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Daughters of
Lyra: Heart of a Commander




Lieutenant Amerii, one of
the beautiful and strong daughters of Lyra, wants nothing more than
to prove herself to her captain and the army without her father,
Captain Lyra III’s, help… except maybe one thing. Van, Count of
Aeris and attendant to Emperor Varka has been on her mind since she
met him at her cousin Sophia’s wedding, and she wants to see him
again.




Charged with the duty of
meeting the Varkan first fleet at Varka Two, Amerii is pleasantly
surprised when the commander turns out to be Van, and he wants her
to be the one to join him on his vessel to sign the contract
between Varka and Lyra. When she meets him again, he’s more
handsome than she remembered, and she resolves to risk the violence
of his bloodlust to make him hers.




Van is sure bringing
Amerii to his vessel is nothing short of dangerous and his fears
are quickly realised. Amerii stirs his blood like no other female
and he’s been battling his bloodlust since first meeting her,
desperate to know what love is and to find a way of controlling
himself so he can have her, but his feelings for her are too strong
to resist, placing his whole crew in danger.




Can Amerii convince Van
that he can love and that he’s worthy of becoming her mate? Can Van
control his bloodlust enough that he won’t hurt Amerii when he
bites her? And when Van is taken captive by the Wraiths of Varka
Two, how far will Amerii go to rescue the man she loves?
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Chapter
1




Lieutenant Amerii took one
final look at her appearance and then left her quarters. She pushed
her jaw length chestnut hair from her face, tucking the long fringe
behind her right ear, and strode through the ship. It was the
largest vessel she had worked on in her career with the Lyran
Imperial Army and the one where she had felt least at home. The
captain of the Nebuz-Lyra VIII was impossible to deal with. No
matter how hard she worked, how much she pushed herself, he seemed
to refuse to see her worth. He rewarded the rest of his crew for
efforts one hundred times less than her own.




Not that she was
bitter.




Amerii refused to let it
get to her like that and she refused to raise the matter with her
father, Captain Lyra III. In her heart, she knew it would get her
nowhere. Her father would see to it that the crew gave her respect,
but there would be no feeling behind that respect. It would be a
hollow lie. She wanted to win the male crew’s respect without
having to resort to her father stepping in. She wanted to do this
on her own, wanted to make something of herself just as her father
and mother had done.




She envied the rapport
that a select few officers had with her captain though. She envied
it enough that it left her feeling on the outside of that group,
looking in at a place where she wanted to be more than anything.
She had worked well with her previous captain, but the bond these
men shared seemed to go beyond that. She would even say that they
were friends.




Her rapport with the
captain couldn’t be further from what she desired, from what those
men had. No matter how hard she worked. It was as though he
expected something more from her. She didn’t think that she could
give any more.




Amerii caught a glimpse of
herself in the wall of thick blue glass that surrounded
engineering. It was strange to see herself wearing something other
than the tight blue and black flight suit that she had become
accustomed to. The close-fitting dark blue, almost black, jacket
was cropped short so the hem rode level with the waist of her
equally deep blue tight trousers. A twin stripe of royal blue
chased up the side of her legs from her polished black knee-high
boots. The stripes marked the arms of the jacket too, running up
from her wrists to her shoulders and from there to her neck. She
had never had to wear dress uniform before.




But then she had never
been given such an important task.




Walking to the bridge,
Amerii went over the greeting procedure in her head, not wanting to
mess it up. Her captain had chosen her for this task and she had to
get it right. Perhaps then he would begin to respect her and see
that she had potential and could be a great officer.




There was another reason
why she couldn’t mess up this task either. She would be greeting
the Varkan commander of the vessel that was coming to escort them
to Varka Two. They were to finalise the handover of the planet with
the commander. Lyra had to make the right impression.




She had to make the right
impression.




The door to the bridge
slid open to reveal the curved room that she had seen only once
since her transfer to the Nebuz-Lyra VIII. The room fell silent
when she entered, the laughter of her captain and the officers
dying away. They all turned to face her, their expressions serious.
She walked down the curved steps and past the communications post
to reach the group.




Each of the five men’s
gazes raked over her and then rose back to her face.




Sometimes she couldn’t
decide whether it was because she was a woman or royalty that they
treated her so differently.




“Lieutenant
Amerii,” her captain said, his expression still stern.




Amerii looked at him,
wondering if she would be a captain by the time she reached his
age. Silver touched his temples, streaking his black hair. His dark
eyes held hers. There was cruelty in them that rivalled her
father’s when he was angered. She almost sighed when she thought
about him. Perhaps she should have remained on his ship where they
had treated her like an equal, not an inferior. She had wanted to
make something of herself though, and she couldn’t do that under
his command.




“You are
late.”




Amerii had been expecting
that. She was late by fifteen minutes. His gaze lingered on her
face and she knew what he was looking at.




She just didn’t know why
he looked so unimpressed.




“Are you here
to do your duty, or to attempt to win yourself a Varkan husband
like the king’s daughter?”




A frown threatened to
crease her brow but she stopped herself. The malice in his voice
annoyed her but not as much as the laughter of his officers did.
Her hands clenched into fists at her sides.




Swallowing her feelings,
she bowed her head. “My apologies, Captain. I only wished to make
the right impression on the Varkan emissary.”




When she straightened, her
captain was smirking. She didn’t need to be able to read minds to
know what he was going to say. It was going to be another snide
remark about her attempting to snag a Varkan male.




He opened his mouth to
speak.




“Incoming
communication,” the young man behind her said.




She silently thanked him
for sparing her the embarrassment of having her captain make fun of
her and then added thanks to the Varkans for interrupting
too.




Her captain left her,
barking orders at the officers on the bridge.




“Is it them?”
he said with a glance at his first officer. The younger man was
leaning over one of the displays at the side of the bridge. He
pushed his long black hair from his face and nodded.




“It’s the ship
of the fleet.”




“On screen,”
her captain said.




Amerii looked up when the
view of space shifted to reveal the Varkan vessel. It was still at
a distance but it was already huge, black and ominous. Two bulky
halves were joined down the centre by a domed section and in front
of that was an array of spiked blocks that slowly created a point,
each a weapons port. It looked as dark and deadly as the species
that had built it. It also looked as though it would dwarf her ship
and the rest that followed.




Her thoughts shifted as
she stared at the ship and she found herself recounting what her
captain had said. Her cousin Sophia was her best friend and she
despised her captain for showing such disrespect towards her and
their family—the royal family. She touched her cheeks. And she
wasn’t wearing make up to catch a man. It was barely a hint of
eyeliner and lash darkener and a little colour to her lips. It was
purely because she wanted to make a good impression.




Sophia’s wedding came back
to her and Amerii found herself thinking about the Varkan that she
had met there. It had been a year since the celebration but she
still thought about him sometimes. She doubted that she would ever
see him again though. He had said that he was the emperor’s
attendant. A secret smile touched her lips. Perhaps, since she was
already all the way out here in the Varka system, she would visit
Sophia and the children on Varka Prime. Maybe she would run into
him there.




“Lieutenant
Amerii, pay attention!”




Jolted back into the room,
she rushed to her captain’s side, cringing inside over angering him
again.




The screen changed to
reveal the Varkans. There were three of them, all wearing the black
high stand-up collared jackets that she remembered seeing the
Varkans in at Sophia’s wedding. Two of the men were standing behind
the third, seated, man. All of them were wearing black visors that
covered the top half of their heads, the two curved sides of the
visor sweeping to a point in front of their noses. She looked at
the one at the front. He had to be the commander.




Stepping forwards, she
recited the greeting she had practiced, speaking the old language
of Varka in a show of respect for them and their
history.




The commander
smiled.




There was something
familiar about his mouth.




***




Van sat up and paid more
attention when he realised who the female addressing him was. His
dark red gaze ran over her, his perusal safely hidden by his tinted
visor. She had said the words of greeting perfectly, although with
a slight tremble to her soft voice that declared her nerves. The
snug deep midnight blue dress uniform she wore emphasised the
curves he had noticed that night over a year ago. Curves that had
captivated him until she had turned in his direction and he had
seen her face. Her beauty was unparalleled. Not in all his long
years had he seen one with such angelic grace and
features.




The nerves reached her
eyes and her fingers flexed. It dawned on him that she was waiting
for his reply. She had captivated him again and he had been so lost
in refreshing his memory of her that he had forgotten to say his
part of the greeting. She threw a glance at the male who wore the
insignia of a captain. The male glared at her. Her cheeks coloured
and she turned back to face him. She wasn’t nervous because he
hadn’t replied. It went beyond that. She drew a small device out of
her pocket and began to frantically look at it.




Van stood the moment that
he realised that she thought she had said something wrong. She had
spoken it perfectly, right down to the accent on some of the more
difficult words. When he removed his visor, her sky blue eyes came
back to the screen.




A smile curved her lips,
the same shy one she had shown him at Regis’s wedding. She had
looked beautiful then. She seemed even more beautiful
now.




His breathing quickened
when her cheeks coloured again. This time it wasn’t shame that
tinted them but something else, something entirely more alluring.
He cursed the distance between them, wishing she were here in front
of him, not on another ship, and struggled with the sudden surge in
bloodlust. It had never come on so strong before, not even in the
midst of battle. He had never wanted anything as much as he did
her. She had haunted him since the first and only time he had seen
her.




In all their time apart,
he hadn’t forgotten how she had made him feel that night, how he
had found himself desiring her. It burned in his blood. It pervaded
his dreams. It stripped control from him until he verged on
becoming a slave to his bloodlust. He had spent long nights
fighting his bloodlust, battling for control over it even as he
surrendered himself to his feelings. He had tried to learn to let
go, to accept the terrifying feeling of not being in control of his
emotions, but it was far harder than he had ever expected. He
didn’t think he would ever be able to do as Regis had done. He
didn’t know if he could love.




When he saw her, it was
all he wanted in life.




He wanted to be able to
love.




“What is the
matter, Lieutenant Amerii?” her captain said in a tone more than
displeased. Van looked at the male, a piteous example of Lyran
breeding, and contemplated ripping his head from his body as
payment for speaking to her with such disrespect. “You must have
said something wrong.”




“My apologies,”
Van said and all eyes were back with him. He bowed his head.
“Welcome to Varkan space. The greeting was spoken with perfection
and a true sense of belief.”




Amerii bowed her head. Her
cheeks darkened further. This reaction to him was interesting.
Fascinating. It threatened to steal control from him.




He blanked her captain and
stared at her, fixated, watching every subtle change in her body
language and studying every emotion that flickered across her
face.




“The younglings
are doing well. They have inherited many traits from their father
and are strong,” Van said and her gaze came back to him just as he
had desired. He knew that talk of Sophia and Regis would always
have her rapt with curiosity and would hold her attention. “Sophia
is well and plans to visit Varka Two when work has been completed
and your troops are settled.”




“Thank you,”
she said and bowed her head again. Her small smile when she looked
back at him told him how grateful she truly was for this
information about her friend and relation. He had realised back at
the wedding that she and Sophia were very close.




“Take you place
again, Lieutenant Amerii,” her captain said and Van frowned at him,
unimpressed by the interruption.




The captain squirmed under
his glare, fidgeting in a way unbecoming of one of his standing. A
Varkan commander would never behave in such a way, showing their
fear. Still, it was probably this male’s first time seeing a
Varkan. He didn’t look as though he had seen any action within
Varkan space.




If he had, he would know
better than to break into a conversation between a Varkan and
another. He would know how dangerous it was, especially between a
male Varkan and a female he desired.




“Varka requires
a representative of the Lyran Imperial Army to sign a declaration
of peace. The representative should be the highest ranking Lyran on
your ship,” he said with a furtive glance at Amerii.




The captain stepped
forwards.




“I will be
honoured to begin this new era of peace between our species,” he
said with a broad and wholly irritating smile.




Van’s expression remained
emotionless. “You are not required. Only the highest-ranking Lyran
will be transported here to complete the contract for Varka Two.
You are not that person.”




The captain’s eyes
darkened with his frown. Van ignored him and looked at Amerii
again.




“A transport
will come to collect you.”




“Now...” The
captain moved forwards, his anger visible in the tight lines of his
face. “Lieutenant Amerii ranks below a captain.”




“Royalty always
outranks an officer of the army, Captain.” Van signalled the two
men behind him to go to the transport ship. “Even if Princess
Amerii is a lieutenant of the Lyran Imperial Army, in Varkan space
she will be treated as her true title dictates. Royal blood is
honoured above all others.”




The captain spluttered
something but Van blanked him again and looked at
Amerii.




“The transport
will be with you shortly. I hope you will find it comfortable
enough, your highness.” He bowed to her, holding it for long
seconds before rising again.




He turned away and ended
the transmission without another word. It had been foolish of him
to insist on her being the one to sign the contract. Even though
she did outrank the captain, he had asked her purely because he
desired to see her in the flesh again. That need would only lead to
trouble. Seeing her in the flesh would only stir his bloodlust and
bring it out. It would be almost impossible to control his desire
when she was near. It would be dangerous for his crew and for
her.




Van clenched his fists and
strode through the ship.




He had to remember his
place. He couldn’t treat her as though she was only a female, a
normal citizen that he could speak to openly and perhaps even act
upon his desires with.




She was a princess of the
Lyran royal family. He had no place speaking to her outside of
formal situations.




He had no right to want
her.




He closed his eyes as his
bloodlust rose inside him.




He cursed under his breath
and let his control slip.




Right or no right, he
would have her.







****




Chapter
2




Amerii sat patiently
between the two escorts as the small shuttle docked with the Varkan
vessel. Nerves fluttered in her stomach at the thought of seeing
him face to face again. Van. Count of Aeris. Apparently a commander
too. She smiled inside at this twist of fate and thanked Iskara for
his helping hand.




The shuttle jerked her. A
clunk and a hiss announced that they had docked. One of the escorts
left them and she looked at the other one. He was wearing his visor
so she couldn’t see his expression but she could tell from the
compressed line of his lips that he wasn’t the talkative type. The
other one she had met at Sophia’s wedding had been like
him.




Amerii had decided back
then that there were two types of Varkan. The talkative and the
non-talkative. Sirus had been silent, composed, distant almost. She
hadn’t seen him speak to anyone except the Varkans. Regis had been
amiable, smiling and the centre of attention, which she had
expected since it had been his wedding. Van had been, well, she
didn’t quite know where to place him. He had talked and laughed
well enough with Regis and Sophia, and even Sophia’s family and
some of the other guests.




With her, he had been
different. He had hovered somewhere in between the talkative and
non-talkative personalities she had assigned all Varkans. There had
been moments when he had smiled at her, laughed at something she
had said, or said something amusing himself. But there had also
been times when he had fallen quiet and simply looked at her. Those
were the times that she remembered most. She remembered the dark
red of his eyes as they had held her captivated, unable to look
away. They had shown her something that stayed with her.




A hunger that made a
shiver bolt down her spine and her whole body come
alive.




After the wedding, she had
spoken to Sophia about it. Sophia had given her the information
pads on Varka that she had received from Regis and had told her
that Varkans had something called bloodlust and because of that
bloodlust they kept a tight rein on their feelings.




It was then that Amerii
had decided her two types of Varkan were wrong. It wasn’t that one
was talkative and the other not. It was that one was willing to
relinquish a little control, enough to be amiable while still
controlling their bloodlust, and one wasn’t willing.




Regis had accepted lack of
control and had found another way of controlling his hunger. Van
had only been able to do it for short periods. Since he had spoken
to her the longest, she had seen the result of that, the change
between his amiable side and his hunger. The other one, Sirus,
hadn’t relinquished one iota of control.




For some reason that
frightened her.




Just as the man opposite
did.




Was he unwilling to
relinquish control because he didn’t want to feel, or because he
feared his bloodlust would be too strong to contain should he
feel?




She was thankful when the
other man returned and announced that it was safe to exit the
shuttle. Standing, she fixed her appearance, took a deep breath and
then nodded to the two men. Both stared at her, their hands held in
tight fists at their sides. For a moment, she thought that she was
going to have a problem and then they turned and led the way
through the shuttle.




Amerii’s heart pounded. It
probably wasn’t a good idea to let it go unchecked. Her nerves
could be affecting the Varkans. They would be able to hear her
heartbeat. It might bring out their bloodlust. She cursed Van for
choosing her to come to the ship and sign the declaration but at
the same time thanked him for showing her the respect so few did,
and for giving her a chance to see him again.




Stepping out of the
vessel, she nodded when her two escorts bowed and left. The docking
level was enormous. She had been too full of nerves to look out of
the window during the flight. From the size of this deck, the ship
had to dwarf her own vessel.




“Your
highness,” a familiar male voice said, its timber deep and warm,
laced with a slight echo.




A blush touched her cheeks
as she bowed her head and closed her eyes in greeting. It had been
a long time since someone had referred to her as royalty. She never
had been able to get used to it. She was happiest just being
Lieutenant Amerii.




Although Captain Amerii
sounded far better.




“Count of
Aeris,” she said and rose, her eyes coming up to meet his. He still
wasn’t wearing his visor.




Her heart thudded against
her chest. He was as handsome as ever, his beauty otherworldly when
combined with his incredible dark red irises. His hair had grown
long, tied back at the nape of his neck, and she swore he was
taller than she remembered. He stood almost a head taller than she
did.




“Call me Van.”
He swept his arm out to one side, a smile curving his deliciously
kissable lips.




Iskara must have made him
to tempt her. She had never witnessed such perfection. Not even on
Lyra Prime or Lyra Six. Her mouth turned dry when she thought about
Lyra Six, one of the universe’s foremost pleasure planets, and
looked at Van. Females of mating age would flock to the planet if
he were working there.




She would be there every
day, all day.




“Protocol
dictates that as an envoy of Lyra, I—”




“I insist,” he
said, his voice firm enough that she felt that insistence. He
wasn’t going to take no for an answer.




“Then I insist
that you call me Amerii,” she replied and he looked uncomfortable.
She added, “Or at least Lieutenant Amerii. I am not royalty when I
am serving Lyra after all.”




“You are not?”
He frowned, as though he couldn’t bring himself to believe it. It
was part truth and a lot lie. While she was on her ship, she wasn’t
royalty. She was the rank assigned to her. While off the ship or
onboard any other vessel of non-Lyran ownership, she was royalty.
He didn’t need to know that though. She couldn’t have him calling
her ‘highness’ all the time. She liked the way her name sounded on
his lips. The slight echo and hunger that he said it with made her
flushed with heat.




She nodded.




He stared at her, deep red
eyes mesmerising her, and the universe fell suddenly silent and
seemed incredibly warm. Her heart pounded steadily, a beat that she
breathed to, her lips parted. Her mouth felt dry again. A small
gasp escaped her when his eyes lightened for a brief flash and then
darkened again.




Sophia had warned her
about that.




Bloodlust.




Her pulse
quickened.




“We are ready
for you,” Van said and Amerii swallowed hard, unable to tear her
eyes away from his. He helped her by turning his back to her and
striding towards a door in the far corner of the deck.




Clearing her throat, she
hurried after him, struggling to swallow her heart back down again.
Her hands trembled as she tugged at the hem of her jacket, nerves
getting the better of her. Her father would scold her for being so
weak. He had raised her to be strong like him. She normally was.
For some reason, Van made her edgy, and it wasn’t because she was
frightened.




In fact, it was something
other than fear or concern. She trembled for another
reason.




When he looked at her like
that, as though he wanted to devour her, as though she made him
lose control, she found herself wanting him to.




She found herself wanting
him.




All that hunger and desire
directed at her made her blood burn.




Van paused at the door and
turned to face her. When he smiled, she saw his teeth, saw his
pointed canines gleam in the dim light. The sight of them sent a
shiver of anticipation through her followed by a flash of a
fantasy. She had dreamt about those teeth.




She had dreamt about being
with him, their naked bodies entwined, and his fangs in her
throat.




Heat suffused her body and
she tingled with the prickly warmth of desire. It swept over her
skin, making her clothes feel too tight and restrictive. She
swallowed to clear her dry throat and tugged at her clothes to
relieve herself of their irritation.




“Is something
the matter?” Van said as he stepped up to her, looking down into
her eyes, close enough that she longed to reach out and place her
hand against his broad chest.




She ached to step into his
arms, wrap hers around his neck, and bring his mouth down for a
kiss that would be the undoing of them both.




She coughed and shook her
head.




“Maybe I’m
coming down with something,” Amerii muttered, thinking it was a
reasonable excuse for her fluctuating heartbeat, blazing cheeks and
trembling.




Van moved closer, his
eyebrows knit tight, dark lines against his moon-white
skin.




“Then I will
have quarters arranged so you may rest once the declaration is
signed.”




Amerii shook her head, her
eyes wide. Staying on the ship was a bad idea. Being close to Van
was a bad idea.




“I don’t want
to be an inconvenience, really. I can sign it and then hop back to
my ship and rest there.”




“I insist,” he
whispered.




Amerii found herself dazed
and nodding in agreement as she stared at the beautiful bow of his
lips.




He insisted after all. He
seemed to insist a lot. Could she become insistent too? Did it work
both ways? If she insisted that he kissed her, would he?




She was royalty after all
and he seemed to place great importance on that.




Did that mean he would do
as she had asked or refuse because she was royalty?




By the time she had come
out of her thoughts, he had moved away and was waiting by the open
door. She went to him, her gaze skimming over the knee length black
jacket he wore. It was almost as snug as hers was. It fitted
tightly across his chest and dipped in at his waist before flaring
out into loose tails. He had been wearing something similar last
time she had seen him. His polished black knee high boots matched
her own.




When she reached him, he
moved on, leading the way through the ship. She tried to think of
something to talk about but failed. He had already told her that
Sophia and the children were doing well.




Younglings he had called
them. They had inherited their father’s traits, which she knew was
a delicate way of saying that they too had bloodlust, fangs and red
eyes. She wished she could see them and Sophia. She longed to hold
them before they grew. She had never held a baby before but
whenever her mother spoke about the day that she had been born, it
sounded magical. Perhaps it had to be your own child to experience
such a wonderful feeling. She glanced at Van again.




His gaze slid to meet hers
but he said nothing. Their eyes remained locked as they walked and
she wondered if he felt the same as she did. Did a jolt run through
him whenever their eyes met? Did he think about her? Did he dream
of her?




Amerii couldn’t stop
dreaming of him—fantasies so wild that she woke in a sweat with her
heart thundering. Several times the brainwave monitors on the panel
beside her bed had reported unusual neural activity and had
suggested she report to the medical officer. She had ignored it
every time. She really didn’t want to sit with the doc and explain
to him that she was having highly charged erotic dreams about a man
she had only met once.




“Is Regis
well?” she said to break the silence.




Van turned his head fully
to face her. “He is well and enjoying some time with his family.
The whole of Varka Prime has been celebrating their birth for many
months now.”




“Is that
usual?” She hadn’t read anything about royal births. The Varkans
placed such importance on royalty that perhaps it was normal. On
Lyra Prime, they only celebrated a royal child’s birth for one
day.




He nodded. “It will most
likely continue until they have had their first feed.”




She frowned and then her
eyes widened when she realised that he was talking about
blood.




“How will they
know?” She was pleased that she had him talking but, at the same
time, she wished that she didn’t have to ask so many questions. She
was beginning to sound ignorant about Varka and she didn’t want him
to think that was the case. She thought about impressing him with
her knowledge of Varka and his species but decided against it.
Looking like a swot probably wouldn’t get her anywhere
either.




“The first feed
is public.”




“Oh,” she said
with raised eyebrows. They were going to feed the younglings in
public. “I think I remember reading something about
this.”




It was Van’s turn to frown
and he stopped walking, moving to face her. “You do?”




Amerii smiled nervously,
hoping that she remembered it right so he would continue to be so
impressed. “Yes... younglings of the royal family are fed from
their father first, aren’t they? It’s something about strengthening
their blood so they... live forever.”




“You paused,”
Van said and stepped up to her. “You paused before speaking of
eternity.”




“It’s just...
it’s a strange concept to me,” she said, her eyebrows raised and an
embarrassed smile tugging at her lips. “Lyrans live a long time,
but to live forever...”




Van raised his hand as
though to touch her and then lowered it again. “I can understand it
would be difficult to comprehend. Sophia shares Regis’s immortality
now. He has gifted it to her.”




“Are you... I
mean, is every Varkan immortal?”




“It is not true
immortality.” His look softened. “We live many times longer than
any other species that we have met and can give a member of another
species the ability to also.”




The way his dark pupils
narrowed on hers made her heart thunder.




“Regis made
Sophia live forever... will she need to—” Amerii cut herself off,
afraid to ask about blood in case she offended Van. She knew that
Varkans believed the universe saw them as monsters for their
feeding habits. It was probably unwise to mention it. She didn’t
want to shatter this sense of ease between them.




“She will not
need blood. The eternal kiss only grants her a longer life. She is
unchanged. You need not fear for your friend.” His voice held
darkness that said the sense of ease between them had already been
shattered.




“I don’t!” she
said quickly, cursing him for thinking that she was frightened of
his kind or anything they could do. His right eyebrow quirked. “I
just... I find it... fascinating.”




His other eyebrow joined
it and he stared at her so intently that her cheeks coloured under
the scrutiny.




“Fascinating,”
he whispered, as though tasting the word, savouring it. “You find
my species interesting?”




Amerii nodded and cast her
gaze downwards, looking at her boots. His appeared in view, the toe
of them incredibly close to hers. His hand rose and he placed the
backs of his fingers under her chin. The soft brush of them made
warm tingles dance down her neck. She followed his silent command
when he brought his hand up and raised her chin. Her eyes met his
and she nibbled her lower lip when she found him smiling at her.
Her body mourned the loss of contact when he released her chin and
she barely stopped herself from showing it.




“You do not
fear us, as your captain does?”




Her eyes widened. He had
noticed her captain’s fear just as she had during their journey
here. Half of the crew feared Varkans and didn’t want to be working
with them.




She shook her head. “I
have no reason to fear you.”




His smile widened and a
glimmer of bright red flashed across his eyes. “There are reasons
you should fear me.”




Her chest heaved with her
breathing and her throat felt tight. She held his gaze, desperate
to show him that what he spoke of didn’t frighten her either.
Sophia had told her about what had happened when Regis had been in
the grip of his bloodlust. He hadn’t hurt her. It was only others
that needed to fear him.




Just as it would be only
others who would need to fear Van.




He wouldn’t hurt
her.




At least that was what she
told herself.




“Not you...
others perhaps,” she said, “but not you. I have no reason to fear
you.”




He tilted his head to one
side, his dark gaze penetrating hers. She continued to hold it to
show him that she was telling the truth—she had no reason to fear
him. He really didn’t frighten her.




“I am pleased
to hear that,” he said and then looked to his left. She looked
there too and saw the two escorts had rejoined them.




Van held his hand out,
intimating the door. Stood just inside the room were two young
females. They were beautiful, their pale faces framed by long soft
black waves of hair. Their deep red eyes were rimmed with black,
their long lashes making Amerii envious of their looks. They nodded
to her and then looked to Van. Van said something she didn’t
understand and the two women smiled and nodded again.




Amerii’s feelings moved
beyond envy to jealousy, especially when Van continued to look at
them for long seconds.




“We are ready
for you,” the women said in unison and bowed.




Amerii swallowed her anger
and all feelings with it. She had been foolish to let herself get
caught up in Van. He wasn’t the reason that she was here and she
shouldn’t have let herself behave so openly with him. His easy
conversation and manner with her had probably been the result of
him taking his cue from her and not because he liked her in
anyway.




He was Varkan.




She was Lyran.




It was best she remembered
that and why she was here.




She had a duty to do, a
task befitting of royalty, and she was going to do it well and get
back to her ship.




Amerii walked into the
room, sat in the chair that the two beautiful females drew out for
her, and stared at the contract. She read every word that was
written in her own tongue, ignoring the Varkan translation. It
seemed fair enough to her. They could create a base station on
Varka Two but ownership of the planet remained with
Varka.




With a trembling hand, she
picked up the electronic quill, and again swallowed her feelings.
Her duty here was to Lyra, not to her heart, no matter how much it
protested and tried to make her change her mind.




She signed the space below
the Lyran translation.




Princess Amerii
Lyra.




That was who she was. It
was foolish to let herself get caught up in a fantasy. Her dreams
of Van were just that—dreams. They weren’t reality. She didn’t know
him and he certainly didn’t know her. She frowned at the contract,
wondering what was wrong with her. Was this all jealousy speaking
or were there other emotions at play too?




Disappointment.




That one rung truest of
all.




She had been starting to
think that Van might like her, that his words about her being
frightened of him had been because he felt a hunger for her and
desired her blood. The two females now flanking her were a reality
check that she had badly needed. She realised now that she had been
wrong.




Amerii pushed the contract
across the table to Van. The second he had finished signing it, she
stood, bowed and walked out of the door.




The corridors passed in a
blur as she hurried through them, breathing hard and struggling to
get a grip on her feelings. They burned inside her, a heady
combination of disappointment, jealousy, anger, and
self-reproach.




The metal floor of the
corridor rang with each heavy step she took, her pace swift with
the intent of reaching her destination—the shuttle.




Another set of boots rang
out on the walkway.




Amerii pulled on her top,
breathing faster in an effort to stop her head from spinning. Her
clothes were too tight. She tugged at them, pulling a face when she
found no relief. Her chest heaved against the jacket. Her
temperature rose. She frowned and pulled at her jacket again,
desperate to breathe.




She couldn’t
breathe.




Idiot.




“Princess
Amerii!”




Van.




She doubled her pace and
her head felt heavy as she burst through a door onto the docking
level.




“Princess
Amerii,” he called again, his footsteps closing in.




She silently called him an
idiot too and then her anger rose again, breaking through the
restraints that had been holding it inside.




He grabbed her arm. She
spun to face him, yanking his hand off her and pushing it away with
all of the violence burning inside her.




“Get your hands
off me!” Amerii shoved him backwards, a small part of her aware
that she was damaging relations between Lyra and Varka but the
larger part controlled by the maelstrom of her emotions. She
blinked and tried to focus.




Van wavered in front of
her.




She pulled at the collar
of her jacket and went to move backwards but stumbled as her legs
felt weak.




She couldn’t
breathe.




Her damn clothes were too
tight.




Panic shortened her
breaths. Van wobbled in her vision and then suddenly he was close
to her, his voice distant to her ears as he shouted. Her eyelids
dropped and comforting darkness loomed up from below
her.




She fell backwards into
it.







****




Chapter
3




Van paced near the foot of
the bed in his living quarters, wearing a trench in the plush black
material that lined the floor. He pressed his knuckles to his lips,
his eyebrows drawn in a permanent frown. The doctors had left a
long time ago but Amerii showed no sign of stirring. She lay on top
of the covers of his bed, her colour only a little better than it
had been in the docking bay where she had passed out. He was
tempted to call the doctors back again, convinced that their
assessment had been wrong.




She couldn’t have fainted
because of a panic attack. There had to be something more to
it.




She had mentioned that she
was feeling unwell. Perhaps she was truly sick but didn’t know
it.




The doctors had removed
her jacket and boots in an effort to give her the air she needed.
She had been pulling on her clothes when he had followed her along
the corridor. Perhaps their assessment was right. The jacket had
been incredibly tight after all. Maybe it had been lack of air that
had made her unwell.




This was all hideously new
to him and it made him realise how fragile a Lyran was when
compared with his species. There were no known illnesses on Varka
and sickness was rare. His need for air was low so tight clothing
like her jacket would not affect him. If it did feel too tight, he
would have simply removed it.




Van closed his eyes when
he realised that he had made a grave mistake.




Pressing the button on the
collar of his jacket, he said, “Increase air density by point
eight.”




“Yes,
Commander,” came the reply.




Van took a deep breath of
the cooler thicker air. He had noticed on Lyra Prime that the air
density was higher than that of Varkan planets. The same thinness
of air had been applied to Varkan vessels too, allowing them to
travel further without need to clean the filters on the
environmental control.




Effectively, it was his
fault that she had fainted. He hadn’t recognised that bringing her,
or any Lyran, onto a Varkan vessel without a period of adjustment
would be dangerous. Sophia had travelled to Varka Prime on Regis’s
vessel, where she had probably grown gradually accustomed to a
change in the air.




Amerii had only had a
short journey from her ship to his in which to adjust. To her body,
it would have been as though she had gone from walking on the
ground of Lyra Prime to walking the highest mountain on the planet
in the blink of an eye.




Anger at himself coiled
tight in the pit of his stomach. His claws extended. How could he
have been so foolish? His rush to have her onboard his vessel had
placed her at risk. He should have thought things through, taking
into account every factor about a Lyran, and then sent the shuttle
for her. What if she hadn’t only fainted? What if he had hurt
her?




She murmured in her sleep
and Van went to her side, closely watching her face for a sign that
she would wake this time. Her hair was shorter than he remembered,
spread out across his pillow in straight chestnut waves highlighted
with lines of gold. He hesitated a moment and then touched her
cheek. She had cooled down and her colour had returned enough that
she was no longer as pale as him.




Her lips parted in a sigh
and he swallowed hard before drawing his fingers down her cheek,
stroking it lightly. He trembled inside at the contact and the way
it pushed at his control, urging him to let go and to make her his.
She didn’t belong to him. She would never want to belong to someone
as lowly as a count. He had no place wanting her, a princess, when
he was below that level of rank himself. Her family wouldn’t
condone such a poor match and he knew that they would expect her to
marry well, as a princess deserved.




Her eyelids fluttered. Was
she dreaming? He studied her face, taking in the subtle curve of
her jaw and her soft cheeks, the fine arch of her dark eyebrows and
her long eyelashes. The sensual curve of her full lips was
tempting—angelic but devilish at the same time. Something as
beautiful as her could never want a monster like him. He wasn’t
Regis. He couldn’t love and he didn’t have a kingdom to offer to a
beautiful maiden. He had nothing.




Amerii shifted and sighed
again, her soft breath fanning his hand. He swallowed shakily and
ran a trembling thumb across her lower lip. His eyes half-closed
and he growled, on the brink of losing control. She was so warm and
soft, so delicate. His teeth began to extend. Taking a deep breath,
he clawed back control and shut down the emotions he had allowed to
slip through the steel bands he normally held them with.




He wondered if her lack of
oxygen had been the reason for her strange behaviour too. One
moment, they had been on easy terms with each other and the next,
she had become cold and distant. He frowned as he remembered her
reaction to his touch. She had turned on him. Why? He couldn’t
believe that it was purely her need for air.




When her eyes fluttered
again, he took his hand back and waited.




Her eyes opened to reveal
her rich aquamarine irises. The dark flecks in their depths had
fascinated him when he had first met her. None of his kind had such
patterns in their eyes. They were a flat colour, only darker around
the edges. Hers were full of changes and warmth. He could stare
into them, studying the subtle differences between each, for
eternity.




“Are you
feeling better?” he said, voice low so he didn’t startle
her.




She blinked and drowsily
looked around her at his room.




“I fainted?”
she said with a small frown as though she couldn’t quite
remember.




Van nodded. “Our air was
too thin for you. I apologise.”




“Apologise?”
She swallowed with effort and looked up at him. “Why?”




“I should have
thought to change it for you. It has been adjusted now. I have
informed your captain that you will rest here until you have fully
recovered.”




Her frown stayed. “Not
your fault.”




Her voice was quiet,
almost beyond his hearing. He bent towards her so she didn’t strain
herself by speaking to him. It would be another black mark against
him if she did. As the commander of this vessel, he was responsible
for her during her time here. He had failed to recognise the effect
the air would have on her. It was his fault.




“I will make a
formal apology to Lyra—”




Amerii touched his hand,
silencing him and making him stare down at her delicate fingers
where they rested against his. Hunger rose inside him at the light
touch. The scent of her filled his lungs and his mind, intoxicating
him. He breathed deep and struggled for control over his rising
bloodlust. This wasn’t the time. He had already hurt her, put her
at risk, and he wouldn’t allow that to happen again.




“No apology. I
knew the air was thin. I... it was my fault. Stupid feelings.
Sometimes they’re a burden.”




He didn’t understand but
she didn’t look as though she would appreciate him asking her to
explain.




She slowly sat up and cast
another glance around his room, her gaze eventually coming back to
him.




“It must be
nice sometimes.”




He didn’t understand that
either. She looked down at her white vest and then her feet, and
then around the room again. Her gaze stopped on her jacket where it
rested on a low square cushion beside the bank of
windows.




“It must nice
to be able to control what you feel,” she said as her eyes came
back to meet his. “I wish I could do that.”




Van frowned at her and
then stared pensively at the bed for a moment before bringing his
eyes back to hers.




“I think it
must be nice to not have to control your feelings.” He looked out
of the window at the Lyran vessel, unable to say these things while
looking at her. “You do not have to control what you feel, but you
can if you put your mind to it. If I did not control how I feel,
then the bloodlust would take control of me. It is a constant
battle, but one I am learning to... I am trying to
change.”




His eyes roamed back to
her.




Amerii’s expression
softened and then her mouth opened to form an ‘o’ as her eyebrows
rose.




“Like Regis?”
she said and he nodded. She frowned at the bed and was silent for a
few seconds. Those seconds felt like an eternity as his heart beat
against his chest, filling the dreadful stillness of the room. “You
want to feel it too?”




“I have been
practicing,” he said and paced across the room, coming around to
stand in front of the window. “Regis has been teaching me but I am
afraid that I am no good at it. Sometimes my bloodlust is too
strong.”




“Perhaps it
isn’t your bloodlust that is the problem,” Amerii whispered into
her knees as she drew them up to her, wrapping her arms around them
and hugging them to her chest. She looked at her feet, wriggling
her toes. “Perhaps it’s fear stopping you.”




“Fear?” Van
said. It was an alien word to his tongue. He had never uttered it
in any context relating to himself before. Varkans didn’t fear.
They were fighters. Violence and bloodshed came as easy to them as
breathing. They were born soldiers.




“Fear is just
another emotion. What if when you’re practicing, you fear letting
go in case the bloodlust takes you?”




He had never noticed any
such fear during his experiments with surrendering control of his
emotions. He had only noticed an overwhelming thirst for violence
and blood. He couldn’t discount it though. Sometimes he was less
willing to lose control. Sometimes the consequences crossed his
mind and they were horrifying.




Other times, his head was
full of her. The bloodlust easily controlled him those times. His
hunger was too strong to resist.




Just standing here right
now was becoming increasingly difficult.




He looked out of the
corner of his eye at her, watching her push her chestnut hair
behind her ear. The action exposed her neck and his gaze travelled
over her pale creamy skin. Perfect. Untouched. It could be his. She
could wear his marks as Sophia wore Regis’s.




The room brightened and
Van turned his back on her, aware that his eyes were changing and
not wanting her to see them. He took long deep breaths, holding
each one for a moment before exhaling so he could claw back
control. His hunger abated and he closed his eyes, thanking the
gods for their mercy. If he lost control near Amerii, his only
option would be to knock himself out, if he was even conscious
enough to do that. He wouldn’t allow himself to hurt
her.




He looked at his arm,
remembering her reaction to his touch. She had pushed him away. She
had been angry for some reason. It hadn’t been her lack of
air.




“Van?” she said
and he heard her move off the bed. Before he could turn to face
her, she had padded softly across the room to him, her footsteps a
bare whisper. She stepped around him, hesitated a moment, and went
to the window. “My ship looks tiny from here.”




Small talk. Regis had
warned him that females made small talk when they feared asking
something. She had come to him with a question and had shied away
from asking it.




“She is not a
large vessel,” Van said and moved to stand beside Amerii at the
window. She fidgeted, picking at the hem of her top. “Once the
doctors have confirmed you are well enough, I will have you
escorted back to your ship.”




She looked at him and then
back at the ship. There wasn’t any sign that she liked or disliked
that idea.




“Van?” she said
again and he faced her, hoping it would help her voice her
question. Small talk was all very interesting but he had no
patience with it, not when he wanted to know what she needed to
ask.




“Your
highness?”




Her frown said that she
didn’t appreciate his falling back onto treating her as
royalty.




“Amerii,” he
said, staring into her eyes. Hers widened and her cheeks coloured.
The sight of such a sweet reaction to him stirred his blood and he
again found himself fighting his bloodlust. An image of her in his
arms flashed across his mind—her body bare and neck exposed to him
as soft mewls escaped her lips. He swallowed, clenched his fists
and shut his feelings down.




She avoided his gaze and
nibbled on her lip. Seeing that she was going to make small talk
again, he stepped towards her, closing the gap so much that she
looked at him.




“There is
something bothering you,” he whispered and relinquished a slither
of control over his feelings so she would see his concern was
genuine. “You left the room in such a hurry. I was worried you were
not feeling well.”




“Worried?”
Amerii said and her eyes searched his, their rich blue depths
questioning him. He nodded. “You truly have been
practicing.”




“Are you unwell
still?”




“I’m fine.” She
toyed with the hem of her white top again. “I just... I couldn’t...
I didn’t... I mean... I realised that perhaps I was acting out of
place.”




She spoke her last
sentence in such a cold distant tone that it drew a frown from him.
Again, she had changed on him in the blink of an eye.




“Amerii, what
is wrong?” he said and fought the temptation to reach out to her.
His heart said to touch her. One touch and she would understand
him, she would know what it was that he felt and would hopefully
respond as she did in his dreams. He couldn’t do it
though.




One touch and he might
lose control.




It was hard enough just
being close to her right now. He didn’t know how much more he could
take.




“I...” She
closed her eyes and turned her face away from him, lowering her
head. “I’m an idiot.”




Van stood silent, knowing
that she wasn’t finished. She was building up the courage to say
something, to ask something that he could sense was important to
her. Her heart was beating rapidly and her emotions were so intense
that he could almost feel them.




“The women,”
she whispered and her cheeks darkened with the shame that he could
sense in her. “They’re beautiful, Van.”




Women? The alteration in
her attitude towards him had been because of women? He wished Regis
were here. All of his crew had little experience of the opposite
sex and none had ever had contact with a member of the opposite sex
who was also of another species. He didn’t understand.




Amerii turned away from
him fully, her arms wrapped tight around herself.




Women.




Beautiful.




The answer hit him hard,
sending his eyes wide.




She thought that he would
want such inferior females as those under his command?




Van stepped up behind her,
took hold of her shoulders with trembling hands, and turned her
swiftly to face him. She stumbled but regained her footing. He
frowned down into her eyes, trying to discern whether he was right.
They swam with tears.




Foolish Lyran.




He raised his hands to her
face, cupping her cheeks, and wiped away her tears with his thumbs.
His hands shook, the feel of her soft warm skin triggering a war
within him, a battle to control his bloodlust.




“Amerii,” he
husked, his voice tight with his fight against his hunger. He
stepped into her, so their bodies were pressed against each other,
desperate to slake a little of his desire with the sense of
contact. He ran his hands down from her jaw to her neck, caressing
the delicate curve of it. The room brightened and an intense wave
of bloodlust crashed through him. “You do not know how much I want
you.”







****




Chapter
4




Amerii stared into Van’s
eyes. Their bright crimson depths and the strain in his voice told
her exactly how much he wanted her. Her heart beat hard against her
chest, her body quivering under the intensity of his touch and the
heat of his gaze. She swallowed and pressed her hands into his
chest, against rock hard muscles that trembled with restraint. He
was fighting it.




He dipped his head towards
her and her eyes closed as their cheeks brushed, sending a shiver
of anticipation through her. His lips caressed her jaw and then
trailed downwards towards her throat, his breath hot against her
skin.




She swallowed again,
waiting, aching to experience what Sophia had called exquisite when
she had spoken of being bitten.




Van’s mouth closed over
her neck and Amerii shuddered when his tongue brushed her
skin.




A second later his lips,
hands and body had broken contact with her. She opened her eyes to
see that he had moved away from her and was standing by the window,
his breathing heavy and his eyes still vivid red.




“Leave,” he
said in a gruff voice.




Amerii didn’t understand.
One moment all of her fantasies had been coming true and she had
felt as though Van really did want her, and the next he was distant
and cold.




“Leave!” He
turned his back on her.




His shoulders shook
violently.




Why had he suddenly
changed? Was his hunger too strong for him to control? Perhaps she
had been wrong. Perhaps he might hurt her if the bloodlust took
hold of him and he couldn’t control it. She had thought it would be
others in danger, not her. Nerves fluttered in her stomach but she
slowly walked towards him, intent on soothing him if she could. She
had brought out this hunger in him. Maybe she could ease it and
help him.




“No,” she
whispered and he looked over his shoulder at her, his expression
solemn. “I don’t want to leave.”




“You don’t know
what you do to me,” he said, his voice so low that she barely heard
the words. She edged closer, her movements slow so she didn’t
startle him into reacting. He laughed; a self-mocking one that made
her wonder what he was thinking. “I cannot do this... I don’t... I
am not worthy and you are royalty... you... Amerii, you don’t know
how dangerous I am.”




Amerii swallowed her fear
and stepped up to him. With a steady hand, she reached up and
touched his back. His eyes closed and he inhaled slowly.




“I think I
know,” she whispered in a soft tone, full of the warmth she felt
inside. “I believe that you won’t hurt me. You don’t.”




Van frowned, his eyes
still closed, black lashes brushing his cheeks. Her hand trailed
upwards, brushing the ponytail of his long black hair aside. When
her fingers reached his neck, he tensed. She stroked the pale skin
above his collar and then his ear. He turned, leaning into her
touch.




“You won’t hurt
me.” She didn’t know whether she was saying that to him or to
herself. “I know you won’t.”




“Amerii,” he
muttered and opened his eyes. They slid to meet hers, filled with
incredulity. “You do not fear me? You do not think I am a
monster?”




She shook her head and
stepped around him, trailing her fingertips along the line of his
strong jaw. He was beautiful even when he looked so frightened. The
sight of his fear made her want to comfort him, to show him her own
feelings in the hope that he would find some reassurance in them.
She wanted him to know that she truly didn’t fear him and she
didn’t think he was a monster because of his bloodlust. His eyes
narrowed, dark red and penetrating hers, searching deeply as though
he needed to see the truth in them. She cupped his cheek and held
it.




“I have never
feared you, not once since I met you that night, and I have never
thought you a monster,” she whispered up at him, holding his
gaze.




His gaze shifted to her
throat and then back to her eyes.




“Would it help
if I said I wanted to feel it... that you have no idea how much I
want you too?” she said.




His eyes narrowed and
brightened.




Evidently, it would
help.




“I’ve thought
about you ever since that night, Van. I’ve dreamed of
you.”




“Dreamed?” he
husked, his voice echoing eerily, and moved closer to her, his eyes
zeroing in on her neck again. “Tell me... tell me this isn’t
wrong... tell me I am not overstepping the mark... tell me what you
dreamed.”




He certainly was embracing
worry at least. Fear and worry. Both negative emotions. Amerii
wanted him to feel others, ones that were positive. Happiness,
desire, love.




Love.




Regis had been teaching
Van to lose control so he too could achieve that
feeling.




So far, Regis was the only
Varkan capable of love. If she could, then she would help Van know
it too.




“Tell me,” he
pleaded as his hands caught hold of her upper arms and he neared
her.




“This isn’t
wrong,” she said and closed her eyes when he kissed her jaw.
Tingles swept through her, hardening her nipples against her white
vest. “This isn’t wrong and you aren’t overstepping the mark. It
doesn’t matter that I’m royalty. I’m free to fall in love with
whomever I choose.”




“Love?” he
whispered against her throat, his voice tight again. “Tell me what
love is. I fear I still do not understand it.”




Amerii smiled and sighed
as his lips caressed her neck, soft and slow, tender and warm. He
was so gentle with her. He worried so much about her. He didn’t
want to hurt her and had tried to protect her from himself. Perhaps
he already knew love but couldn’t recognise it.




“Do you feel as
though you’re flying and falling at the same time?”




Silence.




“Yes.”




Her heart beat harder.
“Then this is love. Love is flying and falling at the same
time.”




Her eyes shot wide when he
licked her neck and then his teeth scraped it a moment later. He
wrapped his lips around the graze, encircled her waist with his
arms, and pulled her close to him. She tilted her head to one side,
her hands pressing into his chest. Each brush of his tongue over
the small cut made her shiver. His body trembled against
hers.




“Van?” she
whispered and was surprised at the hunger in her voice. “Do you
want to bite me?”




His breath shuddered
against her neck. “More than anything.”




She frowned. “Then why
don’t you?”




She could tell that he was
holding back. He wanted more than the tiny drop of blood he must
have taken from the scratch. She wanted more than that
too.




He kissed along her
shoulder, caressing it with his fingertips and pulling the strap of
her white vest down.




“It is not that
simple,” he whispered and kissed her collarbone. “I cannot bite you
there.”




“Somewhere
else?” She was aware of how desperate that made her sound but she
didn’t care. She wanted to feel him bite her. She wanted to feel
his need for her and know that this wasn’t a dream. Dreams. He had
asked her to tell him about them. “I’ve dreamt of you biting
me.”




Van groaned and his arm
around her waist tightened, pressing her so hard against him that
she could barely breathe.




“You always
bite me... it always feels... I can’t explain it.”




“Try,” he
whispered and licked the cut on her throat again. “Try for
me.”




“Divine,”
Amerii said and he moaned and bucked his hips against her. Her eyes
widened at the feel of his hard length against her stomach. The
thought that she was affecting him so much with nothing more than
simple words gave her the confidence to say a little more.
“Divine... exquisite... like nothing I’ve ever experienced
before.”




“Where,” he
muttered, his voice trembling. He kissed up to her jaw and she
tilted her head to one side. “Tell me where I bite you.”




She had never had to say
things like this before. It was embarrassing and only made worse by
the fact that she was talking about her fantasies with the object
of them.




She cleared her throat and
stroked his chest, slowly moving towards the buttons of his jacket.
She needed to feel him skin on skin with her. She wanted to see the
svelte body that she knew his uniform concealed.




He kissed her
shoulder.




“Here?” he
whispered and she nodded. He took hold of her wrist, stopping her
attempts to get him naked, and kissed the inside of it.
“Here?”




She nodded
again.




His hands grazed her
stomach. “Here?”




She bit her lip and
nodded.




He stepped up to her and
pressed a solitary kiss to her throat. “Here?”




She moaned her
reply.




“More than
once?”




“Almost every
time,” she whispered and trembled when he closed his lips around
her throat and sucked. She ached for him to bite her, her body
tightening and yearning for his touch.




“Do you know
what a bite here means?” His voice was a sultry whisper in her ear,
sending warm shivers dancing down her spine.




Amerii shook her head, her
hands going back to work on the buttons of his jacket. When she had
it open, she dipped her hands inside, pushing the two sides of his
jacket apart. He was naked beneath it. She groaned at the feel of
hard muscles and tight sinew. Filled with a need to see what she
was touching, she pushed him gently backwards, and furrowed her
brow when she saw his body.




In all her times on Lyra
Six, she had never seen such a perfect example of masculinity.
Every muscle was taut and pronounced, but not overly developed. His
body was lithe and powerful, calling to her on a base level where
she had no control. She wanted to taste every inch of his flesh, to
spend long hours exploring his body. She wanted to feel that body
against hers, filling her, knowing that it would be every bit as
wonderful as she had imagined.




Van pulled her back to
him.




“If I bite you
here.” He spoke the words between kisses against her throat. Each
kiss made her temperature rise a little more until she was burning
with need. “It means that you are mine.”




“Yours?” Amerii
said and, in her desire-hazed mind, she liked the sound of it. She
kept her mouth closed tight though, not wanting to voice her
thoughts. He had said that he wouldn’t bite her there but she knew
that it didn’t mean that he didn’t want to. It meant that he didn’t
feel worthy of staking a claim on her. His mention of her royal
status hadn’t gone unnoticed. She didn’t care that she was royalty.
As far as she was concerned, she chose who she wanted to be
with.




Given time, she was sure
that she could change his mind and convince him to bite her on what
was clearly a sacred place. Sophia had said that Regis hadn’t
bitten her neck the first time. Van had been close to it. He only
needed a little encouragement.




If her neck was the most
intimate and meaningful place that he could bite then she wanted
him to bite there.




She slid her hands inside
his jacket, capturing his waist. His lips coursed along her throat
and she groaned when she felt his teeth again, scratching her flesh
in the most tantalising and intoxicating way. She leaned her body
into his, hungry to feel him against her.




His hands mirrored hers,
grabbing her waist and holding her tight, as though he didn’t want
her to escape his grasp. She wasn’t going anywhere.




“Bridge to
Commander Aeris,” a crackling voice said, so loud that it shocked
her and she jumped.




Van continued to kiss her
throat, his grip on her increasing to the point where it bordered
on painful.




Amerii swallowed when his
mouth closed around the scratch and he suckled her skin. He
couldn’t be getting much blood from so tiny a wound. She gasped
when he sucked harder, rocking his body against hers. He was going
to leave a bruise. She’d had what her father had affectionately
called ‘hickies’ before and she was heading for a new one now, and
judging by the desperate way Van was sucking on her neck it was
going to be black, ugly and highly noticeable.




She couldn’t go back to
her ship with a mark like that on her neck. A bite she could
probably hide, but she didn’t think her collar would reach high
enough to cover all of this.




“Bridge to
Commander Aeris,” the voice said again.




Van released her neck and
gave a deafening roar. She flinched away and he instantly pulled
her to him, smoothing her hair in a clear effort to soothe her. His
heart was thundering. She rested her head against his bare chest
and listened to it and his heavy breathing. He was trying to regain
control.




After long moments of
silence, he said, “Commander Aeris to the bridge. Go
ahead.”




“Nebuz-Lyra
VIII is requesting permission to continue to Varka Two.”




“Time?”




“Sixteen point
five nine point three. Designated time for departure to Varka Two
approaching.”




Van released her and held
her upper arms, his gaze lingering on her neck. Amerii touched it,
caressing the point where he had been suckling. His gaze shifted
between her eyes and her throat and he looked torn between doing
his duty and continuing with her neck. He growled at the ceiling
and she noticed that his teeth were longer than before. Her heart
pounded. How close had he been to biting her?




She wanted to block his
way when he walked away but couldn’t move. She kept still, watching
him collect her jacket and boots and bringing them back to her. Her
smile was weak and small when she took them.




“Will you be
alright?” he said in a low tone that betrayed his
disappointment.




Seeing everything that she
was feeling reflected in his eyes, she dropped her things. He
frowned and she stepped up to him, wrapped her arms around his neck
and kissed him. His hands instantly claimed her waist and a moment
later, his body was against hers, his kiss stealing her breath.
Their tongues touched, sending a jolt through her and drawing a
moan from him. She tiptoed, slanting her head so she could deepen
the kiss. Their tongues tangled again, a smooth warm caress that
set her body alight with desire.




The intercom
beeped.




She slowed the kiss and
then stepped back, fighting to catch her breath. Her eyes met his
dark red ones. They burned with hunger but showed no sign of
bloodlust.




A smile curved her lips as
they tingled from the kiss.




“Now I’ll be
alright,” she said.




Picking up her things, she
dressed, her eyes only ever leaving Van for a few seconds at a
time. He sat on the bed, watching her with that same intense look
of need. A man had never looked at her with such intensity before.
It made a blush touch her cheeks and she couldn’t help
smiling.




He hadn’t given her the
bite that she had wanted, but she knew now that he did feel
something for her. He wanted to bite her. She could wait a little
longer to live out her dreams.




When she had finished
buttoning her jacket, she looked at him. He rose from the bed and
crossed the room to the door. She looked around the room and then
at him.




“Amerii,” Van
said, the tone of his voice warm and carrying a hint of affection.
He walked back to her and took her hands. “I will do it if you
believe me worthy and wish me to.”




“Do
what?”




His look turned serious.
His gaze shifted to her neck and then back to her eyes.




“Bite you...”
he said and his eyes brightened, a flash of scarlet that faded a
moment later. “There.”




“Do you want
to?”




He frowned, his eyes
narrowing with it. “I have no place courting royalty... but I wish
to. I cannot stop thinking about you Amerii... I have tried hard to
change for you.”




Her eyes widened. For her?
He had changed himself for her. He wanted to feel something and
experience love.




He wanted to love
her.




“Van,” Amerii
whispered and he leaned forwards, every ounce of desperation
showing in his eyes. “I don’t think you’re unworthy... any man who
has fought so hard to change himself deserves to be loved for his
effort... but then... I would have loved you even if you could not
love me in return.”




“You love
me?”




She thought for a moment
and then nodded. “I do... I do love you.”




He swallowed and looked
uncomfortable. “I think I love you too... I have this need inside
me, a desire to protect you, to hold you close and keep you safe
from the universe. Is that normal? Is that love too?”




She smiled and nodded.
“That’s love. A burning collision of need, fear, hope, trepidation
and a desire to protect.”




“Flying and
falling, as you put it,” he said with a broad smile.




She sighed and touched his
cheek.




“Flying and
falling.”







****




Chapter
5




Van led the way onto the
bridge. The walk to it had been long and quiet as he had struggled
to regain total control over his feelings. Amerii’s admission of
her desire to have him bite her neck had sent him over the edge and
he had feared that he would lose control and hurt her. Her choice
to remain with him, to kiss him after he had left such a terrible
black welt on her neck, had given him a strange sense of comfort. A
smile touched his lips. Everything that Regis had told him of, he
was feeling for Amerii. It was a mindless series of urges, of needs
so strong that he couldn’t deny them. He had no control over them.
They had total control over him. It was a wonderful sensation but
frightening at the same time.




Flying and
falling.




That was what Amerii had
so aptly named it. He couldn’t have thought up a better metaphor
himself.




All of the crew on the
domed bridge rose from their various positions and saluted him as
he walked down towards the screen. Amerii walked in behind him.
Thankfully, the collar of her jacket hid most of the bruise on her
throat. Only a tiny fraction showed above it. It wouldn’t be enough
for her captain to notice, or any of his crew. It would look like a
shadow from her hair.




Van took a deep breath and
looked up at the image of the Nebuz-Lyra VIII on the screen. Two
other ships had joined it. Departure time for Varka Two was
imminent.




“Your
highness,” he said without looking at Amerii.




A sense of calm filled him
when she came to stand beside him and his gaze fixed on the mark on
her throat for a moment before he looked back at the screen. He
needed her close. The crew didn’t seem to suspect anything but he
had tasted her blood. There was a chance that his crew might be
able to smell her blood and he couldn’t risk them reacting to the
scent. He didn’t want to fight his own men but if they dared go
near her, he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from protecting her.
He would turn as dangerous as Regis had. The bloodlust would make
him violent.




He was behaving exactly as
Regis had back on Lyra Prime. On their return to Varka Prime, Regis
had lent him the fables of love that he had collected and he had
read them all. What he was experiencing certainly matched the
feelings contained in the stories and his behaviour matched
Regis’s. It seemed like love. Amerii had said it was.




It was a strange collision
of feelings, not particularly enjoyable at times like now when he
was considering the outcome of any attempt to hurt Amerii. The
bridge would be a bloodbath. He didn’t think Regis would forgive
him if he slaughtered thirty of Varka’s finest soldiers for the
sake of one female.




“Incoming,”
someone said and Van snapped back to the galaxy.




“Go ahead,” he
said and stood tall, his focus fixed on the display as it changed
to show the captain of the Nebuz-Lyra VIII.




Weak male.




Perhaps he would slaughter
him too for daring to offend Amerii and treat her as
inferior.




His eyes brightened and
his teeth extended a fraction. He drew a deep breath and reined his
feelings in.




“Commander
Aeris,” the man said in a cold tone. “I would like to proceed with
the mission as planned if all went well with the signing of the
declaration.”




Van frowned when he
noticed that the captain didn’t even acknowledge Amerii, let alone
ask about her state of health.




A Varkan would have asked
that first. They would have placed the mission second to royalty.
He glanced at Amerii. The fact that her captain had overlooked her
didn’t seem to surprise her.




If it didn’t bother her
then he had no right to feel bothered by it. He tilted his head
back and glared at the captain of the Lyran vessel. It was hard to
ignore his desire to kill the man, to control the urge to make him
suffer for his treatment of Amerii. If she showed a hint of hurt,
he would butcher this male. He would be unable to stop
himself.




“All hands
prepare for departure. Escort the Nebuz-Lyra VIII and its comrades
to her destination,” Van said, holding the Lyran’s gaze and trying
to see if he was satisfied now that they would be continuing to
Varka Two.




The male’s attention moved
to Amerii at last.




“Lieutenant
Amerii, return to the Nebuz-Lyra VIII.”




She opened her mouth to
respond but Van stepped forward and stole the captain’s
attention.




“Her highness
is in no condition to return to your vessel and we have been
stationary too long. We have received reports of recent Wraith
activity in the area. They would attack any small vessel. We will
rendezvous on the surface of Varka Two at the assigned
coordinates.”




He held his hand up and
the screen returned to showing the view outside the
ship.




“Depart as
planned. Maintain alert status. If anything moves out there that
isn’t part of this convoy, I want to know about it.” Van waited for
his crew to salute and then turned on his heel to face Amerii. Her
eyes were wide and full of shock. Was it because of his actions? He
would have been a fool to allow her to cross back to her ship when
he didn’t know if Wraiths were waiting in the darkness.




He would have been a fool
to let her go so easily.




Holding his hand out, he
intimated the door of the bridge. She nodded and walked ahead of
him. He scanned his crew for any sign of trouble and then followed
her out into the corridor. They walked in silence. It grated on his
nerves. He wanted her to speak to him again, to talk as openly as
she had in his room. He could sense her nerves. Was it their
destination that frightened her or was it a reaction to his desire
to keep her on his vessel?




“Amerii,” Van
said and she looked up at him. A smile graced her lips, the sight
of it relieving some of the tension in him. “Are you
hungry?”




Her expression turned
thoughtful.




“We may have
some protein packs,” he said and she paled and gulped.




“It’s fine. I’d
rather go hungry than eat those.”




He stopped dead and she
walked a few steps before stopping herself and looking back at him.
The thought that she would rather starve than eat a protein pack
was a disturbing one. He had no experience of them but surely
consuming one was preferable to becoming weak. He couldn’t allow
her to starve herself. A frown married his eyebrows at the thought
but then he reminded himself that her wish was his command. If she
did not want to eat, it wasn’t his place to force her. He only
wished that he could find an alternative source of sustenance for
her.




“I am sorry,”
Van said and bowed his head, feeling foolish for not allowing
Amerii to return to her ship where she could have eaten. Now she
was going to starve with him and grow weak. He should have been
more responsible and thought things through. In his haste to have
her near to him, he had again placed her in danger.




She smiled, wide and warm,
her blue eyes shining with it. He could drown in those. They
reminded him of the pure Lyran skies. He had never seen skies like
them before, not in all his life, and he had never thought it
possible to capture something so beautiful, so powerful, in
something as small as irises.




“There isn’t
anything to apologise for,” Amerii said and walked back to
him.




“We have no
other food besides... blood.” He waited for her smile to fade but
it remained constant. He wondered what amused her when it widened a
little. Her fingers against his startled him and he frowned down at
their hands where they touched and then looked into her eyes. They
swam with gratitude.




It dawned on him that it
was because he was worried about her.




Her hand shifted against
his, sending his eyes falling to her mouth and his heart beating
faster. He wanted to kiss her again. The feel of her warm fingers
against his, soft and tender in their caress, made him surrender a
little of the vice-like grip he held his emotions in. He wanted to
kiss her and he wanted her to know his feelings from it.




His fingers closed over
hers and he pulled her to him, into his arms where she belonged. He
wrapped them around her and she leaned her head back, her lips
parting in silent tempting invitation. He lowered his mouth to hers
and brushed his lips slowly and lightly against hers. Warmth chased
through him, his lips tingling where they caressed hers, his body
burning where her hands pressed against his chest. She leaned into
him and he tilted his head, his tongue parting her lips to tangle
with hers.




It was divine but
frightening to realise how much these new emotions ruled him. More
than hatred and violence ever could. With these feelings, he felt
as though he was falling uncontrollably but it was so exhilarating
that he could be flying, just as Amerii had said. It was
incredible. It was intoxicating.




It was everything Regis
had said.




And at the same time, it
was so much more.




Amerii moaned quietly into
his mouth as their tongues tangled, hers gliding sensually along
the length of his, drawing more of his feelings from him. The
smooth brush of her lips over his stole more of his control and a
creeping sensation spread over his neck and down his spine. A
strange surge in awareness followed it. After that came the
familiar itch of his canines and claws, and a growing hunger for
violence.




Bloodlust.




He tried to contain it but
it was too strong, pushing at the restraints and whispering
tempting words to him. Amerii’s tongue stroked his canines and all
sense of control shattered.




Two people were
approaching.




Terrible timing on their
part.




Stepping back from Amerii,
he glared at them, his chest heaving as he fought for breath and
control. He needed control.




No.




He needed violence.
Violence and blood. Then he would have his sweet relief. He would
have his most heartfelt desire.




He would have Amerii to
himself.




If he killed these two
officers that were approaching him—this odious male and female that
were exchanging a glance—then he would have Amerii to himself
again. He growled when they both looked at Amerii, a look in their
eyes that spoke clearly of amusement and disgust. How dare they
look at her like that? How dare they think to judge her for his
actions?




His eyes
narrowed.




His teeth
extended.




The officers stopped dead
and looked at him, their own eyes wide.




The male officer’s eyes
moved back to Amerii.




With a roar, Van launched
himself at them. He knocked the female to the side, slamming her
into the wall of the corridor, and rushed headlong into the male.
The female landed hard on the deck in a crumpled heap. The male
barely had time to raise his hands before Van barrelled into him,
tackling to the ground. Van growled as he locked his hands around
the male’s throat. How dare he look at Amerii?




Amerii was his and his
alone. He wouldn’t let such an inferior male look at her like that,
wouldn’t surrender her to any male. She was his.




His hands closed around
the male’s throat, choking him. The male’s eyes slowly brightened,
turning crimson. Van grinned and throttled him. Yes. A fight for
Amerii. He would show this male that he was stronger and the male
would leave her alone. He would prove his strength to Amerii and
she would become his mate. A female desired a strong mate. One who
could protect her.




He would protect
her.




A strange light sound
punctured the rushing noise in his head—the sound of his heart
pounding and his blood thundering through his veins. He ignored it,
intent on making the male pay.




The male’s eyes were vivid
red now, fixed on him, starting to narrow.




A fight they would
have.




Van growled when the male
pressed his feet into his stomach and kicked him off, sending him
into the wall. He picked himself up and retaliated, launching
himself back at the male. The male swiped at him, catching him
across the face with his claws. Van threw a punch at him at the
same time, his fist slamming hard into the male’s jaw and knocking
him off balance.




The female was getting
up.




The light sound came
again, stronger this time. A word perhaps? Someone speaking to him?
In the haze of the bloodlust, he knew no voices, not even his own.
Someone he knew? It was familiar but gone in an instant, swept away
by the scent of fear and blood. His lust for violence increased—an
incredible thirst that he was dying to slake.




He went to knock the
female back down, flinging his arm out to backhand her, but someone
else was suddenly there.




His eyes
widened.




His hand stopped a hair’s
breadth from her face.




Amerii.




Her eyes were large and
round, her mouth open in shock, and her skin was the colour of
stars.




With a growl, Van caught
her around the wrist and pulled her into his arms, wrapping them
tight around her. Her hands pressed against his chest. She was
shaking.




He had frightened
her.




The knowledge of that
allowed him to drag back a modicum of control, enough for the haze
of bloodlust to lift and for his senses to come back.




“Please stop,”
Amerii whispered against his chest, a light sound in a dark
world.




It had been her voice. She
had been trying to speak to him, to make him stop.




Breathing hard, Van willed
his heart to slow, and methodically shut down his feelings one by
one until he was finally in control again.




The female was helping the
male officer up. Van looked at them both as they turned to face
him. The male wiped his hand across his face, clearing blood away
from his lips. Van’s jaw tensed and he couldn’t bring himself to
look into the male’s eyes. It wasn’t guilt making him look away. It
was a desire to retain control. If he looked at the male, he would
lose it again. The bloodlust would demand his head for the way he
had looked at Amerii as though she was a potential mate for
him.




The two officers saluted
him.




Van cleared his throat and
slowly released Amerii, allowing her to come out of his embrace but
not letting her go completely. His arm remained around her, keeping
her close.




“My apologies,”
Van said with a bow of his head. “I was not in control of myself.
Please report to the infirmary and have them attend to your
injuries. I will report my actions to Emperor Varka and ask his
forgiveness.”




The two officers bowed and
went to pass him.




He hesitated a moment and
then frowned.




“Halt,” he said
and cursed himself for what he had done. He couldn’t risk the ship
discovering what had happened here, not because it would disgrace
him, but because it would disgrace Amerii. “If you speak of this
matter to anyone, there will be consequences. As a member of
royalty, Princess Amerii deserves your kindness. Refrain from
discussing what you witnessed here.”




They nodded, saluted, and
then walked away in dead silence.




He knew they wouldn’t dare
speak of what had happened to anyone. Every member of his crew were
loyal Varkans, placing royalty above all else, and obeying all
orders given to them. They would probably never even mention who
had attacked them in the first place. Matters of bloodlust were
rarely spoken of. Varkans protected the identity of those who had
suffered and hurt another Varkan because of it, for the simple
reason that they wanted the same courtesy extended to them should
they come under the influence of it.




Amerii touched his hand,
the light caress dragging him out of his dark thoughts. He turned
to face her and was surprised to find her smiling.




“I am sorry. I
have not only compromised you but I have frightened you,” he said
and placed his hand over hers.




“I knew that
you wouldn’t hurt me,” she said with a sigh. There was no trace of
fear in her eyes as she looked at him. “I only wanted you to stop
before you killed that man. I understand why you did it—because you
wanted to protect me... because I am yours... it shocked me, that’s
all. I promise. I wasn’t scared.”




She smiled wider and shook
her head as she reached up and swiped her thumb across his cheek.
The action made him aware of the cut that dashed across it. It
stung as she caressed it and when she brought her hand away, he
couldn’t help looking at the blood on it. What had he done? Not
only had he compromised her, but he had attacked his crew. He
closed his eyes and his jaw tensed. How could Amerii want a monster
like him? He had been so close to hitting her. Lost in the haze of
the bloodlust, he had barely been able to stop himself. If he had
hit her, he didn’t know what he would have done. Such a low,
violent creature wasn’t worthy of her. She deserved better. She
deserved a prince, a male who would keep her safe from such a
violent world as his, from such a dark heart.




His fists
clenched.




He would kill any such
male.




Amerii was his. Without
her, he couldn’t function, couldn’t think or even breathe. The
thought of her leaving made his throat tight, stealing his air. The
idea that she might think him a monster now that he had proven
himself one made his heart clench. It ached in a dull strange way.
He rubbed the spot above it on his chest, trying to alleviate the
pain.




“You have seen
me for what I am now,” Van whispered at his hand, rubbing the same
patch of his sternum. The pain wasn’t going away. It was only
getting worse. “I am a monster, Amerii, a creature of bloodshed and
destruction. I am a beast unworthy of you. You would do better to
risk the Wraiths and return to your ship than to remain here with
me.”




Her hand appeared in view,
steady as a rock as she placed it over his where it continued to
rub his chest. He stopped, looking at the way she had curled her
fingers over his and checking her with his senses. She was
surprisingly calm, only a hint of anger lacing her
scent.




“You are not a
monster,” Amerii whispered back at him. She stepped closer,
narrowing the gap between them. He could feel her heat, could hear
her heart beating steadily, and feel her soft breath on their
hands. “Look at me, Van, please?”




The imploring edge to her
tone made him do just that. Lifting his gaze, he looked into her
eyes and saw tears shining in their blue depths. Not tears of fear,
but of sadness. He checked her again and realised that what he had
thought was anger was actually sorrow.




“You were
defending me,” Amerii said and her hand left his, coming up to
capture his cheek. The touch was light, tender, and the pain in his
chest dulled a little. “I don’t think you’re a monster... or
unworthy of me. I wanted to see you again. I even thought about
going to see Sophia and Regis because I thought perhaps you would
be there.”




His heartbeat doubled at
that confession.




“You did?” Van
said, needing to hear her say it again, needing her to tell him
that she still had feelings for him and that he hadn’t frightened
her away. The daughters of Lyra were strong, but was she strong
enough to love him? Regis had discovered love and had found a way
to temper the bloodlust around Sophia, but Regis was far older than
he was. Royalty aged slower than normal Varkans. Van didn’t know if
he was strong enough yet to do as Regis had done, or whether he
would ever be strong enough.




And Amerii deserved to be
loved.




“I did... I
wanted to see you Van. I was so happy when you appeared on that
screen. I was so happy when you asked me to come here. I’m still
happy now. Nothing has changed. I know about Varkans, enough to
prepare me for anything that you might do. Sophia has told me all
about the bloodlust and how Regis reacted. I wasn’t surprised by
your reaction to the male, and I know if it had only been the
female you wouldn’t have reacted so strongly. You were trying to
protect me from the male... because you see me as yours. I want to
be yours.”




He went to speak again but
she tiptoed and kissed him. It was sweet, tender, and he couldn’t
help responding to it. His arms slid around her waist and he tugged
her against him, so the full length of her body pressed into his.
He leaned into her, kissing her with more force than before, hungry
to taste her and to feel her body on his. Her hands caught his
shoulders and she moaned into his mouth.




He pushed her off him,
getting the better of himself. Looking down at the floor, he cursed
himself for kissing her again in the hall.




“It is my duty
to protect you while you are on this vessel,” he whispered to their
feet, afraid of looking at her in case he couldn’t stop himself
from kissing her again. His hands shook as he fought to restrain
the feelings that she brought out in him. The subtle taste of her
blood filled his mouth, its memory as potent as the reality had
been. His eyes brightened as his teeth extended slightly. She
wanted him. She wanted to be his. He could make her his. He
compressed his lips, grinding his teeth together in an effort to
stop them from changing further. The hunger subsided with the
memory of her blood. “That includes not exposing you to comments
about your personal life.”




Her fingers grazed his
cheek, sending a warm shiver across his skin. “Is it your duty, or
your desire to protect me? It looks like desire from where I’m
standing.”




Her voice was so sultry a
whisper that he had to look at her. Her eyes were wide, their
enchanting sky blue depths darkened by her enlarged pupils. He
wasn’t the only one the kiss had aroused. He could sense her
hunger, could feel it in her touch and see it all in her
eyes.




Taking her hand, he held
it tight, feeling it shake in his. She knew as well as he did that
they stood together on a precipice, facing a point of no return,
and neither knew where it would take them. He didn’t know if he
could control himself in the heat of the moment. Something about
Amerii, about his feelings for her, made his bloodlust difficult to
control. He only hoped that his feelings towards her would protect
her from the bloodlust when it overwhelmed him.





His eyes held hers, his
heart thundering as his mind raced to imagine the feel of her body
against his, and the bloodlust began to push at the boundaries of
his restraint. To feel everything that he wanted to, to show her
what he wanted to, he would have to relinquish control. He wasn’t
afraid. He believed now, just as Amerii believed.




He wouldn’t hurt
her.




He wouldn’t allow himself
to.




His eyes brightened and he
held her hand tighter.




“If you wish to
see desire... I can show you just how much I feel for
you.”







****




Chapter
6




Amerii stumbled along
behind Van as he marched down the corridor. She knew where he was
taking her and she wasn’t afraid, not even if her heart was
threatening to burst out of her chest. She ignored it and held his
hand. His vice-like grip on her was painful but she endured it,
knowing that he had little control over himself. She had seen his
eyes change. She had never seen them so bright or so full of
conflict. There was violence in their depths, but fear and love
tempered it. This was a leap forward for both of them, and she
wouldn’t fool herself into thinking that it wasn’t a dangerous one.
She had faith in Van though. He had been practicing relinquishing
control since they had first met a year ago. In that time, he must
have made substantial progress. He had made enough that he could
kiss her without hurting her but when he had tasted her blood
earlier he’d had trouble maintaining control. He had bordered on
violent when his crew had interrupted them and had almost killed
the officers back in the corridor.




Sophia had told her that
Regis had fought the palace guards when he had been lost in his
bloodlust. He had wanted to kill them because they had interrupted
him. Perhaps it was vital to make sure that didn’t happen when she
was with Van. Maybe if she locked them away and removed all
possible methods of communication from the room then he would be
all right and wouldn’t perceive any threat to her. Once her blood
was in his system, and she suspected what he had in mind would
involve biting, he would become unpredictable. The bloodlust would
take him completely. There was no doubt about that. When it did,
she had to remain calm and she had to pray they weren’t disturbed.
The thought of Van hurting his crew because of her was sickening.
She hadn’t wanted to be responsible for that and she didn’t want it
to happen again.




They reached his door and
it opened as though it had recognised him. Amerii tripped on her
feet when Van pulled her inside and clung to his arms to stop
herself from falling. He held her elbows and helped her stand
again.




The door
closed.




“Amerii,” Van
whispered in a tight voice full of emotion. She looked up into his
vivid red eyes. “Do not fear me.”




Amerii shook her head and
brought her hand up to touch his cheek. She could feel him shaking.
He closed his eyes and leaned into her touch.




“Know that I am
yours to command. Even in the haze of the bloodlust, I may still
respond to you even before I have claimed you as rightfully mine. I
heard your voice back in the corridor. If you are frightened, do
not hesitate to stop me.”




Amerii liked those words.
Yours. Claimed. Mine. They had a beautiful ring of certainty about
them. They sounded strong and fixed, unwavering. She was his. He
was hers. Once he had placed a claim on her, then she would never
have to fear the bloodlust again.




Sophia had told her that
too.




When they were bonded, Van
would no longer perceive everyone as a threat to her when he was in
the bloodlust. He would be able to assess the danger and act
accordingly.




He would no longer see
every male as a potential mate for her.




It was that desire to
protect what was his that would make him dangerous until they were
bonded.




She went to the door and
frowned at the control panel beside it. It was totally different to
any she had ever seen.




“Do you wish to
leave?”




Those whispered words
carried pain that cut deep into her heart. She spun on the spot to
face Van and shook her head again.




“No, Van...
never,” Amerii said and went back to him when she saw all the hurt
in his red eyes. She touched his cheek again and he brought his
hand up to claim hers, holding it tight as he pressed a kiss to her
palm.




It was strange to see so
strong a man act so weak. A desire to protect him in return rose
inside her and she wrapped her arms around him, hoping that her
embrace would give him the reassurance he needed. He buried his
face into her neck, his hands claiming her waist and pulling her
body flush against his.




“I wanted to
lock the door,” she said and ran her fingers through his fine long
black hair. “Maybe cut communications so we’ll be truly
alone.”




“Amerii,” Van
whispered into her neck. “As the commander of this vessel, I must
maintain contact with my crew.”




She frowned and then
smiled. “Would you cut communications if a member of royalty
ordered you to?”




He came out of her embrace
and looked deep into her eyes. “An order?”




Amerii nodded. She had to
make sure that no one could disturb them, or at least ensure that
she had stopped every possible method of interruption. She couldn’t
do anything if someone was foolish enough to knock on the
door.




Van left her arms and
walked past her to the door. He pressed a series of buttons on the
control panel and then turned to face her. She bit her lip, nerves
churning her stomach as she watched him remove his communication
device from his collar.




She swallowed when he
followed that by removing his jacket, revealing his bare torso.
This was really happening. Everything she had fantasised about was
on the brink of coming true. With trembling fingers, she undid the
fastenings of her jacket and walked towards him. It felt as though
this was her first time again. She hadn’t been this nervous about
sex in years.




Then again, she hadn’t had
sex in years. Every male in the fleet avoided her and she wasn’t
naive enough not to realise why. Her father had ordered all Lyran
males of mating age within the army to keep their hands off her. It
was a good job that she and her friends had visited Lyra Six all
those times or she really would have been facing her first time. As
enjoyable as being royalty was, it certainly had its downsides too.
Usually when a man realised she was a princess, they were quick to
run in the opposite direction. She didn’t think her father was that
frightening, and it wasn’t as though she had to marry every man she
was intimate with.




But then, she would marry
Van in a heartbeat.




He stepped up to her and
pushed her open jacket off her shoulders. The feel of his hands
grazing her arms sent a warm shiver of pleasure through her and her
eyes half closed, her lips parting.




“Are we alone
now?” she whispered, lost in the feel of his touch. Her jacket fell
to the floor.




His hands skimmed up her
sides, fingers brushing the undersides of her breasts. She sighed
and furrowed her brow, her mouth turning dry.




“Yes,” Van
husked in a voice so low it sent her trembling. His breath was hot
against her cheek as he moved closer to her and lowered his hands
to her sides again. This time when he brought them up, he raised
the hem of her white vest with them. His hands brushed her bare
stomach, sending a powerful jolt through her that made her hands
tremble with the need to touch him.




She had to feel him and
feel this was real.




Her touch was a tentative
caress at first, tracing the line between his pectorals. Her eyes
opened, her gaze tracking her hands as she flattened them against
his chest, her fingertips pressing in. He tensed his muscles. They
were rock hard, sending an ache to her stomach that made her hunger
rise. She wanted to feel every inch of him, wanted to lose herself
in the moment and the pleasure she knew that he could give her.
There wasn’t a man like him in the universe. None of the men of
Lyra Six compared to Van.




Her fingers trailed lower,
charting the pronounced muscles of his stomach with a light caress.
Van trembled beneath her wandering hands, his breathing shaky. A
glance into his eyes revealed they were vivid crimson, intently
fixed on her face. He pushed his hands up and under her vest,
claiming her bare breasts. She bit her lip to stifle the moan that
tried to escape her when his thumbs brushed her pebbled nipples.
Sparks shot out from their hardened points each time this thumbs
tortured them. She pushed her breasts into his hands, eager to feel
more than his hands on her. Her mind raced to imagine how it would
feel to have his mouth on her, his teeth teasing her nipples and
tongue torturing her.




“Touch me,” she
begged, arching into his palms, aching inside.




Van growled and pulled her
vest off. The chill air sent a wave of goose bumps washing over her
skin. Her heart pounded as he pulled her into his arms and picked
her up. She clung to him, peppering kisses across his cheek, his
forehead, his neck, anywhere she could reach. She bit lightly on
his collarbone and he stilled. The air in the room seemed to shift,
turning heavy and hard to breathe. He threw her down on the bed,
towering over her, his eyes red and intense. His fingers stroked
the point on his neck where she had bitten.




Amerii’s breathing
quickened as she stared into his eyes, seeing his feelings battling
inside him. Biting him might not have been her greatest ever
idea.




With a low rumbling growl,
he covered her body with his, his hands claiming her wrists and
pinning them to the bed.




A little more dominant
than she had expected.




She wriggled to get free
and his grip tightened. His lips parted to reveal sharp teeth. The
shine left his eyes, making her feel as though he was no longer
conscious of what he was doing. He lowered his head towards her and
she gasped when he kissed her. Rough. Passionate. Everything she
had imagined it would be and so much more. His mouth slanted over
hers, his tongue thrusting into her mouth. She tried to respond but
he was too fierce. Their teeth clashed. Too hungry. She submitted
to him, hoping he would calm down. A flash of pain burst in her lip
and her eyes widened when she tasted blood.




Blood.




Van’s kisses grew
hungrier, deeper, stealing her breath and turning her giddy. She
pushed her arms up but he growled and shoved her wrists harder
against the bed. Wrestling her mouth free of his, she turned her
head to the side, breathing hard in an effort to clear her head. It
spun but she wasn’t frightened. She knew in her heart that Van
wouldn’t hurt her. He was just caught up in the moment and the
bloodlust.




“Van,” she
whispered to her arm, staring at his right hand where it tightly
gripped her wrist. Her hands were pale. He was holding her too
tight.




His body pressed against
hers and she moaned internally at the feel of his hard arousal
grinding against her groin.




“Van?” she
whispered again, hoping he would hear her wherever he had gone off
to. She didn’t feel as though he was here with her. He had said
that she might be able to get through to him when he was lost in
the bloodlust. She hoped that he was right.




He dipped his head and
kissed her neck, constantly returning to lick the arch of it above
her collarbone. It tingled and then she felt nothing. Whenever his
tongue brushed it now, it felt as though he hadn’t touched her. It
felt missing, numb.




Her eyes widened as it hit
her.




She couldn’t let him do
that when he was like this. She wanted it but she wanted him aware
of what he was doing when it happened.




Amerii pushed her arms up,
hoping to get his attention. He growled and pressed his body harder
against hers.




“Van!” she
snapped and he paused at last.




He slowly drew back and
blinked at her, the shine back in his red eyes along with a look of
confusion.




“Are you with
me?” she said and furrowed her brow, hoping his answer would be
yes.




He looked at his hands
where they gripped her wrists and snatched them away, moving to
kneel on the bed between her legs.




“I...” He
swallowed visibly and stared at her.




Sitting up, she took hold
of his hands, wanting him to see that he hadn’t overstepped the
mark and she wasn’t angry with him. She smiled, kissed his fingers,
and brought his trembling hands back to her breasts. His pupils
narrowed and then widened when he palmed her breasts, his breathing
heavy.




“My neck is
numb,” she said with another smile.




His gaze flickered to it,
his eyes brightening.




“I...” he
started again.




Seeing that he was on the
verge of another apology, Amerii caught him around the back of his
neck and pulled him to her. Her lips claimed his, her kiss slow and
gentle, an effort to keep him calm. His thumbs grazed her nipples,
arousing them again, sending tingling waves over her skin. She
slowly leaned back, taking him with her, until she was lying on her
back with him on top of her.




His hands moved down over
her stomach, skimming her sides in a way that tickled her, and then
ran along the line of the waist of her trousers. She bit her lower
lip and looked down at his hands, silently urging him on. When he
looked as though he was going to spend the whole journey to Varka
Two just skimming his fingers back and forth along her belt, she
stepped in and undid it and then her trousers. He pushed himself up
when she brought her legs up and shoved her trousers down them.
They hit her boots. An awkward smile settled on her lips when Van
sat back and helped her by removing her boots. She probably should
have taken those off first.




Naked, she felt a little
exposed when his dark red eyes trailed over her body, making her
burn wherever they touched. She went to cover her breasts but his
growl stopped her. Instead, she found herself toying with her
nipples just to see the hunger in his eyes.




His hands went to his belt
and he was naked before she could make out what was happening. When
he went to cover her body with his again, she pressed her hand to
his chest, stopping him. She wanted to see him in all his glory. He
was magnificent, his body as breathtaking as she had imagined it.
Pure lithe muscle and strength knelt before her, his hard length
thrusting eagerly from its home of dark curls, enticing
her.




She sat up and leaned
forwards, pushing him back. He frowned at her but she didn’t give
him a chance to protest. Whatever words he had been on the verge of
saying came out as a garbled mutter as she wrapped her lips around
the sensitive head of his cock and sucked it. He thrust forwards
into her mouth and she took him in deeper, suckling his length and
imagining how good it would feel when he was inside her.




His hands claimed her
shoulders. She moved closer, wrapping her hand around the base of
his length and moving it in time with her mouth as she sucked him.
His fingers tightened against her, bordering on painful and then
crossing that border into true pain when his claws penetrated her
flesh. She released his length and gritted her teeth.




His grip loosened. His
eyes were wide when she looked up at him. They were bright red too,
shining, speaking to her of his hunger. He wanted blood. She
glanced at her shoulder. He had drawn it. Where each of his claws
had broken the skin, a drop of crimson trembled. She smiled up at
Van and touched one of the cuts. When blood coated her fingertip,
she brought it to her mouth and sucked it clean, her eyes locked
with his the whole time.




She was playing with fire
but she wanted him to bite her. She knew him well enough now though
to understand that he would need a little convincing while he
wasn’t lost in his bloodlust.




She crooked a
finger.




He licked his
lips.




He had drawn blood. It was
his duty to clean it up and kiss it better.




She smiled, wide and
seductive. Her eyes narrowed on his.




His gaze flicked between
her eyes and the cuts, his breathing turning heavier with each
passing second. She needed to get him to bite her before he lost
control completely.




Her eyes shot wide when he
tackled her to the bed and began hungrily licking at the cuts,
sucking occasionally. His movements were frantic, desperate, and
made her realise how hungry he truly was for her.




His tongue traced the
marks and then he kissed down her body, his hands roughly gliding
over her breasts and then her stomach.




“You still with
me?” she whispered, afraid to ask but needing to.




He nodded and she could
see in his eyes that he was fighting the bloodlust. He moved down
her and, for a moment, she thought he was going to kiss the apex of
her thighs, but then he did something far more erotic.




He bit her just above the
hip.




The only warning she had
was a sweep of his tongue, a momentary sense of numbness, and then
his teeth were in her. She arched off the bed and cried out as a
wave of pleasure crashed over her, so intense that her head spun
and every bone in her body became liquid. She trembled against him,
her body humming and throbbing as though she had just climaxed. He
locked his arms around her, feeding greedily, each pull on her
blood sending another wave through her. She writhed against him,
her groin slick with need and her abdomen aching for release. He
growled against her skin and bit deeper, tearing another cry from
her throat as she shuddered with her climax.




He hadn’t even touched her
there.




He had made her climax
with just a bite.




Amerii melted into the
bed, too warm and fuzzy inside to care what happened to her. A lazy
smile wound its way across her lips and she sighed, her focus
scattered to the four edges of the galaxy. Van continued to drink
for a while, slower and deeper now, a pace that matched how she
felt, and then released her. He licked the mark on her hip and she
smiled at the ceiling, stretching her arms out and toying with the
short strands of her hair.




Van appeared above
her.




She smiled at him
too.




His lips were red. Stained
by her blood. She pulled him down and kissed him, tasting herself
on them, wanting to know what it was about blood that made him
wild. His hard length pressed into her groin and she raised her
hips to it, rubbing herself against him. He moaned into her mouth
and then broke the kiss.




“I need you,”
he whispered against her neck as he kissed and licked
it.




She needed him
too.




“Hmm... come
and get me then,” she said on a sigh, still a little delirious from
her orgasm.




“Are you... I
mean, do we need to...”




Her smile widened and she
managed to open her eyes properly.




“My father
insisted that I had sterilisation injections.” She had wanted to
reassure him but the mention of her father seemed to make him even
paler. She touched his cheek. “I choose who I love,
remember?”




Van nodded, frowned and
then reached between them. She shuffled up the bed and watched as
he guided his length into her. Their sighs combined as he eased in,
deep and slow, and she hoped he would be able to keep control. The
tight lines of his face spoke of restraint as he withdrew and
thrust in again. He had tasted her blood without losing his mind
but that didn’t mean that he would remain calm. Anything could send
him over the edge.




His body covered hers and
he buried his face into her neck.




Anything.




He licked her throat and
she felt it turn numb.




Or perhaps he didn’t need
a push. Perhaps he had already made his decision and was only
holding back the bloodlust for her sake. He hadn’t hurt her so far,
not really. She had expected more than just a few minor
scratches.




She moaned and her mind
went blank when he thrust deeper into her, his pace increasing, and
he breathed hard into her ear. His hands closed over her shoulders
and she wrapped her arms around him, skimming her fingers over the
shifting muscles of his back. She arched into him, tightening her
muscles around his length as it drove into her, so deep that her
insides coiled tight, ready to explode again. A few more thrusts
and a warm rush burst through her, her body convulsing around
his.




Van growled and she
squeaked when he pulled out of her, turned her over onto her front
and pulled her hips up. He thrust into her from behind, harder now,
so deep that she lost her mind a little more with each plunge of
his length. She pushed herself up onto her hands and bit her lip,
moaning each time their hips met. He growled again and she sensed
his restraint snap. His fingers tightened against her hips,
clinging to them as he pounded into her, seeking his own release.
She clenched his length in her depths, hoping to help him find it,
loving the feel of him thrusting into her. She felt every ounce of
his power in each thrust, every ounce of his strength.




It felt divine.




Her breasts wobbled back
and forth with each deep thrust, her moans combining with his and
filling the room along with their hard breathing. She closed her
eyes when her insides began to tighten again and begged him not to
stop. He moved faster, deeper, taking her out of her mind. Close.
She was so close.




With a roar, he came,
filling her with his warm seed. He grabbed her around the ribs and
pulled her up so her back was flush against his front, his length
still inside her. She ached and writhed against him, desperate for
release again. It had promised to be mind blowing.




Van made sure it
was.




He snarled and then sunk
his fangs into her neck. Intense pleasure tore through her and she
convulsed against the restraint of his arms as she came, her whole
body quivering with her release. The universe turned bright white.
Her ears rang.




Pain was the first thing
Amerii felt on coming back to the galaxy. Her neck hurt with each
hard pull Van made on her blood but it felt good at the same time.
She leaned back into him, unable to resist as he drank deeply from
her. She sighed when he began to slow and then shivered when he
withdrew his fangs and licked her neck.




Her neck.




He had bitten her
there.




Van released her and she
collapsed into the bed, dreamily touching the pronounced bumps on
her throat.




With a sleepy smile, she
looked at Van. He looked troubled. She crooked her finger at him,
wanting him to come to her. He hesitated a moment and then lay
beside her. She didn’t press him into speaking.




There were no words that
could convey what this moment had meant to her, and she knew that
he would find it impossible to find the right words too.




She lay close to him and
smiled again when he carefully lifted her, moved the covers away,
and then settled her down on the bed. He pressed a kiss to her
forehead and lay beside her before covering them both with the
blanket. She snuggled into his back when he rolled onto his side,
her forehead pressing against his shoulder.




Her hand skimmed down his
arm and she smiled. It was all a little overwhelming, but she knew
that it was so much more so for Van. She could feel the tension
radiating through him. What thoughts were troubling him? She ran
her fingers back up his arm, her touch light. She hoped it
comforted and reassured him as she intended it to. Moving closer to
him, she pressed the length of her body into his and kissed his
back and shoulders, memorising the feel of his skin beneath them
and the warmth of him.




“Van?” she
whispered against his back, afraid of disturbing him but wanting to
reassure him as best she could.




He was silent for a long
time and then said, “Amerii?”




“I love you.”
She pressed another kiss to his back and wrapped her arm around
him, her hand splaying out against his chest. “Nothing will change
that.”




Silence.




“Van?” she
said, her voice trembling now. He was still so tense. She wished
that he would turn towards her. She wanted to see his face and look
into his eyes when she said these things. Pulling on his arm, she
tried to force him to roll over and look at her. “Turn
around.”




He did and she moved
backwards to give him room. His eyes were dark as he looked into
hers, full of conflict. She stroked her fingers over his brow and
then down his cheek, smiling at him the whole time.




“I love you,”
she said again and the tension in his expression lifted a little.
“I’m glad that I’m yours now... your mate... there’s no one else
that I want as mine.”




He swallowed, frowned and
pulled her close to him as he rolled onto his back, growling
possessively. She pressed a kiss to his chest and then looked up
and studied his beautiful face as he fell asleep, wishing with all
her heart that he didn’t feel so unworthy of her.




She hoped that things
would be different now.




Now that she was
his.







****




Chapter
7




Amerii shifted on the seat
of the small shuttle as it descended into the atmosphere of Varka
Two. She looked herself over for the millionth time, wondering what
her captain was going to make of her outfit. Van had insisted that
she change into a black armoured suit. It was tight to her skin,
the thick material lined with some kind of liquid metal that
responded to impacts. She had discovered that when she had been
prodding it whilst walking and had bumped into Van, forcing her
finger into the chest area of the suit. It had instantly hardened
and then became soft again. Varkan technology certainly was
incredible.




Her gaze roamed to Van
where he sat close beside her, a huge black heavy artillery laser
rifle cradled in his lap. He wore a suit similar to hers. It
mimicked his muscles perfectly, giving her every reason to remember
how good he had looked naked. She wet her lips.




“We will arrive
shortly. It will be day in the area where the old base station is
situated,” Van said and she noticed that he seemed uneasy about
that.




Varkans didn’t like the
daylight. The other Varkan soldiers in the transport shuttle with
her and Van were already wearing their black visors in
preparation.




Van’s sat on the seat
beside him.




“The area is
shielded as per Varkan regulations but the facility is old. We must
be on our guard.”




Amerii nodded, knowing
exactly how to read between the lines of what he had said to the
meaning beneath. It wasn’t just information or a warning. It wasn’t
just that she would see firsthand Varka’s method of filtering the
light to protect their sensitive eyes, or the fact that Wraiths
used to inhabit the planet and could return at any moment to attack
them there.




It was that he was worried
about her and that he would do all he could to protect
her.




He placed his hand over
hers where it rested on her knee and closed his fingers around it,
holding it. None of the other Varkans seemed to notice or they were
doing an admirable job of pretending they hadn’t seen this sign of
affection from their commander towards a Lyran. Van squeezed her
hand and she looked back at him.




She was surprised when he
leaned towards her and whispered something in her ear that she
didn’t understand. It wasn’t Varkan. It was another language.
Perhaps the old Varkan language but no words that she was familiar
with.




He kissed the spot on the
neck of her armoured suit that was directly over the marks on her
neck. She smiled and blushed, that blush turning to a blazing fire
when she realised that all of the soldiers opposite her were now
facing her direction. Van kissed her neck again, whispered
something else, and moved back into his seat.




She glanced at Van, glad
that he was all right with what had happened between them and that
he seemed more comfortable around her now. She placed her other
hand over his where it covered hers and held it.




The pilot announced they
had entered the facility docking area and, a moment later, they
touched down, the thrusters of the small vessel deafening her as
they fired to stop its descent.




Van’s hand left hers and
went to his gun. He stood, slung the strap of his gun across his
body, and motioned to his soldiers. She didn’t understand what any
of the elaborate gestures meant.




When the soldiers had
filed out, Van offered her his hand. She placed hers into it and
stood, looking into his eyes as he smiled and brushed her hair from
her face.




“Remain close
to me, Amerii,” he said, his dark eyes giving her the impression
that he was thinking about violent things. Was he really that
worried that the Wraiths would attack? Lyran reports indicated that
they had been quiet in this area for some time now. “I will not let
anything happen to you.”




She leaned into his touch,
seeking its comfort, and then closed her eyes as she pressed a kiss
to his palm.




“What did you
say to me that you wanted those men to hear?” she said with a sly
smile, seeing straight through him.




When her eyes met Van’s,
there was an awkward look in his.




“That you are
mine, and only mine, and I would not share you with any
male.”




“Mmm,” Amerii
said and pushed his gun aside before wrapping her arms around his
neck. “I don’t want to be anyone else’s. I only want to be
yours.”




He smiled, exposing his
sharp teeth. “Truly?”




She nodded. “There’s no
other man in the universe for me. I love you.”




His eyes widened and then
closed as he leaned in to kiss her. She sighed against his lips as
they touched hers in a sensual caress that heated her blood and
made her heartbeat quicken. She frowned over the loss as they left
hers and looked at him.




“What about
your father?” Van said.




Amerii’s frown stuck. “I’m
really not interested in my father in that way.”




“I am being
serious.”




He looked it too. She
stroked his cheek, enjoying the sight of him so deadly serious and
intense. His red irises were brighter than they had been a moment
before. Had he been thinking about her blood while they had been
kissing?




“My father will
be fine,” she said and released him. She walked a little way
towards the exit of the shuttle and then paused, looking back at
Van with a wide smile. “Of course, he won’t make it easy on you at
first.”




Van paled.




“I’m joking,”
she said and he glared at her. She made a mental note that Van
didn’t like jokes. When he walked towards her, she went to leave
the shuttle but his hand on her arm stopped her.




“Take this,” he
said and she turned back to see him holding out a small laser
rifle.




He really wasn’t taking
any risks.




She slung the strap of the
rifle over her shoulder and weighed it up. It was a good weapon.
She had shouldered a few rifles in her time and this had to be the
finest and most balanced one she’d had the opportunity of
using.




A glance at Van made her
blood boil with desire. He stood tall, back straight, holding the
massive rifle. The armoured suit he wore really did make him look
as though someone had stripped him and painted him black. It was a
divine sight. She blushed when she remembered that he was all hers
now, and she was his. She touched her neck again, her fingers
hovering over the point where he had bitten. His gaze shifted
there, boring into it and heating it until it matched the fierce
temperature of her blood.




She wasn’t sure how she
was going to break it to her parents. Her mother would understand
but her father was protective of her, and then there were her
uncles. Sebastian, the king of Lyra, would understand. After all,
it was his daughter Sophia who was married to Emperor Varka. Balt
might not be too upset since his eldest daughter Renie was marrying
a Vegan, but her youngest uncle, Remi would. He had suffered both
physically and emotionally because of the Varkans and the war. She
doubted that he would be able to bring himself to see past Van’s
role in that war, just as he couldn’t bring himself to speak to
Regis.




“Come,” Van
said, dragging her out of her thoughts.




Amerii pushed them to the
back of her mind. When the time came, she would deal with them.
Until then, she had a mission to focus on and a job to do. She
followed Van out of the shuttle and watched two small Lyran vessels
land, sending plumes of gritty black sand into the air. The ribbons
twirled like smoke, drawing her eyes upwards to the dome. The sky
was dull, nothing like the one she was used to seeing back on the
planets of Lyra. She wondered if she could stand to be always under
a dome, locked away from the sun and the sky. If Van were with her,
she probably could get used to it.




The dome on Varka Two had
its purpose though, and it wasn’t only to protect the Varkans’
eyes. It regulated the temperature of the station and protected its
occupants from the harsh rays of the Varkan sun. Apparently, it was
almost twice as strong as the sun of Lyra and because of Varka
Two’s proximity to it, the dome was essential. Without it, the
temperature would be near impossible to bear.




Nothing could survive
here.




She remembered the
Wraiths.




Something could live here,
but it wasn’t something she wanted to meet.




The dome protected against
that too. At least, she hoped it did. It looked weak in places as
her eyes scanned the perimeter. They would have to fix
it.




She walked forwards with
Van and, as he joined his men, she noticed that he had put his
visor on. The two sides of it swept around to form a point a short
distance from the tip of his nose, a line running directly over the
top of his head where the sides joined.




When her captain stepped
out of the first Lyran vessel, his first officer at his side,
Amerii saluted and stood straight. Her captain raised an eyebrow at
her apparel and her heart beat harder as she prayed to Iskara that
he wouldn’t make a scene. She didn’t know how Van would react if he
did, or if he treated her any less than Van thought royalty should
be treated. She had seen his disapproval both when she had been on
her ship and Van had first met her captain, and when she had been
on the Varkan vessel and her captain had ignored her.




She hoped that he would
ignore her now.




“Commander
Aeris, we are ready to begin our inspection.”




“We will split
into two groups. I will escort you, your first officer and Princess
Amerii. I am sure you wish to tour the facility. My officers and
those left of yours will inspect the facility and decide upon any
repairs or changes that will need to be made to accommodate Lyrans.
All officers are to maintain a state of alert. We do not know if
the Wraiths have returned. I would order your men to remain close
to mine,” Van said, his voice deep and carrying a note of authority
that practically challenged her captain to disapprove of his
plan.




Amerii waited to see how
her captain would respond. A momentary flicker of something crossed
his face, something remarkably similar to irritation or anger, but
quickly disappeared when Van stepped forwards. Any sign that her
captain was going to speak out against the plan or attempt to take
leadership of the mission faded along with his courage and his
colour. His skin paled, turning almost as white as
Van’s.




Van grinned, revealing
sharp teeth.




“Shall we,” Van
said, holding his hand out to one side.




He walked ahead of them,
his massive rifle constantly at the ready. Wherever he turned his
head, he turned it. Did he really think the Wraiths might attack
here? The barrier was thin in places. It was possible that they
could get through and Van had mentioned that there had been
sightings of them in this area of space.




Was this the reason Varka
had insisted on escorting them to the planet and remaining with
them a time rather than letting them arrive on their own? Lyra had
never fought Wraiths before. The Wraiths had never attacked them
during the insurgences or the war before that. She had only read
sketchy data on them before Sophia had married Regis and Varka had
made their military data available to Lyran soldiers. She had read
all about them then, wanting to know what sort of species it was
that shared the Varkans’ planets.




They sounded
terrifying.




Creatures that were like
ghosts, able to appear and disappear in the blink of an eye,
impossible to hit without the correct weapon.




She hoped she didn’t meet
one.




Her captain moved and she
followed him, walking beside his first officer. Van dropped back to
walk alongside her captain but near to her too. He turned his head
slightly towards her, clearly glancing in her direction. She knew
what he wanted but she couldn’t do it. It wasn’t her place to walk
beside her captain. Van had to understand that to her captain, she
was a lieutenant, not a princess.




Van dropped back again as
they entered the building and even though she couldn’t see where he
was looking because of his visor, she could feel that his eyes were
on her.




He explained, seemingly to
her alone, his attention always with her, about the rooms they were
passing through. This complex had been the stronghold of Varka on
this planet many years ago. They hadn’t used it since Lyra had
withdrawn and it had returned to Varkan hands. There was a corridor
and steps leading downwards that Van went straight past without
explaining. She knew why. There was only one place that he wouldn’t
want to take her or her comrades. The cells. She could read his
silence as clearly as her captain and first officer would be able
to. They had held many Lyrans in this complex once and even though
Varka Two had returned to Varka over fifty years ago, there were
still those that would have had kin held in those cells.




If they had ever caught
her uncle, they would have held him here and tortured him for
information. While that thought disturbed her, it didn’t change her
feelings towards the Varkans. That time was long over and peace had
long reigned between their species. Lyrans had captured Varkans too
and tortured them. She took a deep breath and told herself that was
the face of war.




It was a face that she
hoped to never see.




They came out into a long
wide room. The lights above were dim but it was bright enough for
her to see that Heavy Armour suits lined the walls. She had never
seen one in real life but had read all about them. She walked over
to the nearest suit and ran her hands over the bulky black frame,
shaped reminiscent of muscles, and down the arms. The sleek black
helmet stared lifelessly down at her. It was incredible. If a
soldier were to wear this, they would be well protected but
completely unhindered by the suit. In fact, judging by the complex
array of pistons and fluid tubes, the soldier would be able to move
faster and with more strength than they normally had. The metal was
cool under her fingers. Varkan steel. There was nothing stronger in
the galaxy. Van would look incredible in it.




Her exploration halted
when she remembered that a Heavy Armour had taken her uncle Remi’s
arm and years later a Heavy Armour had almost killed him and his
friend, Jericho, during the insurgence.




“Is something
the matter?” Van said close to her elbow and Amerii shook her head.
He touched her cheek, the caress soothing but unsettling at the
same time. She tried to push the thoughts out of her mind but
couldn’t. “Terrible things happen in wars, Amerii. Varka and Lyra
have moved into an era of peace. No longer will these weapons hurt
those of our kin.”




Her brow furrowed and she
leaned into his touch, trying to find the comfort in it and his
words.




“It’s just...
were you here?”




She wished she could see
his eyes as she looked up at him. She wanted to be able to read his
feelings in them. She needed to see if he was being honest with
her.




“For the
eighty-seventh and the one-hundred-and-twelfth combats... the ones
in which your uncle was involved?”




She didn’t know if that
was what the Varkans had called them but nodded.




“No. I was on
Varka Prime with Regis. I have been here once in my lifetime and
that was to eradicate the Wraiths.”




The knowledge that he
hadn’t been here slaughtering Lyrans didn’t comfort her as much as
she had thought it would. Her eyes darted about his visor, trying
to see through it to his eyes.




“Van?” she said
in a small trembling voice.




“Amerii... I
have never fought a Lyran. Neither has Regis. It does not mean that
we were not involved though. Just as you have never fought a
Varkan, you have been involved by blood in those
fights.”




Amerii frowned. He was
right. How could she feel such negativity towards Van and the
Varkans because of what had happened to Lyrans when it had been
Lyrans who had instigated the war and had attempted to take Varka
Two from its rightful owners? She had absolutely no right to feel
this way.




“I’m sorry,”
Amerii said and closed her eyes when he stroked her cheek, his
touch light and warm. “It’s a little overwhelming.”




“I would rather
you had remained on the ship,” he said on a sigh and she looked up
at him again. “I do not like you being down here. I do not trust
your captain’s ability to protect you.”




She smiled at Van. Out of
the corner of her eye, she could see her captain and the first
officer staring at them. She stepped back, remembering her place
and not wanting to be reprimanded. Her behaviour was far from how
it should be. She was here as a lieutenant of the Lyran Imperial
Army, not a love-struck woman with her man.




“You seemed
very interested in the Heavy Armour,” Van said, his voice a bare
whisper.




A blush crept onto her
cheeks and she turned her back on her captain so he didn’t see. Van
moved closer to her, coming to stand slightly behind her, half of
his body against hers. Her blush deepened. He leaned down and
whispered into her ear.




“Would you like
to see me in one?”




His rifle pressed against
her back as he leaned in and stroked her neck with his free hand.
Her eyes half-closed, fixed on the Heavy Armour as her mind raced
to imagine him in it. He really would look incredible.




Her captain cleared his
throat.




“Will all of
the Heavy Armour suits be removed?”




Van stepped away from her
and she gathered herself while he walked along the row of
suits.




“We will leave
them here. The weaponry they carry has been modified since the war.
It was altered to be effective against Wraiths.”




Amerii looked at the
armour that she was still standing in front of. It held a large
assault rifle. She had thought it was just a regular laser rifle.
It looked no different to the one Van held, only a lot
larger.




She realised that the one
she held was just a smaller version of his rifle. They were all
anti-Wraith weapons.




“We will
continue our tour this way,” Van said and walked ahead of them. She
looked at the armour for a few seconds more, curious as to how it
would feel to wear one, and then followed the group.




At the other end of the
room, bright light filtered in through open doors. Van paused and
looked back at her.




“The garden
here is beautiful and I am certain that it could be altered to grow
food for the soldiers.”




She came to a halt just
behind her captain and peered through the bright open space, trying
to make out the garden beyond.




Something
moved.




Her fingers tensed against
her gun, but when she didn’t see anything move again, she decided
that it was probably just the light and her focusing too hard on
trying to see what was out there.




“When we have
briefly toured the garden, we will—” Van went rigid and then
turned, his gun coming up fast.




Before Amerii could even
shout his name, three incredibly tall white figures had appeared
and disappeared.




Van was gone.







****




Chapter
8




Amerii ran to the end of
the room and out into the garden. She couldn’t see Van or the white
figures anywhere. She turned on the spot, her breathing fast as her
heart thundered against her chest. They had taken him.




Wraiths.




A Varkan commander would
be valuable to them but there was no knowing what they would do to
him.




She had to get him
back.




She ran back into the
room, passing her captain and the first officer, and looked around
her.




“Lieutenant
Amerii, what are you doing?” her captain said.




Her eyes fixed on the
Heavy Armour suits.




“We must go
after them,” Amerii said, out of breath as her body trembled with
the adrenaline.




“How?”




She didn’t know. Her hands
shook against her gun and she cursed the tears that threatened to
fill her eyes. She was a princess of Lyra. This wasn’t time to be
weak. It was time to be strong and prove to herself and her captain
that she was capable of great things.




Two Varkan officers came
rushing in, their speed incredible as they ran towards her. They
halted barely three feet from her and lifted their visors. It was
the two who had accompanied her on the shuttle from her vessel to
the Varkan ship.




They glared at the far end
of the room.




“Wraiths have
Commander Aeris. We must get him back,” she said and they nodded.
She looked at the Heavy Armour and ran over to one of the suits.
“These work, yes?”




They nodded
again.




“Good,” she
said and began opening it, prising the two sides of the heavily
armoured chest apart.




“Lieutenant
Amerii, what do you think you are doing?” her captain said, his
voice stern. “This is a Varkan matter.”




She turned on him. “It
happened in our base station. It is as much a Lyran matter. Unless
you want to be the one to tell Emperor Varka that his attendant has
gone missing and we did nothing to rescue him?”




He paled.
“Attendant?”




She nodded and frowned.
“Not only an attendant but a close friend of Regis’s... and my...”
She pulled the collar of her armoured suit down to reveal the marks
on her throat. The two Varkans bowed their heads. Her captain’s
eyes shot wide. “My mate. As a subject of Lyra, you will follow my
orders and step aside.”




Before he could respond,
she clambered into the Heavy Armour. It closed around her, sealing
her in. The helmet covered her head. She slid her arms into the
suit’s and flexed her hands, seeing the robotic suit’s hands move
in perfect synch with hers.




“Can you even
work that thing?” the first officer said.




“If you’d paid
the remotest bit of attention to me you would know that I’m as
skilled with technology as my mother and as headstrong in battles
as my father.” She scowled at him and then moved her foot forward.
The Heavy Armour’s foot landed with a loud thud on the floor, the
whining sound of the parts moving like music to her
ears.




The two Varkans suited up
and she nodded in thanks to them for their assistance. They would
know this planet better than she did and could probably give her a
few pointers about the suit. She was good with technology but
reading Varkan was beyond her. Not that she was about to admit that
within earshot of her captain.




Amerii stomped past her
captain and first officer, building to a steady run that sounded
like thunder. The suit responded beautifully to every move. She
didn’t even have to exert much effort to make it run faster than
she ever could.




The two Varkan officers
passed her and she spotted a hole in the barrier ahead. She
squeezed through it after them and followed their lead as they
flanked her.




“Where would
they have taken him?” she said over the intercom.




“North Sector
has always had high Wraith activity. The shield from here to there
and over that sector is low since the area hasn’t been used in
almost a century,” came the reply and the one to her right
nodded.




She took a deep breath,
shouldered her rifle and ran as fast as she could towards the area
now flashing on the map in the bottom right corner of the red
screen in front of her. The landscape took up the rest of the
screen. Overlaid onto it were diagnostics of the terrain and
atmospheric readings.




Dust rose around her as
she ran, her focus fixed on the distance, on the buildings that
shimmered in the heat haze.




She had to get to
Van.




She had to save the man
she loved.




***




The ground slammed into
Van’s face, smashing his black visor. Or did he slam into the
ground? Everything that had happened over the past few minutes had
been a blur, a whirlwind of colours and sounds that had
disorientated him.




“Commander
Aeris,” a thin voice echoed in his head.




Van blinked his eyes open
and tried to focus. Bright light burnt his eyes. The sun. He could
feel it on his face, strong and searing. He squinted up at it. It
filtered in through a hole in a ceiling and wall. Where was he? His
eyes watered as he tried to assess his surroundings. The building
was old, dilapidated. The North Sector?




“It has been a
long time since our paths have crossed,” the voice continued in his
head.




Cruskin.




“A Lyran
curse... they truly have tamed the mighty Varkans with their
female.”




His thoughts shifted to
Amerii. Would she be safe back at the complex? Did the Wraiths have
her too?




“Another Lyran
female? This one the victor over your own heart?”




Van cursed in Varkan this
time, in the old language that Wraiths had never been able to
understand. He despised them and their way of being able to invade
minds. No thought was safe, not unless he constantly thought in the
old language and that wasn’t possible. Instinct made him think in
the Varkan language that he had been raised with.




“Perhaps we
should have taken her.” The echoing voice held a note of
amusement.




The Wraith meant to
provoke him but instead had given him a clear indication that
Amerii was safe, or at least she wasn’t here.




Van tried to get onto his
knees. Before he could manage it, something was around his throat.
Hauled off the ground and suspended by his neck, he stared up at
the Wraith who had captured him.




The ethereal white figure
stood at least a male taller than himself, his humanoid-shaped body
shifting with the breeze but his grip as solid as stone.




The face shimmered in and
out of focus, long and thin, trailing away in a wave of white that
danced like hair in wind. Empty dark eyes shifted into sharp
relief, a wide hollow smile following. As it moved into the light,
the rest of the Wraith’s face came into focus and Van’s eyes
settled on the deep groove in his neck.




J’nir kis’kl
reatlnnfir.




Only this Wraith was
worthy of the strongest Varkan curse.




It was little wonder the
Wraith had mentioned that their paths had crossed many moons
ago.




Van had been the commander
of the fleet that had wiped the remaining Wraiths off the face of
Varka Two almost a century ago. Those Wraiths had included this
male’s family. A Wraith commander.




He had thought that he had
killed him too.




The Wraith’s grip on Van’s
throat tightened. He choked and tried to grasp at the burning hot
ribbons of smoke that held him. His fingers passed straight
through. Van cursed again. This was why he hated Wraiths. While
they could touch you, it was almost impossible to touch them. That
was the reason Varkans had made weapons that would disintegrate
their particles.




“What do you
want with me?” Van said in a strained voice.




The face above him shifted
to reveal a wide grin. He could see straight through his mouth to
the blinding sky beyond. His eyes stung and he longed for his
visor. He could show no weakness though. Wraiths fed off
weakness.




Regardless of the pain it
caused him, he let his bloodlust take control, his eyes brightening
and the world brightening with them. He growled at the
Wraith.




The Wraith’s smile
widened.




“I want to kill
you. I desire to avenge my kind by destroying you and every
disgusting creature in that facility.”




Van snapped, violence
surging through him at the thought of the Wraiths touching Amerii.
He growled again, his teeth sharpening as he lost all control. He
wouldn’t let them touch her. He lashed out with his claws, cutting
through the Wraith’s arm in a desperate attempt to escape. The pale
smoke shifted and then regrouped. Van struggled, flailing his legs
and scratching at the Wraith.




“It seems we
have determined our first target. A love for a love, Commander
Aeris,” the Wraith said coolly.




The Wraith turned away to
look back at others who shimmered behind him.




“Seize the
girl.”




No.




Van roared, his feet
slammed into the ground and he launched himself at the
Wraith.




He wouldn’t let them touch
his Amerii.




The Wraith’s hand slipped
from around his throat and Van struck at him, growling with
frustration when his hand went harmlessly through the Wraith’s
body. Van tried again, a growing lust for violence burning inside
him. The Wraith would pay for what he had done and for threatening
to hurt Amerii. He wouldn’t let anyone near her. He would protect
her with his life if that was what it took.




A surge of bloodlust
stronger than he had ever felt crashed through him and his teeth
elongated. The world brightened until it was painful, the sunlight
turning everything white. He didn’t care. Violence. Death.
Bloodshed. It would all be his. The Wraith would die this time. He
would make sure of it.




The Wraith backhanded him
and he slammed into the wall, hitting the floor a moment later. His
head spun but he immediately pushed himself back up onto his feet
and launched himself at one of the other Wraiths. A quick glance
around revealed that the other Wraith had gone. Only the commander
and one subordinate remained. He would give anything for an
anti-Wraith weapon around now.




A hot prickling feeling
crept down his spine and out along his arms. It burned deep in his
chest. Rage. The bloodlust was taking complete control. He couldn’t
stop it. Even as he battled it, it grew stronger, pushing at the
boundaries of his mind and overcoming it.




Darkness filled
him.




The world drained of
colours and sound.




And then it turned as red
as blood.




He had never experienced
this before, the other side of bloodlust. He had never crossed the
threshold to the place where it ruled him and his actions, trapping
him in his own body.




He hit the wall again and
before he could get up and attack, the Wraith commander had grabbed
him around the throat. Van sneered at him, swiping with his claws,
growing increasingly frustrated each time they passed through the
Wraith without inflicting damage.




Damage.




Blood.




Destruction.




Death.




He wanted it all. He
wanted to feel his enemy’s blood on his skin. He wanted to smell it
in the air. He wanted to see the light of life fade from his
eyes.




Van stretched out, shoving
his hand deep into the Wraith’s chest. The Wraith commander
recoiled, dropping him, and screamed in fury. Van
grinned.




It seemed that Wraith’s
weren’t so impenetrable after all.




He threw a punch towards
the Wraith’s chest again, aiming for the same point that he had
attacked a moment ago. He had felt something in there. A heart
perhaps. Some vital organ that the Wraith couldn’t easily shift
into smoke. The Wraith blocked his attack and the other one left
him. Van growled at him, angered by the fact he was escaping and
the fact that he knew where he was going.




He wouldn’t let them take
Amerii. His weakness had placed her at risk again. A sense of shame
mingled with the rage inside him, pushing his blood to boiling
point as he grew angry both at himself and at the Wraiths. What if
they had taken Amerii, his mate?




“Mate?” the
Wraith commander said, an amused ring to his words. “You have mated
with a Lyran female.”




Van growled and leapt up,
trying to hit the point over the Wraith’s chest again. The Wraith
swatted him away, catching him in the stomach and sending him
crashing into the wall again. He hit the floor hard, every bone in
his body aching from the impact. Pushing himself up, he told
himself to keep fighting, to prove that he wasn’t weak and to
restore his honour by protecting his mate.




“Soon she will
be here... I will have her brought to us so you can watch her die
as I watched my family...”




Van sprung off the floor
and punched straight through the Wraith’s chest. His fingers closed
around something and a victorious smile twisted his lips when the
Wraith screamed again. Before he could get a better grip, the
Wraith’s hand was around his throat, pulling him away. Van kicked
out at him, growling and struggling to get free. The Wraith’s eyes
narrowed into a black look, his grin widening.




Van slammed into the floor
again, his back pressed hard against it, the Wraith’s hand still
locked tight around his throat. He grasped at it with both hands,
trying to take hold of it as he choked. The world dimmed a
little.




“Perhaps I
shall make you pay a little first. Your precious Lyran female could
be dessert,” the Wraith said with a lascivious smile.




Before Van could
retaliate, the Wraith had struck him hard in the stomach. Van
doubled up, choking as he tried to breathe and winded from the
punch. The Wraith hit him again and he shut his feelings down,
taking the beating without making a sound. The Wraith could hit him
all he wanted, could rip him apart, but he wouldn’t give him what
he wanted. He would show no weakness. No matter what happened to
him. He would not give the Wraith the satisfaction of seeing him
weak.




His senses receded, the
bloodlust fading as he started to lose consciousness.




Tired and throbbing with
pain, Van slumped against the dusty floor, saving the remaining
shreds of his strength. If they captured Amerii, he would need the
last of his strength to save her. He would find a way to protect
her.




The Wraith released his
neck and kicked him in the side so he rolled onto his front. He
grimaced as the Wraith took hold of his wrists and pulled his arms
behind his back, locking something cold and solid around his
wrists. Varkan steel. Van smiled at the irony of that. The Wraith
commander must have found the cuffs in the facility. What Van had
once used on his enemies was now being used on him. It was what he
deserved for his weakness. The Wraith pulled him up so he was
kneeling.




Van hung his head
forwards.




He should have been on his
guard. He shouldn’t have let Amerii distract him. By allowing her
to do so, by pandering to his desire for her attention, he had
placed her at great risk. He was weak. Shameful.




Out of the corner of his
eye, he saw one of the other Wraiths return.




His head felt
heavy.




His body felt
broken.




But his heart held on,
unwavering, strong, even as he feared he would never see Amerii
again.




“Commander,”
the new Wraith said. “Three Heavy Armours are coming this
way.”




The last thing Van saw was
the Wraith commander’s grin. The last thing he felt was his
forehead slamming into the ground. The last thing he heard was
gunfire.




Darkness swallowed
him.




***




Amerii screamed as she
blasted her way through the small dusty settlement, her Heavy
Armour pounding the dirt. This hadn’t looked like a particularly
dangerous area when they had been approaching but her two Varkan
friends had immediately begun firing their laser rifles. The moment
the shots had hit the buildings, white shimmering beings had
appeared and attacked them. She remained sandwiched between the two
Varkans, shooting at any Wraith that dared get into her line of
fire.




When she hit one, it
shrieked and seemed to destabilise, falling apart before her eyes.
She shot another and moved forwards, intent on reaching Van. More
Wraiths crowded the passages ahead of her. He had to be that way.
They were protecting it.




“This way,” she
said and motioned to the Varkans. One caught the arm of her Heavy
Armour and held her back.




“Cover
yourself, your highness,” he said and she frowned at
him.




She turned in time to see
the other Varkan step forward and shoulder his rifle. It built up a
charge, whining high as the end of it glowed red. The moment he
released the shot, she fell backwards into the Varkan behind her,
the blast knocking her off her feet. She stared in amazement as it
tore through the Wraiths, killing most of them in an instant and
leaving the rest missing limbs.




She hadn’t realised that
she could do that with her weapon.




Her comrade behind her
pushed her back onto her feet and she followed the first Varkan
into the building.




He collapsed in front of
her eyes and she barely had time to leap to the side and avoid the
green blast that had ripped through him. The other Varkan landed
heavily with her, covering her. He fired at the Wraith,
disintegrating it and then stood, pulling her up off the floor. She
ran to the other Varkan and pulled the Heavy Armour
over.




Blood covered the inside
of the visor.




Amerii swallowed
hard.




“He is gone,
your highness. We must move fast,” the other one said.




She had never seen anyone
die. Before she could take it in, the remaining Varkan was forcing
her to run. She gathered herself and shouldered her gun again,
intent on reaching Van even though she was petrified. Suddenly she
was frighteningly aware of how fragile she was compared to her
enemy and how much danger Van was in. She had to get to him before
it was too late. A part of her said to ask her comrade what the
Wraiths would do to Van but she couldn’t find her voice. Fear stole
it. What if he said that they would kill him? She didn’t think that
she would have the strength to continue if those words left his
lips. And she had to keep going. Even though her legs were tiring,
becoming tense from the adrenaline turning to fear, and her heart
was missing beats as it pounded hard against her ribs, she had to
keep going.




She had to save
Van.




She wouldn’t let them take
her mate from her.




A galaxy without him was
one she wanted no part of.




Setting her jaw, she
straightened up, raised her gun and locked it tight against her
shoulder, and stormed forwards. Van was in that building. She knew
it. There she would find him and she would save him.




The Wraiths would pay for
what they had done.




As they entered the
building, she blasted any Wraith that appeared in her field of
view, her eyes darting about the screen as she struggled to
understand the readings. In the bottom right corner was an image of
what was happening behind her. The Varkan officer was bringing up
the rear, his aim impeccable compared to hers. Her gun shook in the
Heavy Armour’s hands, a reflection of her own trembling. She fought
against it, but her fear was overwhelming. Now was a time to be
strong. Her blood was strong, her lineage that of kings and
generals. She was strong. It was time that she proved that to the
world, even if no one saw it. It was time she proved it to
herself.




She broke through into a
new area and fired off several rounds, holding the trigger to build
a stronger charge than normal. The bolts tore through the Wraiths,
clearing her path, and she pounded on.




An alarm flashed in the
corner of her screen. Two fighter ships were outside. A sonar image
of them came back. She breathed a sigh of relief when she
recognised them as Lyran. She would have to thank her captain when
she returned. He must have called for the fighters the moment she
had left. It would have taken them some time to enter the
atmosphere from the Nebuz-Lyra VIII.




She frowned when she saw
that the path behind her was empty. Turning, her eyes widened when
she realised that she was alone. She couldn’t see the Varkan
officer. She turned on the spot, scanning for him. They must have
been split up. There was no time to go back to find him. She had to
keep going.




She had to find
Van.




She moved through room
after room, sometimes having to shoulder her way through the doors.
The Heavy Armour was too wide for some of the corridors so she had
to find another way around. The building was a maze, half of it
collapsed into nothing but rubble. Most of the ceiling was missing.
The bright sun blazed down, blinding her sometimes in the seconds
that it took the visor of the Heavy Armour to react and
darken.




A heat signature appeared
on her screen and she moved towards the red blip, her gun at the
ready.




Turning a corner and
entering a room, her heart leapt into her throat when she saw the
owner of the heat signature.




Van.




He knelt on the floor, his
arms restrained behind his back and his head hung forwards. Bright
light shone down on him. On the floor beside him were pieces of his
visor. The screen of the Heavy Armour assessed his vitals and she
was relieved to see that while his injuries were severe they
weren’t life threatening. She moved towards him, intent on rousing
him and getting him away before more Wraiths appeared.




Just as she was about to
bend down to break his restraints, something slammed into her and
she flew across the room. The Heavy Armour hit the wall, knocking
it down. She landed in a heap on top of the splintered blocks, her
heart thundering and her breathing fast. Lifting her head, she
scoured the room.




Only Van.




That couldn’t be right.
Something had hit her. She was sure of it.




The red screen of the
Heavy Armour said different. There was nothing there except Van,
and he was still unconscious.




Besides, she didn’t think
he was strong enough to throw a Heavy Armour across the room. There
was something else here. Something phenomenally strong.




Getting to her feet,
Amerii slowly scanned the room again. The diagnostic showed nothing
out of the ordinary. Walls, ceilings, doorways, and Van. Everything
she could see was apparently everything there was.




Not even the sonar was
showing anything different. The corridors around them were
empty.




She stepped down from the
broken wall and began towards Van again.




“You certainly
are persistent,” a voice said, deep and menacing, straight into her
head.




She turned as quickly as
she could in all directions. Nothing.




“I dare you to
try again.”




Ignoring the threat in the
voice’s tone, she walked towards Van. She lifted the gun, locking
it tight into her shoulder and moving with it the way she had seen
Van move with his rifle. Wherever her head turned, she turned the
gun.




Still nothing on her
screen.




Her breathing was loud
inside the helmet, hot too. Her heartbeat pounded in her skull. Her
left arm ached from where she had hit the wall.




Although the Heavy Armour
had taken the brunt of the impact, it had still hurt
her.




The moment she was within
arm’s reach of Van, she was struck again and sent skidding across
the floor.




“Foolish,” the
voice said, taunting her. “Did you think I would allow you to free
him? I am not finished with him.”




Amerii got to her feet
again. Still nothing on the screen. She was beginning to get
annoyed now. Whoever owned the voice should have the guts to show
his face. She ran over his words in her head. Not finished with
Van? He damn well was. There wasn’t a chance in Madjar that she was
about to let anyone hurt him now that she was here.




Her eyes widened when a
bright shape shimmered across the screen of her helmet and
disappeared.




A Wraith?




“Very
perceptive,” the voice said in her head. It had an amused ring to
it. “For a Lyran.”




She gasped. How did it
know that?




“You think in
Lyran... a female? Let me see... the princess dear Commander Aeris
was so worried about... his mate.”




Amerii tried hard not to
think anything but it was impossible. Her thoughts flashed back to
that moment in Van’s bedroom when he had claimed her as his mate
and bonded with her.




“Disgusting,”
the Wraith said and shimmered into being right next to
her.




Before she could look up
at its full height, it had backhanded her, sending her crashing to
the ground again. Her legs twisted in the suit and she cried out
when the muscle in her calf burned with pain. Gritting her teeth,
she pushed herself back up quicker this time. She raised her gun
and aimed at the Wraith. With a roar, she fired round after round
at it, tracking it around the room as it appeared and disappeared,
dodging her.




This Wraith wasn’t like
the others. Instinct told her that it was in command, that it had
been the one to take Van from the compound. She lifted her laser
rifle higher, looking down the sight at the room. The moment the
Wraith appeared, she aimed for its right hand side and just as she
pulled the trigger moved her aim across it to its left. The Wraith
moved straight into the path of the round and let out an unholy
scream as it tore through its arm. Amerii grinned.




Her victory was short
lived as the Wraith appeared in front of her, grabbed the arm of
the Heavy Armour and hurled her towards the far wall. She hit it
face first, cracking her head against the inside of the helmet. A
warm liquid trickled down from a throbbing hot patch on her right
temple. She screwed her eyes shut as her mind spun, waiting for it
to come to a halt. The blood reached her cheek. It tickled but she
couldn’t wipe it away with her hands inside the suit.




When her mind had stopped
spinning, Amerii picked herself up and then picked up her laser
rifle. The heavy gun had taken a beating, but it still seemed to be
functioning. The sensors on the Heavy Armour showed that the Wraith
had disappeared. Was it waiting for her to try to reach Van
again?




It seemed to enjoy hurting
her.




She turned to face Van
where he still knelt on the floor. He looked terrible. She could
barely recognise him through the blood that coated his face and
neck. It seemed the Wraith had enjoyed hurting him too. Her
mate.




She shouldered her rifle
again.




The Wraith would pay for
that.




Just as she took a step
towards Van, the Wraith appeared in front of him. It seemed more
real this time, more than just a drifting cloud of white. It had
form, shaped like a humanoid but at least twice as tall as any
species she knew. It had eyes, hollow holes that held no emotion,
and a smile that set her teeth on edge.




It bent towards Van and
grabbed his hair, hauling his head up.




“No!” Amerii
shouted and ran at the Wraith, the Heavy Armour’s steps like
thunder on the dusty ground. She took aim. Her finger closed around
the trigger. Her heart missed a beat.




Before she could release
the round, the Wraith was in front of her, past the muzzle of the
rifle. She could only watch in horror as it reached towards her,
everything moving in slow motion, and its hand moved straight
through her visor and into the helmet. Hot burning fingers closed
around her throat.




Amerii stared up into its
hollow eyes.




As it squeezed her throat,
she brought the gun back and fired.




A dark smile crossed the
Wraith’s face and then faded. Amerii’s breathing quickened as she
blinked and stared up at it. The hand disappeared from her throat.
Its face turned elusive and began to disintegrate, drifting away in
the breeze. She stared into its eyes as they narrowed and then
blinked out of existence.




She still stared long
after it had gone.




Her heart beat
hard.




Her breathing was
shallow.




Her body felt
numb.




A noise snapped her out of
her shock, bringing back the sound of gunfire outside the old
building and the bright sunshine that beamed down at her from the
hole in the ceiling.




She turned and lowered her
head to look at Van. He was conscious, looking up at her as he
knelt on the floor.




Her heart clenched at the
sight of his face so beaten and bloodied. A cut split his lip and
it had swollen. His left eye was almost closed from the swelling
around it and a nasty gash ran across his eyebrow, over the tender
skin of his eyelid. Long strands of his hair had stuck to the blood
on his face. She wanted to clear them away and look after him. She
wanted to tell him that things would be fine now that they were
together again.




There were cuts on his
throat and in the fabric of his suit on his arms and chest. She
thanked Iskara that the suit seemed to have sustained the bulk of
the damage and protected him. Tears filled her eyes but she fought
to hold them back. This wasn’t over yet. They still had to get him
back to the compound and she had lost the other Varkan
soldier.




Walking towards him,
Amerii smiled when he moved so he could continue to look up at her,
even though he probably couldn’t see her through the darkened
visor.




She knelt down on one
knee. It hit the dirt hard, sending a jolt through her. It wasn’t
easy to perform delicate moves like kneeling in the Heavy
Armour.




Reaching around him, she
broke the metal restraints on his arms, the Heavy Armour making
them look as brittle as glass.




“Thank you,
soldier,” Van said and gripped the arm of the Heavy Armour, pulling
himself up onto his feet.




She held him steady when
he wobbled and frowned.




“I owe you
much,” he said, voice quiet and hoarse. “Give me your rank and I
will see to it that Varka hears of your bravery.”




There were bruises on his
throat, as though someone had been throttling him. She swallowed,
feeling the ache in her own throat. That Wraith had paid for what
it had done, but she didn’t feel any better. She wanted more. She
wanted to bring it back so she could fight it again and make it
truly pay for inflicting such terrible injuries on her
mate.




“Soldier?” Van
said.




Amerii smiled to herself
when she realised that he thought she was a Varkan. She pressed the
two sides of her helmet and it extended outwards and then opened up
to reveal her face. Van stared at her, his eyes wide and his lips
parted in shock.




“Amerii?”




She nodded, amused that he
needed her to confirm that.




“What are you
doing out here?” he said and then frowned. “You are
hurt.”




He stepped towards her and
she closed her eyes briefly as he wiped the blood from her cheek
and temple. The sweep of his fingers was gentle, tender. It filled
her with warmth and drew her tears out of her. She sniffed them
back and told herself to be strong. The sight of Van so hurt scared
her though. She wished she could hold him, could feel his arms
around her, but she couldn’t in the suit.




Looking at him, she found
he was staring at his fingers and the blood coating them. His eyes
brightened to vivid crimson. She could see the battle within
him.




“I’m fine,” she
said, wanting to alleviate his anger and soothe him. He looked at
her, right into her eyes, and his frown melted away, his irises
darkening back to normal. “I’m just glad that you’re
okay.”




Her brow furrowed as she
looked at him, seeing all his injuries and wishing there was
something that she could do about them.




The Varkan officer she had
lost came thundering around the corner.




He walked into the room
and kneeled before Van. Amerii noticed that his suit barely made a
sound as his knees hit the dirt. He clearly had better control over
the Heavy Armour than she did.




“We came to
rescue you,” she said with an affectionate and soft smile, holding
her hand out to Van. “If you’re ready to go, I really think we
should. I could carry you if you wanted.”




Van frowned at her and the
Varkan soldier looked up in her direction. She didn’t need to see
his face to know that he would be scowling too. Insinuating that
Van was weak was becoming quite amusing. She liked how he reacted
to it. She liked the way he looked when he frowned. It added to his
handsomeness.




He touched the hand of the
Heavy Armour, frowned again, and then touched her face instead. His
hand was warm against her face, soothing as he held her cheek and
looked into her eyes. He nodded.




“I am sure I
can last the journey back to the station.” He glanced up at the
sun, his eyes narrowing to slits, and then looked at her and the
soldier. “We will need to hurry. The sun is a long time from
setting.”




She closed her helmet and
then turned to lead the way. She knew what that meant and even
though her heart said to, she couldn’t refuse him. If he wanted to
run, then they would run. She wouldn’t risk the sun damaging his
eyes by making him walk.




“Keep between
us. Lyran fighters are waiting outside to cover us.”




Amerii walked back out
into the corridor, her eyes on Van for a moment where he walked
between her and the Varkan officer. She would see him back safe.
She wouldn’t let anything happen to him.




Never.




***




Amerii walked into the
infirmary, smiled politely at the nurses, and went into the small
room where they were holding Van. Holding was the right word.
They’d had to restrain him to stop him from trying to leave the
bed. He was nowhere near ready for duty again, even if he insisted
that he was.




She snuck into the room,
as quiet as she could so she didn’t wake him. He looked better
today. Many of the cuts were now healed, the swelling had
disappeared, and his skin had a little more colour, or at least as
much as she had come to expect of it. It had been four days since
the Wraiths had captured him.




The Lyran fighters had
escorted them back to the complex and had then returned to blanket
bomb the North Sector. She had gone with Van to his vessel, but not
before her captain had taken her aside.




It seemed she had finally
impressed him and that he was recommending her for a long overdue
promotion. His apology had been so sincere that she hadn’t been
able to speak for several minutes and had only been able to salute
him.




He had also given her
leave to remain by Van’s side until he recovered. She was grateful
for it but even if he had refused, she would have gone
anyway.




She sat beside Van on the
black covers of his bed and stroked the hair from his face. The
monitors above him showed him as stable now. A red gauge read
ninety-seven. Apparently, it meant he was close to being completely
healed.




She gave a shy glance at
her wrist and the marks on it. In the shuttle en route to the ship,
she had fed Van. The Varkan officer who had rescued him with her
had told her that even a small amount of her blood would help
increase Van’s healing speed.




She had given him all she
could without passing out.




“What are you
thinking?” a drowsy voice said, the sound of it warming her right
down to the marrow of her bones.




“About you,”
she said and looked into Van’s eyes.




Their dark red irises
still spoke of fatigue. She smiled and caressed his cheek. His hand
came up and claimed hers, bringing it down to his chest.




“I wish you
would not worry so.”




He could say that a
million times and it wouldn’t change a thing. She would always
worry about him.




“I’m not the
only one who worries,” she said and moved closer so she was sitting
near his ribs. He rested one arm across her lap, holding her hand
with his other. “Regis is en route.”




Van rolled his eyes and
sighed.




“He claimed it
was so Sophia could see me as planned, but I think it’s for your
sake that he’s coming. Sophia said he was packing the moment he
heard you were injured.”




Even though Van looked
unimpressed, she could see that Regis’s concern had touched
him.




“I didn’t tell
him,” she whispered, afraid to raise her voice now. His gaze
shifted to her throat, to the marks hidden beneath the collar of
her tight blue and black flight suit. “I thought it was best you
told him and it was done face to face.”




“Have you told
anyone?”




She nodded.




“My captain
knows. Your crew knows. And when you were... while you were
sleeping... I contacted my parents.”




His hand tensed against
hers. “And?”




She smiled at the tremble
in his voice. Her fearless Varkan was afraid of the one thing in
the universe that she would always be able to protect him from—her
parents.




“My father
wishes to know if all Varkans claim their women first and ask for
their hand after.”




“Is that a bad
response?” he said.




“He wished to
meet you. I told him that he already had. My mother reminded him
about a certain young Varkan who had spent half the night talking
to his daughter. He remembered you rather vividly then. It seems he
has heard all kinds of positive things about you. Regis has been
talking to my uncle, Sebastian, and in turn, he has been telling my
father. It sounds rather like a plot to me.”




Van frowned.
“Regis.”




“You didn’t
happen to mention why you wanted to learn love, did
you?”




He shook his head. “He
also noticed that I had spent a long time talking to you
though.”




“You’ll have to
thank him for the groundwork on my father. It seems he approves of
you and will be looking forward to discussing tactics with you at
our wedding.”




“When we return
to Lyra?”




She shook her head this
time and patted his hand. “He’s on his way here. We’re already
heading to Varka Prime where the ceremony will take place. Regis
will meet us halfway and we will transfer to his ship. You’ll have
around six days to prepare to meet my father. Will it be enough? I
had always read that Varkans were fearless...”




His eyes narrowed into a
glare.




“I do not fear
your family,” he said with a grim expression.




“That’s the
spirit.” She smiled even though he frowned at her.




“How did your
captain find out?”




Pulling the collar of her
blue and black flight suit down, she touched the marks on her
throat. “I showed him these.”




Van’s eyes brightened,
sending a flush of heat through her.




“Hungry?”
Amerii whispered, her own and different form of hunger rising. He
looked at the door and she glanced there. Before she could stop to
consider how naughty the thoughts crossing her mind were, she was
at the door and locking it. She crossed the room back to Van and
moved to kneel on bed. He groaned when she straddled
him.




His eyes followed her hand
and she lowered the fastening of her flight suit to just past her
breasts. She pulled the collar of it to one side to expose her
neck.




He pulled her down to him,
his grip on her waist firm and his tongue caressing her throat.
Closing her eyes, she leaned into him, sighing out her
breath.




“Are you well
enough for this?” she whispered, afraid that she might hurt
him.




“Stop worrying
so much,” he muttered and she did when he kissed her, his mouth
warm against hers, his kiss persuasive and electrifying.




Returning the kiss, her
lips caressing his and her hands pressing into his shoulders, she
thought about her future now.




She was sure that when she
reached Varka Prime, she wouldn’t want to leave it again. She would
want to remain there with Sophia and her family, and with
Van.




Her father’s wedding gift
had been leave from duty and she intended to spend it on Varka
Prime. He had given it to her when she had admitted how frightened
she had been on the battlefield against the Wraiths, and how
horrifying the sight of death was.




She had almost asked her
father to discharge her.




Before she could voice
that request, he had told her of his first experience in close
combat, and how scared he had been on seeing death for the first
time and being injured.




It had made her realise
that he had grown from his experience, and he had found a way to
deal with the things that happened in war. It had changed him, but
for the better. He had become stronger, and she knew that she could
become stronger too.




Instead of asking him to
discharge her, she had requested a transfer to one of the ships
that would remain in Varkan space assisting the rebuilding of the
base station on Varka Two. Van would be heavily involved in the
project and it would mean that they could spend time together and
she wouldn’t have to give up her dream of becoming a captain.
Perhaps she would even make it to the rank of general one
day.




Her father had granted her
request and had told her that she was strong, even when she doubted
it. She was like her mother.




That had made her smile.
She had always thought she was like her father, always seeing him
as the stronger one out of her parents. Now she could see that she
was like them both.




Her strength and resolve
had come from both of them. She was a good soldier and she knew
that she could make something of herself, could help her fellow
soldiers and could make a difference just as her parents had. With
Van at her side, she believed that she was strong enough to make
the rank of captain.




But first there was the
matter of getting married.




It had been her request to
have the wedding on Varka Prime. She hoped that once they were
there, Regis would grant Van time away from his duties and they
could spend their leave together on the planet.




She pulled back and stared
into Van’s eyes.




“Van?”




“Amerii?”




“When we’re
married... what will my gift be?”




He smiled as though he
knew the answer that she wanted. She wanted what Sophia and Regis
had. She wanted the gift that Regis had given Sophia.




“The only gift
I can give that is worthy of you,” Van whispered and pulled her
back down to him. He kissed her throat and then her ear. He
whispered into it, “Eternity.”




Her eyes closed on hearing
that word and she smiled.




Soon the kiss he placed on
her throat would be one that would last forever and give her a gift
beyond her imagination.




A gift that she wanted
above all others.




Van.




For all
eternity.




“Amerii,” Van
husked against her throat, kissing up it towards her jaw. She
smiled lazily and held his mouth against her.




“Yes, my love?”
she whispered and dipped her head to kiss his neck.




He took a deep
breath.




“I love you.”
There was a tremble to his voice that made the usual echo that
laced it even stronger.




Amerii stopped and pulled
back, a blush on her cheeks. “You do?”




Van nodded, a nervous look
in his eyes that was quickly chased away by hunger when her hands
came to rest against his chest.




“I love you
too.” She leaned forwards, kissing him again and feeling light and
hot inside. He loved her. She had seen it all in his eyes. He had
realised his dream of feeling love. He had changed himself for her.
Her stomach flipped and jigged, her heart thumping against her
ribs. “How does it feel?”




He swallowed hard, pushed
her off him and smiled into her eyes.




She smiled back at him. He
was so handsome and he was all hers.




His smile
widened.




“Like I am
flying and falling at the same time.”




Her smile widened too on
hearing her description of love on his lips. She knew that feeling
well.




With a sigh, she leaned
down again and kissed him, whispering against his lips, “Like
flying and falling.”




But more than
that.




It was flying and
falling.




And knowing that Van would
always catch her.




Always.




The
End




###
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