onto his chest, panting hard, her heart thundering against him.  Rixavox stroked his hand down the smooth expanse of her back before clutching her backside possessively.

“Mmm,” she mumbled, lifting her head to rest her chin on his chest.  Her eyes caught his gaze and she gave him a wicked smile that made his heart stutter, “Welcome home.”

He huffed out a laugh.  “What a good welcome that was, female.”

“I missed you,” she murmured, pressing a kiss to his chest.

“Kirzalla keeps you busy,” he replied, unable to keep his hands off of his lush little mate.  They hadn’t mated that morning because Kirzalla had needed her earlier than normal.  “Did you feel better this span?”

His female had discovered that she wouldn’t have to give up what she called her nursing degree, after all.  Rixavox knew that Luxiria could never have too many healers, given their reputation as a warrior race, so when he’d brought it up to Kirzalla, the healer had been open to taking Sessela on as her apprentice.  And yes, the older healer liked to complain and moan about how much she had to teach his female, but Rixavox knew that Kirzalla liked the challenge and the company.  And he discovered that his mate was determined to learn everything she possibly could.  She had to relearn an entire race’s biology, the names and causes of their diseases, herbs that helped and herbs that poisoned, and all the tools they used for wounds and surgeries, but her passion for healing still remained.

And he was proud of her.  Supremely proud that he had such an intelligent and dedicated mate.

And that wasn’t all he had to be proud of…

“A little morning sickness earlier,” she said, but the glow on her face told him she didn’t mind it.  “The baby is growing fast though.  Privanax thinks it might only be another two months, considering how quickly Kate went into labor.”

The Fates had given his mate another gift that night in the Rillirax.

About one lunar cycle after their mating ceremony, Sessela had begun to get sick again.  She’d been tired and drained and Rixavox had rushed her to Privanax’s facility in the Golden City, fearing the worst and not wanting to take any chances with his mate’s health.

They’d run a plethora of tests to be certain.  But the end result of every single one?

His mate was pregnant with their first offspring, much to their confusion, but ultimately their joy.  Yet, another gift from the Fates.

Sessela had blessed him with the highest of honors.  Being a sire was something he’d never thought he’d experience, but now that they knew his luxiva could carry offspring, they planned to sire many.  He wanted to fill their dwelling with their young.

“What are you thinking about?” she whispered, eyeing him when he went quiet.

“You,” he answered honestly.  “Our young.  Our future together.  What did I do to deserve you?”

Her gaze softened.  She licked her lips before she admitted, “Sometimes I think about how lucky I am.  I think about all the things that I went through to get here.  Right here.  With you.  And I realize that I would do everything over again if I had to.  Everything.”

Luxirians rarely showed their emotions.  They’d been trained not to during warrior training since emotion usually got a Luxirian killed in battle.  But right then?  Rixavox felt his chest burn with what he felt for her.  And he let her see what she did to him, what she evoked within him.  Their blood bond hummed with life, with love, and everything that they’d promised to each other that night in the Rillirax.

“I am glad that you will never have to experience any of it again, luxiva,” he said, his voice gruff, guttural, like he’d swallowed the black sand that covered most of Luxiria.  “I will never let you endure anything like that again.  Because I will be at your side for the rest of our spans together.  And I will do just as I vowed to you.  I will protect you and love you until the span we enter the blackworld together and then I will do it even longer.”

Cecelia hovered over his lips, her gray eyes shining with the light of the fire that warmed their dwelling.  She leaned down and he held the back of her neck steady as he demonstrated his love with his kiss, a particular kiss that they shared many moments of every span.

“Back in the Golden City, the first time that I’d met Kate,” she whispered above him, “she told me that on Luxiria, anything was possible.”

Rixavox purred, brushing a strand of hair from her cheek so he could see her better.  His luxiva smiled, a breathtakingly beautiful smile that stopped his heart for a brief moment.

She told him, “And now I know exactly what she meant.”
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