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Part Four
 
Empress.
Empress Rebecca.
Empress Rebecca.
Eight wentics and the same thought continued to spin through her mind. Who the hell thought it was a good idea to make her empress? Based on the number of people bowing and scraping, it involved quite a few people and each one seemed to be thrilled that she’d been located. They also trailed her everywhere she went. A few even went so far as to attempt joining her in the bathing room. That was also the time they discovered that their normally quiet empress was happy to yell, throw things, and kick ass if necessary.
No one is gonna watch me pee.
Speaking of peeing… She wondered if they’d have time for a potty break before she had to meet with the federation team. Glancing at her “Senior Advisor” and noting his frown, she figured not. Fine. It wasn’t the first time she’d had to hold it. How many zentics had she spent behind her intake desk counting down the zentics before her replacement arrived? Many. Many, many, many zentics.
Their vehicle glided through the pathways, their procession halting traffic so they could travel unimpeded. She glanced at the passing scenery, staring at shops she never thought she’d go near let alone patronize. That had been one thing she enjoyed the third wentic after Karru shared the truth. Yes, it had taken her that long to accept everything she was being told.
And then…Shopping.
It’d been fine for a few zentics. Then she had just given up and walked away much to the annoyance and grumbling of her appearance advisor. Appearance. Advisor. A male who was solely dedicated to making sure she looked good. When he’d gone so far as to attempt to choose her panties, she’d sent him packing.
Too bad she couldn’t send them all packing. Well, all but Karru. Everyone else seemed so hung up on protocols and titles.
Such as the ones that stated Karru wouldn’t be accompanying her to the meeting because even though he’d been the overlord of Palia for years, now she was the one making decisions. Don’t ask her how that made any amount of sense. She didn’t know anything! How the hell could she make any decisions!
Nobody cared. Or at least they were too stubborn to realize she was right. Which was why she would take the federation’s suggestions on a happy little data pad and then carry them back to her lodgings. Then she’d comm Karru to discuss them with her. If her “advisors” objected they could suck her big toe.
Rebecca fidgeted, uncomfortable in the weird assed dress her appearance advisor had made for her. She had the twiny vine things traveling up her arm now due to her, er, contact with Karru in her rooms before he’d departed. Her clothing highlighted them. Her entire left arm was bare from shoulder down, the raised lines now covering her skin just past the elbow. The more time she spent in the presence of others from Palia, the brighter and larger the pattern became. They weren’t meant to be a beacon to males, but a clear sign she’d been approached and accepted by another. 
“Settle, Jhoari.” The male’s voice was low and quiet but seemed almost booming in the silent vehicle.
“Yes, Takkol.” She released the two words with a heavy sigh. 
She’d been repeating those two words since the moment Karru hopped a flight back to Palia. An emergency had called him home and now that the duties of Jhoari were on her shoulders and her advisors were present, he left her with the promise of a swift return. She and Karru needed to get together and define swift. For example, eight wentics was not swift. Especially when they still hadn’t managed to find joy in each other’s bodies before he left.
The vehicle slowed and finally eased to a gently rocking stop. Her first instinct was to climb from the transport, but she’d also learned that was a no-no. She waited for her guards to do whatever it was guards did, and as they waited, Takkol decided to deliver more instructions.
Yippee.
“Jhoari, the dishonorable males will attempt to trick you and distract you, but you must not let your head be turned by their verbal promises and requests. I have here a full disclosure of our demands and our concessions. You must only work off this approved data pad. You are adequately prepared to operate this without instruction and monitoring, correct?”
If she wasn’t forced to have Takkol at her side, she would kick him where it counted and then shove him from the vehicle. Could he be any more condescending? He leaned over and patted her hand softly. So, yes, he could be more condescending.
When are you coming home, Karru? I need you.
“Of course.” She wasn’t going to remind him that she’d spent six years behind an intake desk. That part of her job included dissecting and breaking down counterfeit pads. If she could tear one apart and put it back together again, she sure as hell could push a button and read.
Calm down. One zentic. Maybe two. And then I can go home.
The transport door slid open, granting them access to the bright station light. Takkol immediately rose and crawled through the exit, waving and smiling at the crowd as if he was the one wearing the crown. Whatever. She just wanted out of this damn dress.
She eased toward the door and glanced out, giving her guard Rasu a pleading look. There was no way she was crawling out of there without falling on her ass and embarrassing herself. Seeming to understand her problem, he didn’t reach for her, but did bend his arm and hold out his elbow for her use. Good enough. Ever since Karru’s order that no one touch her, every male had been afraid of getting within five feet of her.
With the exception of the annoying yet necessary advisors. They had no sense of personal space.
She carefully exited and pushed to her feet, giving Rasu a grateful smile, and then she sought the path to the structure’s door. Takkol met her gaze with an angry glare, his face flushed and filled with fury, probably because he had to wait on her. The man was always waiting on her. This job sucked.
Her guards closed in around her, six males all chosen by Karru and intent on keeping her safe from harm.
“Jhoari.” Rasu—the eldest and most experienced of the men—spoke to her. “We respectfully request that you… require a clothing adjustment for a moment.” She furrowed her brow and shot him a questioning look. “Please.”
The men surrounding her, this male in particular, had never done anything to make her doubt his integrity and honor, so she did as asked and pretended to slip. She turned her foot sideways, acting as if her heel went out from under her, and she carefully lowered to the ground to “fix” the problem. “Okay, you have me. Why do you need me?”
The male knelt at her side, his back to the structure. “Respectfully—”
“Just spit it out already.” They didn’t have much time.
“There is talk that Advisor Takkol is using these negotiations to the benefit of himself and not Palia. Your guard know you have not had much of a chance to review the data for this wentics’ meeting and merely ask that you think of Palia as words are murmured in your ears.” The words were low, quiet, and fast, but she recognized the warning for what it was.
Advisor Takkol was looking to line his pockets or benefit himself in some way. Of course she had to deal with political intrigue on her first wentic actively trying to act as empress. 
Where are you, Karru? I need you.
And not just because he had a wicked mouth.
“I understand. If you could help me to my feet, I’d appreciate it.” She held out her hand, and for the first time since Karru had returned to Palia, she experienced warm skin on skin. It wasn’t arousing by any means, but it was definitely comforting. When she was once again on two feet, she turned her head slightly and spoke to the men. “I trust you all because Karru trusts you. Please stay close.”
“As you wish, Jhoari.”
As she wished. She almost snorted. She wished to be at home snug in her bed with Karru at her side.
They resumed their course toward the structure, and she offered smiles to some of the station crowd as they made their way. They carefully navigated the steps, Rebecca keeping her strides small due to the constrictive nature of the dress, and she finally paused at the top of the stairs.
Advisor Takkol’s chastising began immediately. “What’s wrong? How could you stop like that? Do you understand the kind of image it projects to these people? I did not spend so much time on this so you can destroy my work. You must—”
She dealt with a lot of bitching and anger in her job as intake officer. That she could deal with. The whole “ordering around” thing from someone other than Poxu while she worked for the federation, or Karru when he was trying to protect her—not a chance. This man did not deposit credits into her account nor was he the male she slept beside each night. Since he didn’t occupy either of those slots in her life, he could take a hike. She admitted her anger bubbled over, her frustration and rage at being separated from Karru while she was trying to learn about a new culture and her new position consuming her. 
“Advisor Takkol,” she quietly broke into his rantings, but he kept going.
“—not disgrace our people. You must present a strong image they can take seriously—” that last little bit ended on a high-pitched squeal because Rebecca reached out and struck like a Terran snake. She captured his upper arm and dug her beautifully manicured nails into his flesh.
He whimpered and glared at her, which had her tightening her grip further. “Advisor Takkol, the only thing I must do at this point is step through that doorway and take a seat at a table. Nothing more. And even then, I’m not sitting to speak with them, but because my feet hurt in these stupid shoes. So why don’t you think about that for a few tics because, as I said, I don’t have to do anything. Your people wanted me, not the other way around.”
“You represent—”
The man was still trying. “Until eight wentics ago, I represented myself. I have been patient, I have dealt with everybody poking and prodding me everywhere, and I have tolerated Karru being sent away. I’m on my last nerve at this point.” She tightened just a little more. “Do you understand?”
“Yes,” he wheezed and she released him.
Admittedly, that was probably a little over the top. But between the condescension, constant pricks and then his further derision, she figured it had to happen eventually. At least it wasn’t directly in front of the federation representatives.
“Wonderful. I’ll take that data pad now.” 
Hand trembling, he carefully passed her the device and when he spoke his voice was thin and high-pitched. “Our concessions are on the first—”
She waved him away. “I’m sure I can figure it out.” She turned toward Rasu and couldn’t miss the smile he was fighting back. “Can we enter now?”
“Of course, Jhoari. This way.”
She skirted the still wheezing advisor and couldn’t miss the flurry of his racing steps as he fought to catch up with her. She strode down the long hallway, her group trailing behind a guide who led her toward the massive meeting room. She tried to split her attention between their guide and the data pad in her hands and grew uneasy. Uneasy? The truth was she didn’t want to bumble and slam into someone’s back because she was too consumed with the device in her hands.
She lowered her voice to a whisper and spoke to Rasu. “Hey, make sure I don’t run into him.”
“Jhoari?”
“Just cough or something so I know to stop.”
“As you wish.” He was really starting to sound like Advisor Takkol.
Again with the wishing. Pushing away the comment and the memories of Karru it brought forward, she focused on the information. She flipped from one screen to the next, trying to remember the hierarchy and holdings of the various families within the Palia empire. 
The shuffle and scrape of someone approaching at a high speed reached her ears a bare moment before Advisor Takkol’s voice polluted the air. “Jhoari G’Zeri, I shall be happy to explain—”
Rebecca flat out stopped listening and spoke low to the guard. “He’s a persistent fucker, isn’t he?”
More wheezing. It was as if the men had never laughed before.
The next sound was a low, but deliberate cough and she immediately turned her attention to their guide and noted he was stopping before a large set of ornately decorated doors.
“See how great that worked?”
The guide placed his hand on the palm pad to the right of the entry and the doors slowly parted. The panel of federation representatives were seated at a table directly across from the entrance, and she took in their species and races at a glance. Immediately she knew this meeting was doomed. At least it would be if Advisor Takkol with his derisive and argumentative nature stepped foot inside. It also gave her a small thrill to get away from him.
Another brief conversation with her guards. “I realize you guys are necessary, but everyone else remains out here.”
“Jhoari?”
She glanced at the group again. Diplomats? Yes. The calmest representatives of their races? Yes. Protective as hell toward females to the point of violence? Yes.
The federation had chosen well, men who wouldn’t dare harm a woman despite any frustration or anger about her behavior. Which meant heated arguments during negotiations were acceptable because she wouldn’t be injured.
“You heard me. You guys and that’s it.”
“As you wish.” A softly murmured order to one of the other men was issued, and a round of whispers passed from male to male.
Then she was striding forward, back straight and confidence filling her every step. It didn’t matter that she was shaking on the inside, that each step felt as if she were going to her death because she really would like to be anywhere but this small room.
A commotion followed in her steps, and she recognized Advisor Takkol’s loud voice booming and arguing with her guards as he demanded to be granted entrance. Concern marred the faces of the men before her and she managed to keep her smile in place by pure will alone. She pretended she hadn’t just royally pissed off one of her staff.
Her staff. Her staff. That’s right. He worked for her and not the other way around. Not that she felt as if she knew enough to go things alone, but she could start throwing her weight around and make a few demands.
Halfway to her appointed seat, Rebecca stopped once again and spoke to Rasu. “Is Karru’s presence in Palia absolutely necessary? Can any other handle things as well as he could?”
“Jhoari?”
“I’m getting really tired of that title,” she grumbled. “Can anyone else do that job? Does he love it so much that he would want to be away from me to handle the problem?”
The male’s response was immediate. “There are many who could. And while I cannot speak for the Jhoari-consort, I can tell you if I had a sweet one, I would want to be nowhere else but at her side.”
Somehow, instinctually, she knew Karru felt the same way. So why did she allow others to dictate how her relationship and life with Karru would go?
“I want one of you, or one of those you trust, to contact him and tell him that I don’t want our people to suffer, but if there is someone who can handle the job without him, I want his ass here. Tell him,” she licked her lips and hesitated. “Tell him I need him.”
“Immediately, Jhoari.”
At least it wasn’t “as you wish.”
With that, she pasted her smile back in place and strode toward the small group waiting for her. If Karru were able to leave in the next few zentics…
“Apologies, sirs, I find myself wishing for my husband and was inquiring after him.”
The representative in the center immediately spoke up. “He has left you? Without protection?”
Rebecca shook her head. This male’s race valued females and honor in nearly equal measure. “He assured my protection before departing by assigning his most trusted males to remain at my side. It was honor that drew him to our homeland so he could attend to our people.”
That earned her a brief nod in approval.
“Hus-band? That is not a term included in the history and language files for Palia.” The Rwaddi spoke up. A race that believed in female empowerment and strength. 
“No,” she shook her head. “It wouldn’t be. It is a Terran custom and ceremony. While I now wear the robes of Palia, I was raised Terran. As soon as he returns, I shall demand our lives be tied together.”
“That is the type of ruler you are?” 
Maybe this wouldn’t be as easy to navigate as she thought. Revering women and being subjugated by them were two different things and this visit was pressing the point. 
Another shake of her head. “No, it is the type of lover I am. I cannot be parted from my heart any more than I can be denied air.”
That earned her a round of nods and she released the breath she’d been holding. Okay, maybe she could do this. 
The softest of touches to her elbow had her glancing over her shoulder and she tilted her head back so her guard could murmur in her ear. “Jhoari-consort will be here by morning.”
“Excellent.”
“Jhoari G'Zeri?”
“Apologies,” she tilted her head to the side slightly. “I’ve just been informed Karru will be on the station tomorrow morning.”
“We are gratified to hear this. Perhaps these talks may be delayed until you two are reunited?” That was the Eluvax testing her dedication.
“I would prefer to come to some sort of agreement, if possible. Our joining celebration can also celebrate Palia’s joining of the federation. If that is acceptable?”
Out of the five males, four flashed her their versions of a smile while the fifth narrowed his ten eyes and gave her a speculative look. “You are so sure of yourself? That the federation will want you?”
The truth? They wanted each other that much. They wanted Palia weapons and access to the planets for other independently negotiated trade. Palia wanted access to the various stations and planets scattered throughout the universe in order to search for females. 
“I believe the goals of the federation and Palia intersect quite heavily in several areas and it would benefit us both to reach a solid agreement.” It was time for her to show them she had a backbone and wasn’t just a pretty little thing. “In truth, the federation needs Palia more than we need you. So the question becomes are you so sure?” 
* * *
Karru woke her with the soft brush of a flower across her face. The delicate petal combined with the sweet scent drew her from sleep, and she carefully raised her lids to meet his gaze.
A sleepy smile parted her lips and she immediately reached for him. She cupped his cheek, and enjoyed the feel of his skin beneath hers.
“You came.” It still surprised her when he appeared. Knowing he was returning was different than seeing him before her.
“Of course. When I was told you wanted me, I immediately returned.”
She stiffened for a moment, doubts assaulting her. Everything that happened was always at her request, order, or command. “You didn’t… You want to be here, right? You’re not here because they made you?”
His response was instantaneous. He discarded the flower and brushed her hand aside before cradling her face in his palms, ensuring she focused on him. “I never want to be anywhere but at your side. I went because you wanted me to go.”
She shook her head. “No, they told me you absolutely had to go.”
“Who?”
Advisor Takkol. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve taken care of the problem.”
Karru grinned. “Takkol, then. I heard what you did. His words are still ringing in my ears.”
She snorted. “Aw, he went crying home to daddy.” She shook her head. “He sent you away because he thought he could manipulate me and when he couldn’t—and I caught him at his game—he went back to you. Nice.”
“He is going to cause you problems.” She recognized the warning in his tone.
“No, he’s going to cause us problems. I don’t want to be away from you, and I’ll be damned if I do this alone.”
“I don’t want to be without you as well, but the Jhoari-consort does not rule.”
She shrugged. “And the Jhoari doesn’t get married or, apparently, strip power from manipulative assholes. I did both.”
His grin was infectious and she mimicked his smile. “That was his primary concern as he yelled at me.”
That had her pushing his hands away and rising from the bed. 
“What are you doing?”
“I am going to kick that man’s ass. How dare he talk to you like that?” The fucker.
Rebecca was intent on finding her robe—she’d walked out in pajamas one time and suddenly she was saddled with a robe—so she could hunt Takkol. It wasn’t until she had one arm through the hole that Karru’s laughter broke into her concentration. “What?”
“You do not need to fight my battles for me, sweet one. I used one of your Terran customs and eliminated the annoyance.”
She furrowed her brow. “What did you do?”
“I hung up.”
Rebecca giggled, imagining the massive, proud male having his rant cut off mid-yell. Oh, she wished she’d been there. Then again, that would’ve given him the chance to try and talk to her again.
She allowed the fabric to drop to the ground and she went back to him, sliding into his embrace and holding him close. “I missed you.”
He pressed a kiss to her head. “And I missed you.”
She sank into him, reveling in his nearness and touch. This is what she had been missing, his calming influence and the pleasure that came with his nearness. “I won’t let them separate us again. If you want to go somewhere—if you need to go somewhere—we can talk about it. I won’t allow them to divide and conquer us.”
“Divide and conquer?”
“It’s a Terran saying.”
Karru hummed. “Is that like Terran customs? Such as hus-bands and wedd-ings?”
Rebecca scrunched her nose. “Oh. Yeah, that. You see…”
He continued to hold her and carefully sat on the bed, carrying her with him until they were both laid out on the large soft surface. “What other decrees have you made while I was gone?”
Well, she might as well blurt it all out. “Well, you know that Advisor Takkol is no longer allowed to speak with me or communicate with me.” She wasn’t sure she could kick him to the curb, but she could remove him from her influence. What was an advisor without power? And he’d definitely gone for a power play with all the bullshit negotiations with the federation. “And while I was talking with the federation representatives, I kinda sorta said we were going to be married.” It wasn’t something she’d pulled out of her ass. Not completely anyway. So she rushed through the rest. 
“I know that Palia has their own mating ceremony, but I’m the Jhoari and because of my position, they won’t let me mate you and have you be an equal. But you are to me. In some ways you’re better than me with all this crap.” At her mention of “crap” he chuckled. “So I thought ‘fuck ‘em’ and decided a Terran ceremony would suit me better. Because then we are equals. Part of the standard federation agreement is that each species acknowledges and recognizes the joining ceremonies and statuses of all other federation races.” She snuggled close and rubbed her cheek on his chest. “Terrans believe in marriage, a lifelong commitment, and that males and females are equal. I signed an interim treaty last night that accepts us as probationary members of the federation without making any concessions on either side. It allows our people to at least explore the universe while we hammer out the details.”
“If that’s in place, I don’t understand how your Terran marriage solves anything.”
This was where her years as an intake officer came into play. She’d spent six years living on technicalities. “I am not yet recognized as a Palia citizen. You people stuck a crown on my head and shoved me toward the federation to negotiate on your behalf, but no one has gotten my signature or thumbprint to add me to the station’s list of Palia citizens and remove my Terran designation. Genetically? I’m from Palia. But as far as any governing body outside the few Palia officials on Rilli is concerned, I’m Terran. Our people have accepted me, but I haven’t accepted the crown.” 
“But you signed a temporary treaty…”
She lifted her head and propped her chin on his chest so she could meet his gaze. “I signed a temporary treaty as the fiancé of the Jhoari because he was out of town and both Palia and the federation recognize that right.”
“Sneaky.”
“Very.” And she wasn’t going to apologize for it. “So if you and I marry in a Terran ceremony because I am Terran, Palia has to accept it and you rule at my side. It’ll set precedent for future generations.”
“Your people won’t like it.”
“Our people have had you as their Jhoari for years. If they have a problem with my choice of mate, they’re admitting they don’t want you leading the empire. They’d be calling themselves idiots, and one thing I know is people don’t want to see themselves as stupid.” She wiggled closer. “Some will complain, but it’ll die down and then it’ll be smooth sailing.”
“You don’t know—”
“I know behavior. Any race, any species, would react the same way. They may grumble, but no one will admit they perhaps made a mistake. Except for children, children don’t know any better.”
His gaze searched hers, as if hunting for the truth in her desires. “This is what you want?”
“More than anything. I want you to be mine and I want to be yours. I don’t want others to treat you as if you don’t matter because you’re my consort,” she spat the word. “We are equals, Karru, and if tricking the empire into accepting you is what it takes, then that’s what I’ll do. And if they think for one moment they can push me into making a decision that goes against my feelings for you, they will see how quickly I can throw this crown back at them.”
“You’re telling the truth.”
“Of course I am. Before you, I was perfectly fine with my life. It wasn’t fun, and I didn’t have money to throw around, but I lived on my terms. I have absolutely no problem going back to that. With you, I can endure anything. Without you, I can’t even breathe.”
He reached for her, and tucked a few stray strands of hair behind her ear. “I feel the same. I am not a male of words. But the distance between us hurt my heart. I do not wish to do that again. The idea that I would be your consort does not disgust me.”
“But—” He didn’t let her finish.
“But the idea that a consort is easily replaceable shatters me. This Terran ceremony would tie us together forever?”
“Yes.” She didn’t bring up the idea of divorce since it wasn’t ever going to happen.
“Then let us discuss when we shall have the ceremony.”
“Can we discuss something else?” She changed her position, carefully sliding her thigh over his, and easing until she was half draped across him. The gentle alteration told her he was affected by her nearness and touch.
His length was hard and firm against her thigh and her body responded to his arousal. Her core warmed, moistening with desire for him, and her nipples pebbled and ached for his touch. His mouth, his hands, she didn’t care. She simply wanted him.
“Such as?” His voice was deep and husky as need overtook him.
“Us. Our bodies. You inside me.” All wonderful ideas.
“My Palia honor—”
“Ah, but this has just become a Terran mating.” She lowered her mouth to his chest, opened her jaws and carefully bit his flesh. She didn’t break skin, but the nibble did have him pulsing against her leg. “And Terrans have no ideals about coming together before marriage.”
Which wasn’t entirely true since there were several religious groups who did wait to make love until after the wedding. But she wasn’t that type and decided the rules didn’t apply here.
“They don’t?”
She shook her head. “Nope.”
His swirling eyes darkened. “I believe I am happy about these Terran customs.” He rolled toward her, nudging and encouraging her to rest on her back while he fitted himself between her thighs. “Tell me more, my sweet one.”
She had so many, many things to tell him and she didn’t think they’d work through them all tonight. But, they could put a dent in the list.
“Terrans believe in kissing, stroking, feeling, tasting…” She rolled her hips, enjoying the feel of him firmly between her thighs. He was hot and hard against her core, as if his body reached for hers in a silent plea. “Everywhere.”
The color in his eyes flared and a purely sexual heat consumed him. “Then let us begin.”
Yes…
He sat back on his heels and yanked at the thin shirt covering his chest. No uniform for him this wentic. Nope, he wore simple comfortable clothing. Clothing easy to remove. 
While he fought to strip, she did the same. She snared the hem of her spaghetti-strapped top and tugged at it, wiggling and twisting until she was bare from the waist up. So preoccupied with ridding herself of the shirt, she hadn’t realized Karru had stopped. It wasn’t until she brought her knees up and tugged on the waist of her loose pants that she realized he was no longer stripping and was instead staring intently at her.
“Karru?”
“Beautiful. More beautiful than the sunrise on the Palia home world.” He skimmed her stomach with his palms, carefully tracing the line of her abdomen and then finally stopping to cup her breasts. He gently kneaded her and stroked her hard nipples with his thumbs. “More beautiful than any sunrise in the empire.”
Her? Beautiful? No. She was nothing compared to the carved muscles of Karru’s chest or chiseled lines of his stomach. And those deep furrows at his hips… She wanted to lick him all over. She opened her mouth to tell him so but no words escaped. Not when he lowered his head and captured one small nubbin between his lips. She moaned with the initial suck and whined when he nibbled the small bit of flesh.
Rebecca arched into his teasing, fighting to go deeper and feel more pleasure from him. As he tormented her breasts, he rocked his hips and ground himself against the juncture of her thighs. Any thoughts of stripping were abandoned to the ecstasy he caused.
Karru released one breast and then rained kisses across her chest before treating the other to the same delicious torment. His hips continued to rub his length against her intimately, sending sparkles of pleasure and need down her spine. She panted, alternating between begging for more and demanding he kiss her again right there.
Her center was warm and aching for him, slick with her arousal and she was more than ready to be consumed by him. They’d touched and tasted, but she wanted him to be a part of her now.
She buried her hands in his hair, fisting the strands, and gently tugged to get his attention. Instead of abandoning her breast, he growled and rumbled against her. The vibrations sent a tremble of bliss along her nerves and she whimpered in response.
She finally parted her lips, forcing a single word from her mouth. “Karru?” No, she had a few more words for him. “Need you. Need you so badly.”
The rumbling growl he released was different than the others, filled with sexual intent rather than teasing. He released her and raised his head, his swirling colorful eyes colliding with hers.
“You are mine.”
“Yes. Always.”
She anticipated him moving away, easing back and tearing away the remainder of their clothing. What guy didn’t want to immediately get to the “finish line”?
But he didn’t. Instead he mashed their lips together in a fiercely possessive kiss. A claiming of her mouth as he would soon claim her body. His tongue tangled with hers, teeth nipping and biting as they fought to take more and more from each other. His hands were everywhere, stroking her, touching her, and arousing her further. She thought she would explode any moment, overcome with the need to embrace her release.
Not yet. Only with him.
Still they moved together, his hips pressing and rubbing, sending her nearer to the edge and almost forcing her orgasm from her.
She wrenched their lips apart and turned her face away when he fought to capture her once again. “Need you inside me. Gonna come and I want you inside me.”
He pulled away, rearing back and then his powerful muscles were bulging and tensing as he literally ripped the remainder of their clothing to shreds. Her thin, barely-there pants were no match for his warrior’s body, and his soon failed against his pull. 
Then they were nude, nothing covering their skin and shielding each other. She was fully bare, every inch of her body exposed to his needful gaze. Staring at him, tracing every line of his body with her stare, she couldn’t believe how lucky she was. He was delicious. Seemingly carved from Terran stone and imbued with a dominant and possessive streak that rivaled the size of Terra itself.
He smiled, and it was filled with seductive promise. A promise she couldn’t wait for him to keep. “You are giving yourself to me.”
It didn’t sound like Karru needed assurances, but she gave them anyway. “Yes.”
Karru fisted his length, stroking himself from root to tip and back again. She licked her lips, anxious to have him in her mouth once more, but she knew now wasn’t the time. She wanted him deep within her heat.
“Quit teasing.” She widened her legs, exposing herself fully to his gaze. “Quit teasing and come to me.”
She’d never been so forceful, so blatant, but she had nothing to hide from the man who would soon be her husband.
His attention dropped to the juncture of her thighs, his stare almost feeling like the stroke of his hand in her most intimate of places.
“Karru?” She started her fingertips down her body, gently stroking her breast before sliding her hand down her stomach and finally cupping her exposed mound. “I need you here.” She touched herself, sliding her digits through her closely cropped curls. “Please.”
It took no more pleading or begging for him to do as she desired. He leaned over her, one arm braced on the bed so he did not crush her, while the other gripped the base of his shaft as he guided his length into her center. The tip carefully stretched her, nudging into her a bare inch before he teasingly withdrew.
Maybe he wasn’t giving her exactly what she desired.
But it was close, and oh, so delicious, so she didn’t say anything.
Actually, she muttered things like please… more… need…
Now both hands were supporting him, his hips gently working himself in and out of her. She shuddered and shook each time one of the ridges on his length stroked her inner walls. It was as blissful as she imagined.
Nerve endings, pleasure points she never knew existed, sparked to life with his alien penetration.
And all the while, his gaze remained centered on her. She couldn’t tear her eyes from him either, unwilling to miss any expressions that flew across his face. 
It took forever—or no time at all, she wasn’t sure—before he was fully seated, their hips snug against each other with that intimate connection. He was inside her, claiming her, branding her with his very presence.
Rebecca reveled in it.
Karru remained firm against her, teasing them both with his inaction, but she was in no hurry. She loved this, loved the warmth of his skin on hers, she didn’t want it to ever end. 
He carefully, gently lowered himself and brought their lips together in a gentle and loving kiss. It was sweet yet sensual and it sent a burst of pleasure down her spine.
Karru pulled away ever so slightly, a hair’s breadth existing between their mouths. “I’m going to make you mine now.”
“Yes.”
With her agreement, began truly making love to her. His hips picked up a slow rhythm, the ridges and bumps along his shaft massaging and tormenting her inner walls with each retreat and thrust. It was maddening, it was horrible, and it was heavenly.
She wanted more. More and more and more again.
He must have read her mind or seen the desperate need in her gaze because he picked up his rhythm. His pace increased, the slap of skin on skin clearly audible in the nearly silent room. Their breathing was hoarse and ragged as he pleasured them both, his hips pistoning and each meeting rubbed the small bundle of nerves hidden within her folds. The spot that Terran men had never been able to find, yet Karru discovered with ease.
She pleaded and begged him for more, unsure of her exact demands but merely knowing what they had was not quite enough. She hovered at the edge, waiting to leap and shatter into a million pieces, and yet…
Yet he was not there with her. That was her problem. He needed to be as senseless as her.
She trembled, the pleasure continuing to build and steal control from her. Her core rippled and milked him, clenching around his pleasurable invasion, and then a tremor overtook him. He enjoyed that uncontrollable movement, his thickness throbbing inside her in response.
She repeated the tightening with intent, mentally adding it to her list. With each thrust, she tensed and was gratified with his ever-increasing moans and groans. Yes, this was as it should be. They were giving and taking in equal measure.
“Rebecca,” he hissed and sucked in a fierce breath. “Killing me.”
“Yes.” Yes she was, and he was doing the same to her. “Give me more. Give me everything.”
“Mine.”
She didn’t have to voice her confirmation, and instead showed him with her body. She moved with him, right with him, and stretched for her peak.
It was there… So close… Within reach…
Karru must have sensed her nearness and his pace increased, the forcefulness doubling between one breath and the next. He was a driving force, the rhythm hard and constant. 
“Gonna…” She was. She so was. She was overwhelmed by the bubble of pleasure that threatened to consume her and she merely waited for him to join her. Him to…
“Now.” He bared his teeth at her. “Now!”
She listened. When he demanded her release, she gave it without question. The ecstasy overtook her in a blinding wave that stole her sight and breath. She may have screamed, she may have moaned, but she definitely found her ultimate pleasure. She rippled around him, massaging his length, and then a new warmth consumed her as he pulsed and throbbed in her core. He was filling her with him, with his very essence, and she embraced that side to their lovemaking.
His. His. His.
The control-snatching shudders continued, his hips unrelenting and his thrusts seemingly unending, and each action urged her orgasm to continue. A thin sheen of sweat coated her skin, evidence of their exertions covering them both, and the aroma of their sex merely added to her bliss. 
It was too much…
“Karru,” she sobbed. For more? For less? For him?
As if reading her mind, knowing her better than she knew herself, he slowed his torturous attentions. He gradually brought her down from the highest peak, his attentions gentling until he simply rested against her. His length was still hard, still firm and thick within her. 
At that realization, she was overcome with need once again. 
“Karru?” 
He gently brushed his lips across hers. “Are you ready for more, my sweet one?”
“More?”
“Much, much more.” He nibbled her lower lip. “You have shown me some of your Terran ways. Let me show you the ways of a Palia male.”
And he did.
* * *
A discreet knock drew her from the half slumber that had overcome her after making love with Karru and she moaned her objection. She was tired and sleepy and—she lifted her had to squint at the clock. It was hardly morning. Then a few more thoughts rushed forward and she remembered exactly why someone would be knocking at her door. The sound came again, the gentle thump of her guard’s knuckles on the metal.
At least they were following orders. In the past, they’d buzz her and she’d wake annoyed as hell and snarling. It didn’t take them long to adopt the way she preferred being woken.
The sound came again, and she groaned as she rolled away from Karru.
“What’s that?” His words were slurred.
“That will be Rasu telling me Poxu has arrived.” She pushed to her feet and padded toward her closet. This was one of the few times a dress was beneficial. She wouldn’t have to try and stumble into pants.
“Why is he here?” Karru growled and her body immediately heated with the sound.
“Because we need to get married before the temporary treaty slips into place. My guard was under orders to have him arrive three zentics after you came to my room. I figured it would take us that long to take the edge off.” She hadn’t heard him move, but suddenly his front was plastered to her back, his heat sinking into her. “Or not,” she chuckled. “Get dressed. At least enough to cover the important bits.” A grumbling Karru turned from her, and she snared his fingers before he could move too far away. “You want to do this, right? I’m not pushing you?”
Suddenly she found herself in his arms, his gaze focused and intent. “More than anything. I don’t care about ruling at your side. I simply want to be at your side. If this means you can never be taken from me, then I want it.”
Okay then.
Rebecca flipped the dress over her head and watched Karru out of the corner of her eye, internally whimpering when he covered up the wide expanses of his muscular body. She had to remind herself they could get naked again once this was handled.
The low knock came again, and she moved toward the main door. She reached for the palm pad, intent on opening the doors, when Karru was suddenly there and nudging her back.
She rolled her eyes and sighed. “I am capable of opening the door.”
“Of course you are. I am also capable of protecting you. There are too many who would like to see you gone, and Advisor Takkol is at the top of that list. You are important because you are the Jhoari, but you are important to me because you are mine and I will always put your life before mine.”
“No,” she shook her head.
“Allow me to be a male worthy of you.”
Her eyes softened and emotion clogged her voice. “You are always worthy of me. You don’t have to die in my place.” 
That earned her a fierce and quick kiss, his lips pressed hard against hers, and then he pulled away. Ending the kiss before it truly began. She would have loved to—
The doors whooshed apart and it wasn’t any of her guards standing in the doorway. It was… Advisor Takkol.
Advisor Takkol with a phaser in hand.
A phaser that immediately fired. And he didn’t hit her. He shot Karru.
Karru. Her Karru.
A scream immediately tore from her throat, and as the sound echoed through her rooms, Advisor Takkol’s eyes widened and exposed the white of his orbs. At the same time, guards came rushing around the corner, racing toward her. One of the males tackled the older man to the ground, immediately disarming him. 
Rebecca focused on Karru, dropping to her knees at his side and reaching for him. The wound didn’t bleed, none of the fluid rushing forward to soak his clothing. That was the good, and bad, of phaser wounds. They caused damage and immediately cauterized the gaping holes.
Gaping hole. It was much larger than the size of her fist, and charred at the edges. It was inches above his heart and dead center exactly where… Her head would have been had she answered the summons. Takkol hadn’t been able to approach her, to talk to her, but he had done his research. He’d obviously talked to someone, or observed the way she was interrupted during sleeping zentics. He knew she’d be standing there. He obviously hadn’t known Karru had returned.
The growls and snarls of the scuffle behind her finally drew her attention and she whipped out her orders. “Put him in holding and get me medical, now!” She met Takkol’s glare. “You should pray he lives because if he doesn’t… You will know pain.”
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