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      This would be so much easier if she was ill.

      Not really ill. But you know, something that might make her sick enough to get his attention.

      She shook her head. Okay, that thought was just sad. Was that really the best she could come up with? She racked her brain for any other ideas that didn’t contain nudity, violence or having a t-shirt printed up that said: Take me big guy.

      Yeah, even that probably wouldn’t work.

      She smiled and waved as she walked past a couple of Joyadan women watching their children play. One had a smaller baby in a wrap held close to her body. A sharp pang of longing filled her. All she’d ever wanted was a family. People to take care of. A home. Kids running around, causing chaos. A man who came home each night and looked at her like she was special.

      And for some reason she wanted that man to be a certain clueless, hunky healer.

      All she needed was something to get his attention.

      And the best I can come up with is wishing I were sick?

      It was a terrible idea. Falling ill to get a guy to notice her had to be about the stupidest play in the book.

      But Ellie was fast running out of ideas. How did she get his attention when he seemed to spend every God given hour working? Did he even sleep? He often didn’t remember to eat. She guessed he found some time to shower, since she’d never noticed that he smelled bad.

      In fact, he smelled very, very good.

      Ellie felt a little silly, like a teenage girl with a crush.

      She wasn’t sure what it was about him that made him so irresistible to her. Yes, he was gorgeous, but Ellie wasn’t so shallow that she could be smitten by someone’s looks. And besides, she was on a planet filled with the sexiest males alive.

      Nope, it wasn’t his looks. Or not just his looks.

      And it certainly wasn’t his personality. Oh, he could be charming and kind. When he put his mind to it. But he was dedicated to his work and sometimes he forgot about social niceties. And manners. In fact, he seemed to forget about everything else but what his work to the point where if she were a violent person, she might have already given him a slap around the head to wake him up.

      It was just her luck to fall for someone like him. It felt like Racar was the only Zerconian warrior not interested in finding a mate. Not that she knew she was his mate. But she had certainly never been attracted to anyone the way she was to him.

      She reached the medical clinic and pressed a button before waiting to be admitted. The research lab where Racar currently worked was inside the clinic. She’d been bringing in something sweet for the patients and healers who worked here a few times a week, all in the hopes of catching sight of Racar.

      She looked down at the basket of goodies in her arms. She’d brought cupcakes, muffins and in an insulated container was a meal for Racar. She’d spent many hours adapting her Earth recipes so she could make them with ingredients found on Zerconia. If her mother’s lemon squares didn’t get his attention, well, she might just have to start researching ways to fake an illness.

      Oh God, was she really that desperate?

      Yep, seemed maybe she was. She banged her head gently against the door. Idiot. Idiot. The door swooshed open just as she pressed her head against it and she lost her balance, falling forward.

      Acan, one of the healers, caught her against him. She liked Acan. He was a bit bossy and intense but he’d always been nice to her. She kind of wished she felt something for him. It would be easier.

      But since when was her life ever easy?

      “Ellie! Are you well? What is wrong?” he asked worriedly, setting her on her feet.

      She felt herself blush. She was such a dork.

      “I’m fine. Sorry. Lost my balance.”

      He stared down at her incredulously. She got it. She was a klutz in a world filled with gorgeous, elegant beings. Not that the Zerconian warriors would probably appreciate being called elegant. But they moved with a kind of poise and confidence she could only dream of.

      “You tripped over something?” He looked over her shoulder, searching for the imaginary object.

      “Uh. No. Just my own feet.”

      His gaze narrowed as he studied her. “There is a red mark on your forehead.”

      Of course there was. Because her humiliation was not complete.

      “Perhaps I should examine you.”

      “No, really. I’m fine.”

      There was only one man she wanted to examine her. . .and she couldn’t believe she’d just had that thought.

      “You are very flushed. Is your pulse racing?” He reached out to take hold of her wrist.

      Okay, she needed to get things back under control before she ended up on some examination table.

      Well, she had hoped to get sick. She should be more careful what she wished for.

      “Really, I’m fine. Cupcake?” She reached into the basket and pulled one out.

      Acan’s eyes lit up, his attention completely diverted. Men. Didn’t seem to matter what race they came from, they could all be distracted by something sweet.
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      Racar was no closer to an answer.

      He’d been working for months, almost day and night, trying to uncover a way to slow down the female humans’ aging process. He had been given full backing from the Emperor to undertake this research. He had a team working under him and had been relieved from his other duties at the medical center so he could give this full attention.

      This was important to all Zerconian males. Humans aged at a much faster rate than they did. When one mate died, the other usually followed, which meant all the Zerconian warriors who were mated to human females would die with their mates.

      Including the Emperor.

      They’d discovered that a true mating changed a human female’s DNA over time. She became able to speak with her mate telepathically, to sense his emotions. So why didn’t it change their aging process? They were still aging at a much faster rate than Zerconians did.

      Was something preventing the bond from altering their aging process? If that was the case then if he could just locate and isolate that factor, he would solve this puzzle.

      But it was eluding him.

      He leaned back in his seat and looked around, surprised to see that he was by himself. He vaguely recalled his assistants leaving. He wasn’t sure if he’d even replied. He shrugged. They knew he had an important mission. Social niceties had never been his thing anyway.

      He walked out of the lab and towards his office. He headed to his desk and brought up his latest notes. When he was interrupted a few minutes later by a knock on the door, he growled with frustration.

      “Come in,” he snapped. He didn’t bother to look up. The smell of food filled the room and his stomach rumbled. One of his assistants must have brought him in some dinner. They did that every once in a while. He waved his hand towards the side of the desk, still not looking up.

      “Set it there. Can you go and get me an energy drink?”

      “Are you sure you want an energy drink? Won’t it keep you up all night?”

      It took a moment for him to realize that the voice was female. He stiffened in surprise, then glanced up at the short, red-haired female standing there. A human female. He had the feeling he’d met her before but he couldn’t quite remember her name.

      Her scent drifted over to him. He hadn’t caught it at first due to the smell of the food. She smelled sweet. Delicious. His body stirred, surprising him. When was the last time he’d had an attraction to a female?

      A long, long time ago.

      He was too dedicated to his work to let anything distract him, including a female that had no business being here. He glanced from her to the plate of food. Had she made him dinner? Why? What was she doing here?

      And where did he know her from?

      “Who are you?” he snapped. “How did you get in here?”

      “You know, I don’t think I have much of an ego, but if I did, you would have just dealt it a hell of a blow,” she muttered.

      “What do you speak of?” Why was she standing there speaking to him of ego?

      She sighed. Then she smiled. “I’m Ellie. I’m the person who has been bringing you food at least twice a week. I often visit and bring in baking for the patients and other doctors.”

      He stared at her blankly for a moment.

      Her smile faltered a little. “I’m Blue’s friend.”

      “Blue’s friend?” Was that how he knew her?

      “Nice to see you at least remember her,” she said wryly. “But then, everyone remembers Blue. And Keely.”

      “Keely? The dark-skinned female?”

      Her smile seemed to widen. That seemed odd. Why was she so happy?

      “Is there something funny?”

      “Nope. Nothing at all.”

      Still, she smiled.

      “Then why do you smile, female?” He knew human females had some strange habits, but he had never heard of one smiling uncontrollably.

      She blinked. He hoped she wasn’t having some sort of fit. Just as he was about to rise and go to her, she suddenly shook her head. “I didn’t realize I still did that. I learned as a child that if you wanted people to care about you, to take you home with them then you should smile. They never wanted the kids who screamed and cried. They wanted happy kids.”

      He just stared at her. “What children do you speak of? Zerconians care about all of their children.”

      “What? Yes. Of course.” She cleared her throat then stared at him. And she frowned. “Well, hell.”

      “Female?”

      She shook her head. “Ellie. You should remember my name since we’ve met many times before. Hell, last week, I even took away your dirty laundry, cleaned it, and brought it back for you.”

      “I think a service did that.” He would remember if she had done that, wouldn’t he?

      “Nope.” There went that smile again. It did not reach her eyes. He wondered what she would look like if she truly smiled. She was already beautiful with all that fiery red hair, her pale skin, and curvy, lush body.

      He blinked. He should not be thinking about her like that. He was worried for her mental health.

      “Just me. All me. Not that you’ve once noticed me. Or said thank you. Hell, you haven’t even looked at me. I mean nothing to you except for being Blue’s friend.” She shook her head and laughed.

      “What is funny now, female?” She was most confusing.

      She waved her hands around, her eyes bright with anger. Should he send for Blue? Or perhaps her mate, Safan. Zerconian warriors were very protective of their mates and Safan would not appreciate Racar putting his mate at risk by bringing her into this. Not that he thought the female was in any way dangerous. After all, she was so tiny, he doubted she would even reach his shoulder. Her muscles appeared to be quite puny. And she was weaponless.

      So no, not dangerous to him. But Blue was female. Even though she would argue she could take care of herself, these human females did not usually realize their limitations. And Blue could not be put at risk.

      She was too important to their race. They desperately needed female mates. They needed babies.

      He studied the female in front of him. She was wiping away tears now. Her emotional swings were very disturbing. Did they have a healer capable of dealing with human issues of the emotional and mental kind? Usually their healers dealt with physical issues. Zerconian warriors did not waste much time on emotions and feelings. There were not many Zerconian females anymore, but they tended to be quite practical. Emotion rarely came into a Zerconian-Zerconian mating.

      But these human females were very different from their females.

      “Female, is there someone I can call to come and help you?” he asked gently.

      For some reason, she glared at him. So far, she had gone from smiling to laughing to crying to scowling.

      Yes, she definitely had issues.

      “My name is Ellie,” she spat out.

      Stars, he really did not have time for this. The only reason he was speaking with her was because he was worried about her wellbeing.

      “Yes. I remember.” Was she experiencing short-term memory loss?

      “Then why do you keep calling me ‘female’?”

      “Because I have other things on my mind,” he snapped back. He hadn’t meant to speak so harshly and was unprepared for the way she took a step back, her face growing pale.

      Stars. Why had he said that? He did not want to upset her further.

      “Of course you do. Things that are far more important than me.”

      “Well, yes,” he said honestly.

      She went even whiter. To the point that he worried she might faint. He hastily moved towards her.

      “Female—”

      “Ellie. Ellie. Ellie.”

      He blinked as she raged at him, her hands curled into fists. Was she going to get violent? He grew closer, but she held a hand up. He noted the way she shook.

      “Stay where you are,” she ordered.

      “Are you ill?” he asked quietly.

      “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      Why would he like if she were ill? “Perhaps I should take some samples of your blood, see if there is a chemical imbalance to explain the mood swings you are experiencing.”

      “A what? A chemical imbalance? Next you’ll be telling me I’m hormonal or some such bullshit.”

      “I know of these hormones you speak of. Yes, that could be the cause.”

      She just stared at him then to his shock, she grabbed at her hair, tugging it. So far, he had not seen anything to indicate that she was violent in any way. But this was alarming.

      “Female, stop, you will hurt yourself.”

      She just stared at him. Her breath came in sharp pants. He took in the way her body trembled. Her pulse was no doubt racing. What could possibly be wrong with her?

      “Can you speak?” he asked in concern. “Can you tell me what your symptoms are?”

      “Yes, I can talk.” She dropped her hands to her sides then closed her eyes for a moment. He grew closer to her, but she opened her eyes and held up her hand. “Stay where you are. I am not ill. I do not have symptoms. I am mad. I can’t remember the last time I felt this way. I rarely lose my temper. But you’re infuriating. I get it that you don’t remember me. That you haven’t noticed all the things I’ve done for you. That you’re not interested in me at all. In fact, less than interested.”

      “I—”

      “Forget it.”

      Now she was deflated, her shoulders slumped, and there were tears in her eyes once more. He really did not understand what was happening here.

      “It doesn’t matter. This was stupid. Me coming here like this. I can’t make you see me, right? Look, here is your dinner. I’ll leave it here.” She reached into the basket and pulled out an insulated container that obviously held the delicious smelling food. “I’ll just go and leave you alone.”

      She sounded so defeated and lost that he had the urge to take her into his arms and soothe her. But it seemed every time he spoke, he made things worse, so he decided to remain where he was.

      She wiped away a few tears and the urge to comfort her grew stronger. Along with something else. Her scent surrounded him once more. His body tightened with arousal. What was wrong with him? She needed some sort of care, not for him to lust after her.

      “Shall I contact Blue? Safan?”

      “No. I’m fine.”

      “You do not have a mate?” he asked. He thought it unlikely that her mate would allow her to wonder around alone. Not in her current state.

      “Me. No.” She shook her head and let out a watery laugh. “No, I don’t have a mate. That’s not happening. Ever.”

      “It could happen.” He had his doubts. Her, ah, health issues could make her a problematic mate.

      “No,” she said in a cold voice “It couldn’t. See, I thought I had a mate. But it turns out he’s a dense, unfeeling asshole.”

      She thought she had a mate? Who? He wondered what made her think this male was her mate? As far as he knew, the human females didn’t have any way of knowing who their mate was before they touched skin-to-skin.

      “Would you like me to speak to him for you?” he offered. And while he was doing so, he could explain his thoughts on this female’s health and care. She should be monitored; clearly, left alone, she could not take care of herself.

      “Speak to him? You wish to speak to him?” She started giggling. “Oh wow, that’s rich.”

      “What is rich?” he asked in confusion. “You wish him to be rich?” Was she one of those females who wished to have a male of wealth? He knew such females existed. He frowned.

      “What? Rich? No, I don’t care if he doesn’t have a penny to his name. All I want is love. I just want my mate to love me. I want to be the most important person in his life.”

      “If he is your mate, then you will be,” he said confidently. “He will care for you, protect you, make certain all your needs are met.”

      “What about love?” she challenged. “You left that out.”

      He grimaced. “I cannot promise you that. Zerconian warriors do not believe in love.”

      “So, if I was to mate with a Zerconian warrior, he would never love me.”

      “There is more to life than love,” he said, defending his people. To him, love seemed to be a fickle emotion. These humans fell in and out of love. A mating was forever. Love was not.

      “Is there? It’s the one thing I’ve been searching for all my life.” She shook her head tiredly. “I need to go. Hope you enjoy your dinner. I won’t bother you by bringing you more food or doing your laundry or trying to convince you that love isn’t a bad word. You can go back to half-killing yourself with work.”

      She turned towards the door, but he could not let her leave like this. She seemed so sad. He didn’t know why he cared, but he did.

      “I am going to need to insist that you give me the name of the male you believe to be your mate. Perhaps I can help you discover if he is indeed your true mate.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” she called back without looking around. She walked through the door while he just stood there in stupefaction.

      Had she actually just refused to give him what he had demanded? Perhaps she had misunderstood. She obviously thought she had a choice. He knew he needed to make allowances due to her mental state, but this disobedience could not be allowed to continue.

      “Come back here,” he demanded, walking out into the passage. He looked back and forth and caught sight of her heading towards the door at the end of the corridor. It was an emergency exit.

      “Fe—” He remembered her objection to him calling her that at the last second. “Come back to my office.”

      “No.”

      He reared back. No? No! She was not allowed to say no to him. He didn’t stop to think about why that upset him so much, just stormed after her as she walked away from him.

      “You cannot say no to me.”

      “Just did,” she said in a weirdly cheerful voice.

      “I demand that you come back to my office. Now.”

      “No.”

      A wave of temper caught him by surprise. He was not given to bouts of anger. He was usually quite even-tempered. What was going on? He narrowed his gaze as the female continued to walk away from him. It was her. She had affected him in some way. He was not accustomed to out-and-out defiance. He was one of the leading healers on Zerconia. He was used to being obeyed.

      Certainly, there were times when he was outranked. But not by a small human female who had no standing.

      “You will obey me,” he ordered.

      She turned. Finally, she was going to show some sense.

      “I will?” she queried.

      He gave a firm nod. “You will. Now come here.” He pointed at the floor in front of him. Once he had her back in his office, he would call Safan. Then she could become his problem. He ignored the way his body rebelled at that thought.

      She tilted her head. “Huh. I always thought you were just a bit forgetful, in a world of your own. You know, one of those genius types who gets so involved in what they’re doing that they forget to pay attention to what’s going on around them. I didn’t realize that you are actually an arrogant, mannerless boor.”

      He wasn’t certain what a boor was, but he knew that she was insulting him. He narrowed his gaze at her. “You go too far. I have been nothing but patient with you. You burst into my office—”

      “To bring you food!” she yelled at him. “How terrible of me to want to make certain that you eat. How awful of me to want to make sure that you have clean clothes to wear. I am truly just the worst person alive. But don’t worry, you will not have to suffer me bursting in on you without invitation again.” She swirled around.

      Why was she so angry at him? He was the one who had been insulted. Called names. Had his orderly evening interrupted. Yet she yelled at him.

      “I am not finished with you, female!”

      “Urgh!” Her scream of frustration filled the corridor. He was shocked that no one had come to investigate what all the yelling was about. “You are the most annoying man to ever be born!”

      “I have had quite enough of you insulting me!” he yelled. He was shocked at himself and immediately wished he had not shouted at her. What if she became upset again? He had to admit it seemed to be a common thing for her to go from anger to tears in a blink of an eye, but that did not mean that he wished to frighten her.

      She whirled, but instead of the fear or upset he had expected, she was defiant. Her hands were on her hips as she flicked back that gorgeous mane of hair.

      She was magnificent.

      He felt as though he had been struck by a blast from the sky. He was frozen. He could not move. Could barely breathe.

      How had he not seen her before? How was it that she had come into his presence so many times and he had not noticed her?

      Perhaps because you are so busy with your work.

      “I have finished talking to you!” she told him. “I am leaving now. I am not ever coming back. Do not follow me. Do not yell at me. Do not speak to me. And just so you know, the acceptable response for when someone does something nice for you is to say thank you, not yell at them!”

      With that, she turned and raced out of the emergency exit and into the darkness. Alarm bit at him. It was darker than he’d realized outside. Just how late was it? What was she doing walking around on her own at night? He knew that on Earth females did not have minders. They were very independent. They were not escorted around for their safety. The laws here had changed to reflect that.

      But he did not think it wise for a female to walk around on her own in the dark. Certainly, there was little crime. It would be extremely dishonorable for any male to consider harming female. But that did not mean there was no crime. Other races lived here now. Just a couple of months ago, a visitor had attempted to accost Empress Zoey.

      And a female as tiny as Ellie did not have any chance against a male who might seek to harm her. Ellie. Her name filled him with warmth. He did not know why. He did not know why calling her “female” had annoyed her so much. It was perplexing. He probably should have given her what she wanted. Should have humored her until help arrived.

      It was not that he couldn’t remember her name. He wasn’t even sure why he had kept calling her female.

      He ran his hand over his face as he looked around frantically. He knew what he should do, what the sensible option was. The practical option. He should go back to his office and call Safan, tell him what happened, and then go back to work.

      It was the right thing to do.

      She was not his to worry over. He had far more important things to do than race around after one foolish female.

      What if she gets lost? What if she trips and falls? What if she walks too close to the cliffs’ edge?

      His heart started to beat frantically with every thought. He could not allow harm to come to her. It was only because she was a female on her own. He would offer assistance to any female that needed it. It was his duty as a Zerconian male.

      To protect.

      But which direction had she gone in? He didn’t even know where she lived in order to check on her. With a sigh, he set out towards the Joyadan village. If she was not mated, then it was likely she lived in one of the houses there. Either that or she lived with Safan.

      He would check the village first.

      After searching around for twenty minutes and not finding her, he decided he could waste no more time and headed towards Safan’s house. He didn’t question why he didn’t just use his communicator to call the other male. He didn’t think too closely about the fact that he wished to see with his own eyes that the small female was well. He would not be able to concentrate on his work until he ensured she was all right.

      And after he ascertained her physical health, he was going to speak to Safan about his concerns over her emotional wellbeing.

      Clearly, she needed help.
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      She needed her bloody head read. What was she thinking?

      Ellie fumed as she stormed towards the cliffs. She reached the edge and then started to climb down. Soon after arriving on Zerconia, she’d found this spot. Turns out, living among a lot of people, the vast majority of them arrogant, bossy warriors, took a lot out of you. Sometimes, she just needed a bit of peace and quiet, a place where she could think.

      That couldn’t be the place where she lived. She didn’t really think of it as home. It was just a small house that she and Keely had been given to live in. When they’d first come here, they’d stayed with Safan and Blue, but nobody had wanted to cramp their style.

      The big guy could be rather loud when he got excited. She blushed as she remembered the things she’d overheard while staying with them.

      God, she wanted that for herself.

      The Zerconians had been kind enough to take them in because Blue was mated to Safan. She should be grateful for a place to live, that she was safe. That her friends were safe. She was so lucky to have them.

      Blue, their leader, strong and fearless. Tane, the warrior, the protector. Marc was the smart one, the inventor. Jack, Blue’s brother, was the one who kept everything running smoothly. And Keely was their negotiator. She’d gotten all their jobs for them.

      And then there was her.

      She straightened her shoulders. Enough. So he didn’t want her. Wasn’t the end of the world. Now that she knew how he felt, she could stop mooning after him.

      At least no one else had seen what happened. Because that would have just been the nail in the coffin of her humiliation.
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      “Is the red-haired female here?” Racar demanded as soon as the door opened.

      Safan stood on the other side, looking at him in surprise. “Red-haired female?”

      “Safan? Who is it?” Blue appeared behind her mate. “Racar? What are you doing here? Is everything okay?”

      “He is asking of a red-haired female,” Safan drawled, looking amused.

      “Ellie? Do you mean Ellie?” Blue frowned as she looked up at him.

      “Yes, that female. Is she here?”

      “Why would she be here at this time of night?” Blue demanded. “She’d only be here if something was wrong. Is something wrong, Racar?”

      “Um…well…” He was not quite sure how to answer that.

      Blue pushed in front of her mate, her hands on her hips as she stared up at him. The fact that she was more than a foot shorter than he was did not seem to deter her one bit as she faced him.

      “What did you do?”

      He looked over her head at her mate. Safan was out and out grinning. Safan was very different from most warriors in that he had a sense of humor.

      “Don’t look at him!” Blue dug her finger into his chest. He looked down at it in amazement. “I’m talking to you. You look at me. What did you do to Ellie?”

      “I did not do anything to her,” he replied, insulted at the implication that he might harm her.

      “Then why are you here asking about her?” Blue demanded once more. Why was he being yelled at by females today? How had he come to deserve this?

      Enough was enough. He did not have time for this.

      “I do not have time for this.”

      “Time for what?”

      “To find the female!”

      Safan reached out and pulled his mate to his side. He was no longer smiling. In fact, he wore a fierce frown. “Do not raise your voice in front of my mate.”

      Racar looked at him. Stars. What was he doing? The female had him doing things he would never consider doing before.

      “I do apologize,” he said stiffly.

      Safan watched him steadily. “I have never known you to get this upset over anything or anyone.”

      “Maybe he’s finally gotten a clue,” Blue muttered.

      He stared down at her, prepared for her to be upset by his poor behavior. Instead, she was staring at him thoughtfully. “What does this ‘gotten a clue’ mean?”

      But Blue didn’t answer.

      “Would you like to come inside, Racar?” Safan asked.

      What he wished to do was go back to his office and pretend this night had never happened. He would like to continue on with his important research, not chase a crazy female around.

      “I should not be here,” he muttered. “I should be working.”

      “You’ve been doing that a lot, yeah?” Blue asked, not looking as though she approved.

      “Doing a lot of what?”

      “Working. Don’t you ever rest? Eat? Relax? Have fun?”

      Racar and Safan were both staring down at her in disbelief.

      “I do not have time for fun.”

      “Mate, you are lecturing someone else on relaxing?” Safan said with disbelief.

      “I know how to relax and have fun. Now. Before, I didn’t. I was too concerned with keeping my people alive. I know what it’s like to focus completely on work. Sometimes, that means you miss things. And sometimes, it doesn’t make you a very nice person. You can end up hurting people who care about you. Who only want the best for you.”

      He did not understand why she was saying all of this to him. And he certainly did not have time to stand here and listen.

      “If the female is not here, then I need to continue to look for her.”

      “Look for her?” Safan asked, looking concerned now. “She is missing?”

      “What? Ellie’s missing?” Blue repeated.

      Racar sighed. He did not wish to explain what had happened. However, Safan was the closest thing Ellie had to a male Zerconian relative. He needed to know that she had disappeared.

      “She may not be missing,” he allowed. “But I do not know where she lives in order to check that she is there. She left the research lab more than forty minutes ago and I do not know where she went. But it is dark and she should not be walking around on her own.”

      “What was she doing at the lab?” Safan asked.

      “She was probably there to check up on him,” Blue told her mate.

      “Check up on Racar?” Safan asked “Why would Ellie do that?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” She dismissed her mate’s question, which shocked Racar. Did she not realize that when her mate asked her a question, she should answer him? Immediately. But Safan didn’t seem upset or even all that shocked.

      Instead, he appeared almost resigned.

      But he did look down at his mate with his eyebrow raised. Blue nodded. Racar guessed they were communicating through their bond. It did irritate him slightly that they were leaving him out of the conversation, but he had more critical things to worry about.

      “The important thing here is what Racar did to upset Ellie.” Blue looked up at him.

      “What I did to upset her?” he asked.

      “Yes. You. I’m guessing that’s what happened, since Ellie isn’t known to just disappear on people for no reason. And since you’re looking for her, I’m guessing she was pretty upset when she took off. Isn’t that right?”

      “The female is emotionally unstable,” he said stiffly. Surely they must know that.

      “Emotionally unstable? Emotionally unstable?” Blue repeated. “I cannot believe you just said that.”

      He looked over at Safan, hoping he would explain why his mate was so upset. Or even better, calm her down. But Safan just watched him through narrowed eyes. “You upset Ellie?”

      “I did not upset her. Or at least it was not my intention to upset her.” But he had, he admitted. He was just not certain how exactly. “She is a very emotional female, even for your kind.”

      “For our kind?” Now Blue was glaring up at him.

      “Yes. Humans.” He looked over at Safan to see him just shaking his head, a smirk on his face.

      “What?” he asked impatiently. He was starting to regret ever coming here, especially as Ellie wasn’t even here.

      “Do you not like humans, Racar?” Blue asked in a quiet voice.

      He grew tense. “Of course I like humans.”

      “Huh, ‘cause that’s not obvious from where I’m standing.”

      “I am working day and night trying to find a way to slow the human females’ aging process so they can live longer lives with their mates. Why would I do that if I did not like humans?”

      “Are you hoping to one day find your human mate?” Blue asked.

      “Perhaps,” he said guardedly.

      “And do you think you’ll be smart enough to recognize her when you find her?”

      “Blue,” Safan warned. “Perhaps we should focus on the fact Ellie is missing?”

      “Yes, we need to find her. I am worried about her health,” he said urgently.

      “Her health?” Blue looked startled. “Ellie was sick? Ellie never gets sick.”

      “It is not her physical health I worry over.”

      “What?”

      “She was all over the place emotionally. Happy, then in tears, then angry. Then she became furious at me when all I wished to do was speak to her and took off, and now I cannot find her.”

      Blue just shook her head. “You guys really take the cake.”

      “What has this got to do with cake?” he asked, completely confused.

      “It has nothing to do with cake,” Safan advised. “It never has anything to do with cake, more’s the pity. Ellie hasn’t made me cake in ages.”

      “No, because she’s been too busy cooking and baking for him.” Blue waved her hand at him.

      “I did not ask her too,” he said stiffly.

      “She was just trying to do something nice for you.” Blue sighed. “Go back to your research, Racar. Go back to saving your race. We’ll take care of Ellie.”

      He knew he was being dismissed, but he could not just leave.

      “But she is missing.”

      “She’s not missing. I’m pretty sure I know where she is. And you don’t have to worry, Ellie and her emotional outbursts and her cooking and baking won’t bother you again.”
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        * * *

      

      She glanced up as she heard a movement from above. It didn’t surprise her to see Blue settle in next to her where she was sitting on the edge of a huge, wide rock, her legs dangling over the edge.

      Blue didn’t say a word. Then Keely appeared and sat next to Blue. Tane appeared on Ellie’s other side. She scooted into Blue to give him more room.

      “We late to the party?” Jack asked. He and Marc sat behind them.

      She sighed, staring out at the star-laden sky. “How did you all know?”

      “Racar came to our place looking for you,” Blue told her.

      Wonderful. And in went that nail. Her humiliation was complete.

      “Want me to kill him for you?” Tane rumbled.

      “No.”

      “Beat him up a little? It wouldn’t be a problem.”

      She glanced sideways at her friend. Other people might take that offer as a joke, but she knew he was being completely serious.

      “No. I don’t want you to beat him up. A little or a lot. It’s fine. He doesn’t want me. That’s hardly an offense.”

      “But being a dick about it is,” Keely told her. “What did he do?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      Blue sighed and leaned back on her hands, staring up at the sky. “Wanna leave?”

      She stiffened. “What? I have to go? What did I do wrong?”

      Around her, everyone grew tense, and she realized she’d misunderstood. Shit. Shit. Shit. Way to go revealing more than she’d wanted to.

      This was all his fault.

      “You haven’t done anything wrong,” Keely told her fiercely.

      “Course not,” Blue added. “I was asking if you wanted to leave Zerconia. I wasn’t saying that you have to go.”

      Leave? Where would she go? She had no one. Nothing.

      “But you’re all here.” Her breathing came in faster pants. She grew hot then cold. Sweat coated skin, her body trembling.

      Her tiny arms clung to her foster mom’s neck. Shudders ripped through her body.

      “No! No, I won’t go. Don’t make me go.”

      Her foster mom shuddered and sobbed. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry. We can’t keep you.”

      “I be good. I won’t be naughty ever. I be good. I promise. Please let me stay.”

      Her foster mom rocked her, crying along with her. She always smelled like cookies and she gave the best hugs. Ellie tightened her hold on her, wrapping her legs around her foster mom’s waist.

      “I wish I could, baby. I wish I could.”

      “I’m really sorry, but the longer you take to say goodbye, the harder it is on her,” the older woman next to them said quietly.

      Ellie knew who she was. She was the woman who’d brought her here when her parents went to heaven. And now she was going to take her somewhere else. But Ellie didn’t want to go anywhere else.

      She felt the hands prying her away from her foster mom and she started to scream.

      She wanted her mommy.

      Suddenly, Tane wrapped his arm around her waist. Jack placed his hand on the back of her neck while Blue took hold of her hand.

      “We’re all here, Ellie. Just breathe, darling,” Jack murmured to her. They held her close, keeping contact with her until her breathing came easier and her shaking stopped.

      “Sorry…sorry…” she muttered to them.

      “Nothing to be sorry about,” Marc said fiercely. Most people looked at Marc and saw someone quiet. A nerd. Weak. But he was incredibly loyal and you did not want to ever piss him off. You didn’t have to be huge and strong to get revenge. Especially not when you were smart and had some killer hacking skills. “You want me to mess up his home computer system so that his cleaning unit only runs cold and his autocooker only serves junga, you just give me the word.” Junga was this disgusting-tasting, horrible-smelling root vegetable that no one liked.

      Ellie turned to give Marc a shaky smile. “Thanks. But I think I’ll just stick with avoiding him from now on.”

      Jack had loosened his hold, and Blue had let go of her hand, but Tane kept her close. She laid her head on his chest.

      “You haven’t had a panic attack in a while,” Keely commented.

      She stiffened slightly. Over the years, she’d had plenty. And they’d learned that the best way to bring her out of one was touch. She needed contact with others. She didn’t know why. Probably a therapist would tell her it was because she’d grown up without much affection. She guessed they’d be right.

      But all she knew was it made her weak. Vulnerable. They’d all had shitty things happen to them in their lives, but she was the only one who had panic attacks. She took in a deep breath.

      “No,” she answered quietly. “I don’t know why that one came on.”

      “Yes you do,” Blue answered in her forthright way. “And it’s my fault. Ellie, you’re one of us. Part of our family. If you’re miserable here, then you need to tell us and we’ll leave. All of us.”

      She turned to gape at Blue. “B-but you can’t do that…Safan…”

      Blue shrugged. “I’ll just have to convince him to come too. He likes adventure. He also wants me to be happy. It’s one of the best things about these warriors. It helps counterbalance the whole bossy, overprotective thing they have going on.”

      “That and the fact that they’re damn good-looking and no doubt really good in the sack,” Keely added.

      “Yep,” Blue agreed as Tane, Jack, and Marc groaned. “There’s that too. Just as well, as I’d probably have smothered him in his sleep otherwise.”

      “So exactly how good is he?” Keely asked slyly.

      “Nope. No. Not happening. I do not need to hear any details about my sister and her alien mate in bed together,” Jack protested fiercely.

      She grinned at the horror in his voice.

      “Way to ruin all my fun,” Keely complained.

      Ellie giggled. Which had no doubt been their intention. She loved these guys so much. Even though she didn’t understand why they’d taken her with them all those years ago when they’d escaped that horrible planet where they’d been kept as slaves, she was so glad they had. Even though it was tempting to say yes, that she wanted to leave, to run away and hide and lick her wounds, she never would.

      Not only because everyone else loved it here and she didn’t want them to have to leave, but because that just wasn’t who she was. This was a good place to live. It was safe. They didn’t have to take whatever job came their way just to survive. Keely didn’t have to go out and negotiate with scary customers with Tane and Jack acting as her bodyguards. Blue didn’t have to stress about keeping them all alive; she didn’t take everything on her shoulders anymore. They all had jobs they now loved. Even Keely had found something she enjoyed doing. Mia, the human ambassador, had hired her as an assistant.

      Ellie just needed to find a way to fit in as well. To make herself useful. To not give the Zerconians a reason to regret offering her shelter. She just needed something to occupy her time.

      “I don’t want to leave,” she told them all. “But thanks for offering to come with me.”

      “Like we’d let you go on your own,” Keely scoffed.

      “Are you happy here?” Tane asked.

      She could hear his heartbeat with her face pressed up against his chest and it soothed her. She thought about lying, but that wasn’t who she was. “At the moment, no. But that’s my own fault.”

      Keely snorted. “Racar is an idiot. The man is so dense, he wouldn’t see his nose on his face if it was pointed out to him.”

      She felt embarrassed at all the attention. She was used to being in the background.

      Tane tightened his arm around her. He was always most in-tune with her emotions. “You sure you don’t want me to go have a little chat with him?”

      “I’m sure. Really. It’s not his fault he doesn’t want me.” God, rejection was as hard as an adult as it was as a kid. Maybe even more so since she very rarely put herself out there anymore. She’d learned to guard her heart. But for some reason, she’d needed to know how he felt about her.

      And now she did. He barely even knew she was alive.

      She took a deep breath. “I just wish I had something to do here. I feel like I’m not doing my contributing anything.”

      “What?” Blue snapped. “Has someone said something to you?”

      “No. I just…it’s the way I feel.” She rubbed her hands over her thighs. “I don’t want to be a burden.”

      “You could never be a burden, Ellie,” Jack told her.

      “And if anyone ever says otherwise, I’ll kick their asses,” Blue added fiercely.

      Ellie smiled. She may have had a rotten childhood, but the fates sure had made up for it when they’d sent these guys to her. “I’m so lucky to have you all.”

      “Got that round wrong, baby girl,” Tane rumbled. “We’re lucky to have you. Whenever one of us needs you, you’re always there.”

      “You’re the one who always makes sure we have everything we need,” Marc added.

      “And who says you haven’t been contributing?” Keely said. “You spend most of your time baking and cooking for other people. How many hours of experimenting did it take you to find substitutes for ingredients on Earth so you could make me that awesome red velvet cake for my birthday?”

      “And those pancakes you made on my birthday,” Jack pointed out. “You even managed to find a substitute for maple syrup.”

      It had all been worth it to make them happy.

      “Hey! Maybe that’s what you should do,” Blue suggested.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Open a bakery. Or a stall at the market. Sell your baked goods.”

      “I couldn’t.” Nerves filled her. What if no one wanted to buy her stuff?

      “Of course you could,” Keely said, her voice filled with enthusiasm. “You’re amazing at what you do, Ellie. And you enjoy it. Think of how many humans who live here would enjoy a taste of home.”

      “And it’s not just humans who adore your baking,” Blue pointed out. “Safan is addicted to those lemon square things you make. I think he’s starting to get a pot belly, he’s eaten so many.”

      Ellie snorted. They all knew there wasn’t a hint of fat on Safan. “You really think I could do it?”

      “Definitely!” Keely stated. “And we’ll all help you. I can help with marketing stuff. We could call it Piece of Cake.”

      “Or the Sweet Spot,” Jack suggested.

      “How about Snack Rack?” Marc added.

      “Sticky Buns,” Tane offered.

      “I know,” Blue said. “Muffin Top.”

      “Umm.” She didn’t quite know what to say.

      “We can figure that out later,” Keely told her. “The boys can help set up your stall. And Blue can talk to Safan to see if there are any regulations or rules we need to know.”

      “Done,” Blue stated. “So, what do you say?”

      Hope filled her, even though she tried to push it down. This sounded like a dream come true. Her own stall. All right, so it wasn’t what she thought she wanted most out of life, which was a family. But it did sound like something she’d love to do.

      “All right, I’m in.”
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      He had managed to locate the house she lived in. Quite by chance, he’d passed a Joyadan female and asked her if she knew where Ellie lived. She’d pointed out her small house. There had been no lights on inside, so he’d settled down in the shadows to wait.

      He easily heard them approach. They were all talking amongst themselves and he made certain to keep himself hidden. When he caught sight on her, the knot in his stomach unraveled slightly. She was safe.

      The moonlight shone down on her, giving her an ethereal appearance. She was delicate and small, which was especially obvious when she was tucked in against the largest of the human males. He had to stifle a growl at the sight of the male touching Ellie. The reaction was a shock to him and he had to take a moment to examine it. He felt angry, unhappy…

      Jealous.

      How could he feel jealous? He was not interested in the little female like that. He had barely noticed her before tonight. He did not actually care about her.

      Then why am I here, waiting to make certain she is well?

      Because he had been the one to upset her in the first place. That was all. No other reason.

      And yet he couldn’t make himself leave. He watched as the group of them walked up to the small house. They all hugged goodbye before the males and Blue left. Lights went on in the house. He knew he should leave. She was fine now. He had things to do.

      But instead of heading back to the research lab, he walking around the side of the building. A light went on in one of the bedrooms and there she was. The privacy screen had not been set, so he could stare at her, hidden by the shadows.

      She pulled off her top, revealing her pale, perfect skin. Her breasts were hidden from him, trapped in one of those awful contraptions the humans called a bra. She was tiny. Even more delicate than he had realized under her baggy clothing. Her ribs were clear to see. He frowned. She should have had a full medical when she’d arrived here. She should be monitored to ensure she was healthy.

      Of course, he only worried over her health because it was his job. Not because he actually cared.

      His breath caught in his throat as she peeled off her bra. He knew he should go. If he was caught here…well, it would mean the end of his career, if not the end of his freedom. Spying on a female like this was wrong.

      And yet he could not seem to tear his eyes away. She turned to face him and the sight of her gorgeous breasts made him freeze. His gaze was riveted on her. Her hair was down around her face; it was long and shiny, falling halfway down her back in waves. Although he couldn’t make her features out clearly from this distance, he knew that her nose turned up slightly at the end, that long lashes framed her deep brown eyes, and that there was a small scattering of spots across her nose. He wondered where else those freckles appeared.

      He moved his gaze eagerly over her body. Suddenly, he wanted nothing more than to chase down every last spot and kiss it. To lick her all over, to take those pretty little nipples of hers into his mouth and suckle on them until she screamed.

      His heart raced, sweat coated his skin. What was wrong with him? Why was he attracted to this female? His shaft was pressing against his pants in a most painful manner and his body felt hot and achy. It was all he could do not to tear his way into her house, pin her to the masic, and take her.

      Claim her.

      The thought shocked him so much that he actually stumbled backwards and tripped over a log behind him, falling back onto his ass.

      Stars. He’d never been clumsy in his life. If his fellow warriors could have seen him, they would never let him forget this.

      “Hello? Is someone there?”

      He stiffened at the sound of her voice. Had she heard him? Could she see him?

      “Hello? Is someone out there? Show yourself.”

      He carefully peered around a few leaves to see she had the window open and was peering out into the night with a scowl on her beautiful face. At least she had taken the time to wrap something around her so she was not standing there half-naked. But if she thought there was someone out here, then she should not open her window and call out to them. What if it were someone intent on doing her harm? They could easily pull her out of that window and cart her off with them.

      He wanted to stand up and let her see him. To berate her for not taking enough care with her safety. To point out what she was doing wrong.

      To insist that she allow him in, so he might protect her, care for her. Join with her.

      The irony of the situation was not lost on him, that he had been watching her in secret yet at the same time wished to warn her to take more care. To always turn the privacy screen on. To never open the window at night.

      Eventually, she gave up and closed the window then activated the privacy screen so he could no longer see her. He let out a sigh of relief, grimacing as he realized he was sitting on the damp ground. Great. He stood and brushed the leaves off his pants. Now he got to walk back to the medical center with wet pants.

      He heard a rustle behind him. Turning, he reached for his weapon just as he heard her speak.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Stars. How had she gotten that close before he’d heard her? She was small, but he’d never known a human to be so light on their feet.

      “What are you doing out here alone in the dark, female?” he growled in an attempt to hide his reaction to her. She smelled so sweet that his mouth actually watered with the need to taste her. What was wrong with him? How was she affecting him like this? “Do you know it is not safe? Anyone could be out here intent on doing you harm.”

      “Is that so? I guess you’re right since it seems I just caught myself a Peeping Tom.” It was then that he noticed the blaster in her hand. And it was aimed at him! What did she think she was doing? She had no business handling a blaster let alone pointing it at someone.

      And how had he not spotted it immediately?

      “I do not know what you mean by Peeping Tom but I am going to have to insist that you give me the blaster,” he demanded.

      “Insist away, but it’s not going to happen. I want to know what you’re doing out here. Were you spying on me? Were you getting your rocks off from watching me undress?”

      “Rocks off?” What did that mean?

      “Were you getting pleasure from watching me undress? Back on Earth, that shit will get you locked up, you know.”

      He did not understand her words and right now, he did not care. He just wanted her to hand over the weapon in her hand before she harmed herself. “Give me the blaster.”

      She snorted. “Why would I do that? I’m not the one in the wrong here. You are. Don’t like having a blaster aimed at you, then don’t hide outside people’s houses and watch them undress! It’s simple.”

      “I was not spying on you. I was checking to ensure you were well.”

      “Uh-huh,” she replied skeptically. “And you couldn’t just come to the front door like a normal person?”

      That probably would have made more sense. “You must give me the blaster before you hurt yourself.”

      “Before I hurt myself? It’s not my privates it’s aimed at.”

      He glanced down then swallowed as he realized she’d lowered the blaster to point at his shaft and balls. Still, he was more concerned that her hold on the blaster might slip and she could accidentally harm herself.

      “Female—” He took a step forward, freezing as she stepped back. Okay, that was not a good idea. He did not want her to trip and accidentally fire her weapon. He didn’t want to take it by force either. That could frighten her, and there was a chance her finger might slip on the trigger. He needed to convince her to give it to him.

      “Jesus, even now, you can’t be bothered to call me by my name. Or have you already forgotten it?”

      Forget her name? Never.

      He took a deep breath. “Give me the blaster, sunshine.” That was what she reminded him of. Zerconia’s suns setting, sending streaks of red through the sky. And when she smiled, like she had been with her friends earlier, the world became a little brighter.

      “Wrong answer. That’s not my name, and there is no way I’m giving you my blaster.” She sighed. “You’ve seen that I’m all right. In fact, you’ve seen more of me than I would have liked you to have seen. I’m fine. You can go back to saving the world now.”

      He was not trying to save the world. Although, perhaps in a way he was. Yet somehow, that didn’t seem so pressingly important right now. Not with her standing there, sounding defeated.

      “I did not mean to upset you, sunshine.”

      “Don’t call me that. Perhaps we could agree to forget that tonight ever happened. I’ll forget you were here having your own peep show and you’ll forget all about that embarrassing shit that went on in your office. Okay?”

      No, it was not okay.

      Stars. What was wrong with him? He should take the offer. It would not go well for him were she to tell anyone what he had been doing. But still…he would find it hard to forget this night.

      Except he had no plans to tell anyone what had gone on. So maybe he could agree to this. Especially if it would give her peace of mind.

      “All right. I agree not to speak of this night to anyone else.”

      The tension went out of her body and the blaster dipped, pointing to the ground. His own tension dropped a few notches.

      “Put the safety on,” he demanded. It would still be all too easy for her to shoot herself in the foot.

      “It was never off,” she told him dryly. “Didn’t actually want to shoot you. Just scare you a little. You do know that it’s wrong to watch women undress without their permission, right?”

      “Of course,” he replied, insulted.

      “Just checking. You should go now.”

      He should go and yet…

      “You should not have come out here,” he lightly scolded. “You did not know it was me. That I meant you no harm. What if I had been someone who meant to hurt you?”

      “Um, that’s what the blaster is for,” she pointed out.

      “It would have been easy for me to take that from you. I am strong. Big. You are small and weak. A blaster does not make things even between us. Next time you hear a strange noise outside, you call for help. You do not come out to confront anyone, understand?”

      “Are you seriously standing here and lecturing me on safety when you are the one who was spying on me without permission?”

      “I thought we were going to forget that tonight happened.”

      “That would be a lot easier to do if you would leave. I don’t need you to tell me what to do. If I need help, I have people. And we both know you certainly don’t need me. So go back to work and I’ll do my best never to bother you again.”
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      We both know you certainly don’t need me.

      Why could he not get those words out of his head? They kept coming back to him, interrupting him, pulling him away from his work.

      Groaning, he leaned back, stretching. He glanced down at his communicator to see what time it was. Midday. No wonder his stomach was rumbling. He’d slept on the couch in his office last night, as he did most nights. After a few short hours of rest, he’d started work without taking the time to eat or bathe.

      He looked down at himself. His clothes looked wrinkled and stained. He needed to clean up a bit. Luckily, he had a bathroom attached to his office. He looked around the lab, noting how quiet it was. It was only the middle of the day; his assistants should still be here. Maybe they’d gone to get lunch.

      Yawning, he made his way to his office. He searched through the pile of clothing he kept there, looking for something clean to wear. He frowned. Had Ellie really done his laundry for him?

      Finally, he found a clean pair of pants and a shirt. He gave them a sniff. Sure enough, the scent of her clung to the material. His insides tightened, the ache of arousal no longer catching him by surprise. His body had been in this state ever since the other night last week when he had watched her undress. He groaned as his cock hardened at the memory. What was it about this female that made him so aware of her? That had his body heating with need?

      At first, he thought staying away from her would help. That he would soon forget her and fall back into his research. That time would make her disappear.

      Instead, time just seemed to make the ache grow deeper. Stronger.

      It was frustrating. And not for the first time, he found himself wishing he had never noticed her. It would make his life much simpler.

      He quickly showered in the cleaning unit. He needed to get dressed, eat, and then concentrate on his work once more.

      After dressing, he walked back into the office and over to the autocooker to find what it had been stocked with. He scowled as he searched through the meager offerings. What was this? Where was all the food? Who had failed to stock the cooker? Finally, he settled on bowl of agair berries with a sweet sauce.

      When he walked out of his office and headed back to the research lab, he was gratified to hear voices. The scent of food reached him, making him look down at the pitiful offering the autocooker had given him in dissatisfaction.

      “Where have you been?” he demanded of his two young lab assistants.

      “Piece of Cake opened today,” Zeun explained.

      “What? How does a piece of cake open?”

      “No, that is the name of the stall,” Zeun said.

      “Actually, I believe the humans call it a bakery,” Jaden offered.

      He waved that off. “And going to this bakery was more important than your work?”

      Both assistants looked at each other in worry. Now they understood that he was upset with them.

      “Well, no,” Zeun said slowly. “But…”

      “Yes?” he demanded impatiently.

      “It’s just we haven’t had any of Ellie’s baking in a week,” Jaden explained. “I’ve gotten addicted to her muffins.”

      “Her muffins?” Ellie? What did Ellie have to do with any of this? His heartbeat quickened at just the mention of her name.

      This was becoming ridiculous.

      “Yes, muffins are sort of like a cake, but they are smaller. And just as delicious—” Zeun started to explain.

      “I do not care about what muffins are,” he snapped.

      “You should,” Jaden said, almost defensively. “We have missed Ellie’s muffins. And her slices.”

      “And her cookies,” Zeun added. “So we had to go and get some today, when Piece of Cake opened. There was a line, though, so we had to wait.”

      “We will make up the time,” Jaden added.

      He waved that away. He needed them to go back a few steps. “Are you saying that Ellie works at this stall?”

      “She opened it,” Jaden told him. “I guess that is why she has not been bringing in any food for us lately. She has been too busy baking for her stall. Now we will have to go there to buy some of her sweet treats.”

      “She is selling food? Making food and selling it?”

      Jaden and Zeun looked at each other, then at him. “Um, yes,” Zeun said hesitantly. “Racar, are you well?”

      “Perhaps you need more sleep?” Jaden offered.

      “Or a muffin? I bought six,” Zeun said.

      “Six?”

      “Yes, I wished to make certain I had plenty in case she sold out,” he defended himself.

      “With the size of the line waiting to purchase her goods, I think that is likely,” Jaden said with a nod.

      “I do believe having an actual shop is a better idea,” Zeun stated. “One with a kitchen installed for her so she does not have to transport all the goods from her home to the stall each day.”

      Racar looked back and forth between them. Were they actually having this conversation? About Ellie? His Ellie?

      “How did I not know about this?”

      Zeun frowned. “You rarely leave the lab, so I suppose you would not know.”

      “Although I thought you might have noticed that Ellie hasn’t been here in a while,” Jaden added. “She was always bringing you food, stocking up your autocooker. I think she even did your laundry.”

      They both had accusing looks on their faces, as though he was at fault somehow. As though he had made her do those things. Or perhaps they were upset because they thought he had something to do with the fact that she no longer visited with her baked goods.

      Which he did. Not that they would know that since he and Ellie had come to an agreement not to speak of that night. And since he still had his freedom and his career, he had to conclude she had kept that promise.

      “Ellie was the one who kept my autocooker stocked? I thought it was one of you.”

      They both gave him looks. “No, it was Ellie. We never saw you thank her. Or even acknowledge her. But we thought you knew who it was doing all those things for you.” Zeun frowned at him.

      Racar did not like having his assistants essentially scold him. However, he had to admit that he was disappointed in himself for not acknowledging what she did for him. And now that she was not doing those things, his life seemed to be unraveling. He was having to take time out of his research to attend to other matters, things he had not had to do when Ellie was taking care of them for him.

      And he had not once thanked her.

      Instead, he had upset her. He had sent her running from his presence, upset and alone. And he had stood outside her house and spied on her.

      He was ashamed.

      “Guess she’s too busy now to bake for us,” Jaden said with disappointment.

      “But at least we can now purchase her food,” Zeus said. “I believe I have been going through withdrawals this past week.”

      “This is true,” Jaden said.

      “Enough,” Racar said sharply. “You both need to get back to work.”

      Jaden and Zeun nodded and turned away.

      “Oh, did you want a muffin?” Zeun asked, opening a large box on his desk. Immediately, Racar’s mouth watered at the scent that wafted out, but he forced himself to shake his head and step away. The more distance he had from the red-haired female and her goods, the better.

      “No. Enough about food. That is not what we are here for. We have far more important things to concentrate on.”

      “Sure,” Jaden muttered. “But it is easier to work when our stomachs are full.”

      “Makes putting up with him and his moods much easier,” Zeun said back in a quiet voice, which he obviously didn’t think Racar could hear.

      Racar chose to ignore him. He had work to do and he was not going to let anything interfere with that. Not his two assistants and their opinion of him. Certainly not a sweet little red-haired female with freckles across her nose and a smile like sunshine.
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        * * *

      

      Ellie stretched and looked around at the mountains of baking filling the small kitchen. Who knew her baking would be so popular with a bunch of aliens? She could barely keep up with demand. For the past three weeks since she’d opened her stall, she’d spent all her time when she wasn’t working there baking goodies to sell.

      She glanced over at the time. Shoot. It was almost time to leave and she still had to ice this last bunch of cupcakes. She’d been up for hours, her back ached, her feet hurt, and she was so tired, she couldn’t see straight.

      Still, she was doing what she loved. She was making people happy. And she was earning money. Good money.

      But it still felt like something was missing.

      Him.

      She’d tried to put him out of her mind. To convince herself that she didn’t need him. That he wasn’t worth her time. He was an ass. He was ungrateful and rude and a Peeping Tom. Okay, so she didn’t really think he was someone who got sexual pleasure from spying on other people while they undressed or she would have made a complaint. However, she really didn’t know why she kept checking for him each night before she crawled into bed.

      It wasn’t that she wanted to see him. Wanted him to be out there, spying on her. That would just be wrong.

      So why am I disappointed each night when he’s not there?

      She groaned. She was losing it. She needed to forget about him. He didn’t want her. He wasn’t hers.

      She didn’t need a man to feel complete.

      She rubbed at her throbbing head. Then stretched her tired muscles. She really needed to get some more sleep.

      “Ellie, you okay?”

      She blinked, looking over as Keely entered the kitchen. Her friend glanced around the kitchen with a frown. Immediately, Ellie fretted that she was annoyed at the mess.

      “I’m sorry, Keely. I’ll get this all cleaned up, I promise.”

      She wasn’t sure when, since she was due at the market in less than an hour and she still had cupcakes to ice, herself to dress, then she had to get everything up to the market and set up the stall. Luckily, Tane would be here to help her soon. She didn’t know what she would do without her friends. She wouldn’t have been able to do any of this without them.

      “I’m not worried about the mess, babe.” Keely watched her, her beautiful tawny-colored eyes filled with concern. “I’m worried about you. You look exhausted. What time did you get up this morning?”

      “Oh, not that early,” Ellie said, trying to downplay things. She hated making other people worry. “Don’t worry about me. I just hope I didn’t wake you up.”

      “Ellie, you’re burning the candle at both ends. Your stall is a huge success, just like I knew it would be, but I don’t think you can keep up this pace, doll. You need to slow down a little.”

      Ellie ran her hand through her hair. “I can’t. No matter how much I make, I still sell out. People are still disappointed.”

      “So let them be disappointed,” Keely stated in her straightforward way. “They’ll learn to come earlier the next day. You can’t please everyone, babe. You gotta look after you. It’s okay to put yourself first, Ellie.”

      “I’m fine, I promise. I’ve got to go shower while these cupcakes cool and Tane will be here soon,” she said to Keely. She walked over to her friend. “I’m okay, really, Keely. But thanks for worrying about me.”

      “We’re all concerned, Ellie. You haven’t been the same since that night that jerk …”

      “Made me realize he wasn’t interested in me at all?” she said, trying to inject a hint of amusement, even though it was anything but funny.

      Keely scowled, so she knew she hadn’t done a good job of acting unaffected.

      “He’s entitled to his feelings, Keely. He doesn’t have to want me.”

      Keely snorted. “He’s an idiot for not seeing how amazing you are. He should be so lucky to have you, in my opinion.”

      “You’re my friend and you love me, so you’re kind of obliged to feel that way,” Ellie teased her.

      “As your friend who loves you, I’m telling you that you’ve got to slow down, babe. You can’t keep up this pace.”

      “I don’t see what choice I have.”

      “I think you need to move from a stall into a building. Install proper cooking facilities. Hire some help.”

      “That’s all going to take money,” Ellie pointed out. It wasn’t something she hadn’t already considered. Lord knew, she could do with the help, but she didn’t have the funds to invest in something like that. And this wasn’t Earth; she couldn’t just go take out a loan.

      Keely pursed her lips, looking thoughtful. “Safan’s got money.”

      “I’m not asking Safan for money.” Ellie gaped at her. “Have you lost your mind?”

      Keely shrugged. “You could get Blue to ask him.”

      “No,” Ellie said firmly. “Not happening.”

      They both looked over at the security screen as it chimed. Keely walked over to the pad and tapped on it, accessing the camera that showed the front door. “It’s Tane.”

      “Shit,” Ellie said. “I’m not ready yet.”

      Keely unlocked the front door remotely and turned to her. “I’ve got a bit of money set aside, babe. Not enough to pay for a new kitchen, but if we all pooled our money—”

      “No way. Not happening.”

      “What’s not happening?” Tane asked as he walked into the kitchen.

      “I’m so sorry I’m not ready,” she said to him. “I’ll just go change my clothes and get things set up so we can go.”

      “It’s okay, baby girl,” he told her gently. “I’m early. Thought I’d come over and help you package everything up.”

      “Oh. Thank you.” She gave him a smile. “That’s really good of you.”

      Keely sighed. “Other people can do nice things for you, you know, Ellie.” There was no bite to her voice, but Ellie heard a note of disappointment.

      What had she done?

      “What do you mean?”

      “You spend all your time looking after us, you always have. Yet you always act surprised when someone wants to take care of you.”

      “But…well…I want to do that for all of you. And you do plenty for me in return.”

      “Like what?” Tane asked, leaning against the doorframe and folding his arms over his massive chest.

      “Well…like…I should really go get ready.”

      “Freeze,” Keely ordered. “What do we do for you, Ellie?”

      “You’re all helping me with my stall.”

      “Which we pushed you into opening,” Keely pointed out. “Next thing.”

      “Why are we talking about this?” Ellie asked desperately.

      “I want to know because I often get the feeling you think that you owe us,” Keely replied. “That you think you have to make yourself useful in order for us to love you.”

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck.

      She looked from Keely to Tane. There was no rescue from Tane, who just watched her calmly. She swallowed, trying to calm herself. Why was Keely coming at her about this now? When she was tired and emotional? Even when she tried to catch a few hours’ sleep, she couldn’t seem to do it; she closed her eyes and all she saw was him. All she could smell was him. She imagined his hands on her, touching her, making her scream with pleasure.

      “I don’t have time for this, Keely,” she said, turning away.

      “You know we love you, right?” Keely said quietly.

      She turned back and looked at them both. “Of course I do.”

      “Do you love us? Would you do anything for us?”

      “You know I would.” She softened as she glanced at them both. “Do you need me to do something, Keely? Is Que bothering you again?” The big warrior seemed to have developed a thing for her friend.

      Keely snorted. “I can handle Que.” Although she looked a little uncertain. “But there is something you can do for us.”

      “Anything,” she said immediately.

      “Let us help you for a change.”

      “But you are helping me. One of the guys always sets up the stall for me. You let me take over the kitchen; hell, you’ve been cleaning up after me more often than not. I promise once I get a handle on things, I’ll be able to get everything done—”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about. That’s what friends do for one another. I’m talking about what family does. We’re family, Ellie. And family tells each other shit. They’re straight with one another. Because family always knows that they have each other’s backs no matter what.”

      “I know we’re family.”

      “Do you?” Keely asked. “Because sometimes I think you don’t quite believe that we love you. That we’ll be there for you no matter what.”

      “That-that’s not true.”

      “Keely, I think that’s enough,” Tane rumbled.

      Keely shot him an irritated look. “No, it’s not. She needs to hear this. That we love her no matter what.”

      “I know that,” she said gently.

      “Do you? Not quite so sure of that. Why do you think we took you with us when we escaped that hellish planet?”

      “What?” Her breath caught. Why was Keely asking her about that?

      “Why did we take you with us? Do you know?”

      She just stared at her friend. Why did they take her? She had no idea. She was grateful. She couldn’t believe her luck. Because if they hadn’t, she had no doubts she’d be dead by now. She wasn’t strong like Blue and Keely. Physically or mentally. She never would have been brave enough to escape on her own. So she would have died there.

      But she still had no idea why they’d taken her with them.

      Her breath came in rapid pants. What if they’d left her there? She’d have been alone.

      Again.

      What if they got sick of helping her now? What if…

      “Jesus, Keely,” she heard Tane say, although his voice sounded like it was coming from a distance, through the fog filling her mind.

      “Sorry. Shit. I didn’t mean to push her so hard. Baby, it’s okay.” Keely’s arm came around her shoulders.

      She realized dimly that she was having another panic attack. Two in less than three weeks.

      Awesome.

      Her legs weakened, unable to hold her anymore. Then Tane was lifting her into his arms, cradling her against him. He sat at the table with her in his lap. Keely crouched next to her, and they surrounded her with them. Their touch. Their steadiness. Gradually, her breathing slowed. The nausea in her stomach disappeared. Her shaking died away.

      “Sorry. Sorry,” she told them both.

      “No need to be sorry,” Tane rumbled.

      “No, if anyone should say sorry, it’s me,” Keely told her. She brushed Ellie’s hair off her face. “Babe, I’m sorry for pushing you. You okay now?”

      “I’m all right. I should get ready to go, though.” And she really needed a few minutes to compose herself. Why did this shit keep happening to her?

      “All right, but just do me one favor,” Keely said to her.

      She braced herself. “What?”

      “Think about taking my money. Don’t think of it as a loan but rather an investment. I know I’ll get a return on my investment in you.”

      “Me too,” Tane added.

      “What?” She looked up at him.

      “Got some money set aside. You need it, it’s yours.”

      Tears entered her eyes. She blinked them back. “Tane, you don’t even know what I need the money for.”

      “Nope. But I know you. And you need it, it’s yours.” He brushed his lips across her forehead.

      “No questions?” she half-teased.

      “No questions. That’s what family does for each other.”
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      “So this is where my research assistants disappear to each day,” a deep voice said from above her.

      She stilled. She was crouched behind her stall at the market. She’d been reaching for another box of agair berry muffins. They were similar to raspberries back on Earth and made for a delicious, moist, and tart muffin.

      Shit. Crap. What was he doing here? This was the last thing she needed. She felt drained from the panic attack she’d had this morning. And the lack of sleep and long hours of work weren’t helping either. The panic attack had been a mild one in comparison to some of the others she’d had, but afterwards, she always felt a bit wiped. Add that to her already exhausted state, and she was about ready to collapse.

      And none of that meant she was even remotely prepared to take on Racar. But she couldn’t crouch here forever; she had a line of customers. She needed to stand up and show him that he didn’t affect her in the slightest. Which was exactly what she was going to do. Stand up. Act aloof.

      Any minute now…

      That was exactly what she would do…

      Fuck, why wasn’t she moving?

      Um…maybe because her legs wouldn’t work. In fact, they were shaking so hard, she was about to…

      Yep. She’d just fallen back on her ass. She sat there for a moment, groaning silently. Crap. She hoped he hadn’t noticed. Or if he had, she hoped he thought she’d meant to do that.

      Right. Like it was normal to fall onto your ass while holding a box of muffins in your hands. Yep, nothing to see here, folks.

      “Are you all right! Are you hurt?” His concerned voice rushed over her, and for a moment, she wished she could believe he actually cared. That he was worried about her.

      She forced herself back into reality, because living in dreams was what had gotten her into this mess with him the first place.

      He stepped around the stall and she hastily set down the box of muffins. “I’m fine.” She rolled onto her knees.

      “Stay where you are. You may be hurt,” he ordered.

      She snorted. “Hardly. I just slipped. I’m fine. Don’t touch me!” she snapped as he reached out his hand to her.

      He snatched it back, looking down at her in shock.

      She suddenly became aware of the silence and felt her cheeks flush as she gazed around. At least a dozen people stared down at her, watching things play out between her and Racar.

      She did not need this right now.

      “Female, you have nothing to fear from me,” Racar told her in a low voice. “I am a healer. It is my job to help you if you are injured.”

      Ouch. That stung. Now she was a job to him. Wonderful. “I’m not injured. I don’t need your help. Please, just go back around the stall and I’ll serve you in a minute.”

      He scowled. “I do not wish you to serve me.”

      “Well, get out of the way, because I’ve got other customers I need to see to.” She pulled herself up onto her feet, trying to make the movement seem effortless when she felt completely drained.

      Keely was right. She needed help. She brushed the back of her hand over her forehead.

      “Female—”

      She turned and growled at him. Actually growled at him. And she wasn’t certain who was more shocked by the noise. Her or him.

      “My name is Ellie.”

      He sighed. “Not this again.”

      She bit her lip. What was it about this guy that made her so angry? She never lost her temper. Only around him. Mind you, she’d never met a more obtuse male in all her life.

      She turned to the next customer, an older man. “I’m sorry about the wait. What can I get for you?”

      He looked from her to Racar in confusion. “The healer was next in line.”

      “He’s not ordering anything.” No, he was only here to be a pain in her ass. “What can I get you?”

      “Actually, I am here to purchase something,” Racar announced loudly.

      She braced herself then turned to him. Do not let him see you react. Do not let him see how he affects you.

      “What would you like?” she asked coolly.

      He frowned, staring down at her. He still hadn’t moved back around the stall. Instead, he stood far too close for her peace of mind.

      “Racar? I don’t have all day. What do you want?”

      “Are you not sleeping?” he blurted out. “You do not look well. You have dark smudges under your eyes. You are pale. Your dots are more pronounced, as are your cheeks. Are you not eating? Why do you look so tired?”

      She ground her teeth together. “That’s what you came here for? To criticize my appearance? Was there anything else you wanted to add? Should I have done my hair differently? Do I need more make-up on?”

      He studied her, as though taking her question seriously. When was she going to learn that these guys didn’t really understand sarcasm? Well, Safan usually did, but he was the exception not the rule.

      “I prefer your hair down, although I do understand why you wear it up while working.”

      “So generous of you to understand that.”

      What was wrong with her? Why was she letting him get to her? Why did she care what he thought of her? It was annoying to say the least.

      “And I do not believe you should wear make-up.”

      She smiled at the older man again. She was fully aware of how everyone was watching them. She hated being the center of attention like this.

      Why wouldn’t he go away?

      “While Racar makes up his mind, why don’t you tell me what you want?” she said to the other man.

      He nodded. “Did you make any of those cookies? The ones with the bits of gala gum in them?”

      “I certainly did. How many would you like?”

      “Six.”

      She boxed them up as Racar continued to stand there.

      “Do you feel ill?” Racar asked. “You need to come to the medical center.”

      “I’m not ill,” she told him with a fake smile for the next customer. She boxed up their order. “I feel fine.”

      “You do not look fine.”

      She turned to him with a scowl. “Look, if you’re just here to criticize my appearance, then I would appreciate it if you would go. You’re getting in my way.”

      “I am not in your way,” he countered. “I am standing well out of your way.”

      She wasn’t talking about him getting in her way physically, but he was affecting her concentration. Her body was begging her to turn to him, to touch him, to give him what he wanted.

      So he’d give her what she wanted.

      Damn it. She’d hoped this stupid attraction to him would have gone away. That seeing him again would make her realize she’d been mistaken. That she didn’t want him.

      Yeah, she just wasn’t that lucky.

      She got another order ready for the next customer.

      “What is it going to take to get you to leave?” she demanded.

      “Leave?”

      “Yes. Leave. I’m busy. I want you to go so I can work. So what do you want? Don’t you have work to return to?”

      “Yes, certainly,” he said somewhat arrogantly. “I should not even be here right now.”

      She put her hands on her hips and glared up at him. “Then why are you?”

      “You are flushed. You need to stop work and come with me to the medical center.”

      Was he truly worried about her? Or was it just because he was a healer and it was his job to be concerned?

      “Why?”

      “Because you appear tired.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “I do not believe you are. You could be ill.”

      “And are you going to examine me?” she dared to ask.

      There was a moment of silence. She gave another customer their order. Her gut was tight and hollow.

      “Me? I do not have time for that,” he said dismissively. “But there are other healers equally as qualified to take over your care.”

      That hollow feeling grew. When would she learn? He was going to pawn her off on someone else. She got it. She was done. So done.

      “Leave. Now.”

      “Sunshine—”

      “Do not call me that. Do not,” she told him fiercely.

      He blinked. Stared at her for a long moment.

      “You need to leave now, Racar. Right now. Understand?”

      “You look angry.”

      “Really? I do? Gosh, I have no idea why.”

      “You do not know why you are upset? These mood swings of yours are most worrying.”

      She clenched her hand around the knife she was using to cut a slice from the tart pie she’d made this morning. She could not stab him. Violence was not the answer. Violence was never the answer.

      “You should get back to work,” she told him, trying for a calm, even voice. If she wielded the knife in her hand with a bit more force than was necessary, she hoped no one noticed. Although the wide-eyed look of Neva, the Joyadan woman in front of her, told her that she might not have gotten away with that.

      “Sorry,” she whispered to her.

      “It is all right,” Neva whispered back. “I would wish to stab him too.”

      She found her first real smile of the day. “It’s a damn nice thought right now.”

      “Want me to go get my mate?” Neva asked her. “He could scare him away.”

      She sighed. “That’s a kind offer. But I think I have this.”

      Neva gave her a doubtful look and she added a couple of cookies to her order. “For Mellie and Jarin.” They were Neva’s adorable twin girls. Neva smiled at her.

      She looked at the next customer. “I am so sorry. Please give me one minute and I will be with you.”

      The Zerconian female gave her a haughty look and sniffed. Then she looked over at Racar and her eyes narrowed. “Do not take too long. I do not have all day to wait for you. I have far more important things to do. You are here to serve me.”

      “Of course.” Ellie forced herself to smile. She turned, and to her surprise, Racar was frowning at the female Zerconian. She was here most days, but Ellie didn’t know her name. Not through lack of trying, she’d introduced herself, tried to be friendly as she was with all her customers. But the woman had barely even been polite in return.

      She guessed not all customers could be like Neva.

      “Racar, can I speak with you for a moment?”

      He nodded, still frowning at the other woman, but he followed her a few steps away.

      “Gerlica should not speak to you in such a manner.”

      “Huh?” she said, confused. Then she stared over at the Zerconian woman who was scowling at her. “Her name is Gerlica?” Amusement filled her. “Oh, don’t worry about her. I know the Zerconian women don’t like us much.”

      “She still has no reason to use such a tone. You are not her servant.”

      “Even if I was, I can’t think it would be that acceptable to speak to me that way,” she pointed out.

      “What?” He frowned. “No. I suppose not. I know her mate. I have worked with him before. He is a researcher. I shall speak to him about her manner.”

      Like hell. “You will not.”

      “What?” He looked shocked at her pronouncement. “What do you mean, I will not?”

      “I mean, you have no right to interfere in my business or my customers. So no, you will not speak to her mate.”

      He leaned in, although thankfully, he didn’t try to touch her. She didn’t think she could resist him if he touched her. She was afraid of what she might do. She had a suspicion that, at the slightest bit of encouragement from him, she might climb him like a tree and attempt to devour him whole.

      Maybe she needed to get laid. Perhaps it was just that her vibrator wasn’t doing it for her anymore. Not that she’d had much interest in using it lately; she’d been too exhausted. So yeah, maybe what she needed was a good session between the sheets.

      Where she was going to find someone who would give her that she had no idea. How long had it even been since she’d had sex?

      “Female? Are you listening to me? What were you just thinking about?”

      “Sex.”

      He stared down at her. She should probably be embarrassed that she’d just blurted that out. But she was too tired. Not just physically but emotionally.

      “You were thinking of sex?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      More blinking. More confused looks. “Why?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Why? Why does anyone think of sex? Don’t you think of sex?”

      “I…ah…”

      “Are you embarrassed to talk about sex?” Surprisingly, she wasn’t. She might have her hang-ups about lots of things, but sex wasn’t one of them. Not that she’d ever had much of an opportunity to get her some. It wasn’t like she’d ever had time to meet a man. And she couldn’t sleep with just anyone. Besides the fact that it was dangerous, most of the time when they’d been on-planet, she’d had an escort. And she could hardly pick up a guy with Jack or Tane around and just take him back to the ship.

      So yeah, she hadn’t had much sex. And she kind of thought she was owed some.

      “I am not embarrassed,” he said stiffly.

      “You look a little embarrassed.”

      “Why are we speaking of sex!” he said in a too-loud voice.

      More silence from around them. She glanced over to find the line of people to her stall had grown.

      “You asked me what I was thinking and I told you. I don’t like to lie.” Mind you, perhaps it hadn’t been her best idea to tell him the truth. He was looking rather strained.

      He ran his hand over his face, looking tired. Concern filled her. He was the one who needed sleep, not her. His dark hair was getting quite long, and she knew he hadn’t the time to get it cut. He probably hadn’t even noticed how untidy it had become. His clothes were wrinkled. His pants had a stain on the thigh. Was he managing to do his laundry? Was he eating properly? Who would fill his autocooker if she wasn’t around…no, she couldn’t think about this. He wasn’t her problem.

      He could look after himself.

      “We have gotten off topic,” he stated.

      They sure had. “Racar, I need to get back to work.”

      He frowned. “Yes. As do I.”

      “Then what do you want?” She tried for calm, but her voice came out more tired than anything else.

      “I came here to get some food for myself and my assistants,” he said, sounding slightly confused.

      “All right. What do you want?”

      “Want?”

      “Yes, what do you want?” She seemed to be repeating herself a lot.

      “I…ah…”

      “I can box you up a mix of things,” she offered, feeling sorry for him now. He looked very much out of his depth.

      “Yes. But…I…that is not what I…”

      “Yes?”

      He shook his head, looked up at the sky then down to the ground. Odd. Muttered something to himself. It was too quiet for her to make out what he said.

      “Female, you need to serve me now,” the Zerconian woman called out.

      Racar scowled over at her.

      “Do not even think about it,” she told him.

      “Think about what?”

      “Talking to her mate. She’s been waiting for a while. She has reason to be irritated.”

      “That does not excuse rudeness.”

      She moved closer to her stall and started to fill a box with a mix of goodies. She knew what his assistants liked; they were here every day. Was he seriously going to lecture someone else on being rude? “Really? What does excuse rudeness? Being so caught up in your work that you do not notice other people doing things for you?”

      He stared down at her. “Female—”

      “Here is your food.” She handed him the box of food.

      He scowled down at it. “Female—”

      “Hope your assistants enjoy it. They’re some of my best customers. Have a nice day.” She congratulated herself on the lack of emotion in her voice. She’d embarrassed herself enough around him for a lifetime.

      She turned to the Zerconian woman, who just frowned at her and spat out her order. She was aware Racar had not moved, was just staring at her. But she decided ignoring him was the best idea.

      “Female, you do not tell me what I can or cannot do. You do also not ignore me when I speak to you.”

      She didn’t reply. But she could feel his displeasure coming off him in waves, battering at her. She didn’t have the energy for this. She braced herself for the storm that was coming. To her surprise, she felt him move away. She let out a small sigh of relief.

      At least she told herself it was relief. And not disappointment.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, I’ll be with you in a minute.” Ellie forced herself to smile at the Zerconian woman standing in front of her stall. It was the same woman from a few days ago when Racar had paid a visit to her stall. Gerlica. Customers had been coming earlier and earlier, so she now opened a good half an hour before the rest of the market stalls did.

      “Ellie. It is Ellie, is it not?” the woman said.

      “Yes.”

      “I am Gerlica.”

      “Um, hello.” This was new. None of the Zerconian women ever introduced themselves or seemed to care who she was.

      “I have come to apologize.”

      “Apologize?”

      “Yes, I have been made aware that my manner has not been to a satisfactory standard when speaking to you.”

      Okay, this was the weirdest apology ever.

      “It’s fine, don’t worry.” Obviously, Racar had made good on his promise and spoken to this woman’s mate. That ass. And now Gerlica had been made to come apologize.

      Awesome.

      “But I do worry. So I have bought a peace offering.” She held up a small bottle. In it was a purple-tinged liquid. “This is a drink that I personally make with the berries of a laguin bush.”

      “Oh wow. That’s nice of you. Thank you.” She reached up to take the bottle.

      “I would like you to drink it now,” the woman said.

      “Umm.”

      “Please.” She smiled stiffly. “It would mean I know you forgive me for my earlier behavior.”

      “Sure. Okay.” If it meant getting rid of her, then she guessed it was worth it. She opened the top of the bottle and took a long drink. It was actually delicious, not too sweet and rather refreshing on such a hot day. She ended up drinking the whole thing.

      “Thanks. That was really good.”

      “Oh, it was my pleasure.” The smile seemed more genuine now. Not that they were suddenly going to become best friends, but Ellie felt herself warm to the other woman slightly.

      Perhaps Zerconian women weren’t that bad after all.
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      She carefully carried the tray of lasagna. It wasn’t true lasagna, of course. She’d had to adapt the recipe, but it tasted pretty damn good. She wished she’d brought some extra towels to carry it. Already she could feel the hot dish burning her hands. She was meeting up with everyone for dinner at Blue and Safan’s place. Tane had offered to come by and help her, but she’d told him she would be fine.

      But she was running late and couldn’t let the lasagna cool down, so now she was hurrying along the path with a hot dish in her hands. A wave of dizziness caught her unaware. She stopped for a moment, resting the plate on the ground. She leaned over, placing her hands on her thighs as she took some long, slow breaths, trying to get her head to stop spinning. What was going on? She hadn’t felt great for the last few days, but she’d just put it down to fatigue.

      A noise had her turning. What was that? Suddenly, she saw something furry bouncing its way towards her. She took a step back then realized it was just Giz, the Empress’s pet. She wasn’t certain what sort of creature he was, but he resembled a giant teddy bear.

      Giz stopped in front of her, chattering away. She had no idea how much he understood, but as she went to speak to him, a wave of nausea rushed over her. She went hot then cold. Oh crap, she was going to vomit.

      She turned, stumbling away and falling to her hands and knees as she started to vomit. Spasm after spasm wracked her body. The meager amount of food she’d eaten today didn’t take long to come back up and then she was just dry heaving.

      Finally, the spasms died down. She weakly moved so she was sitting on her bottom. Maybe she should just head home. She obviously had the flu and she didn’t want to infect anyone else.

      She climbed slowly to her feet and turned to grab the lasagna. She froze as she saw a giant teddy bear with its face buried in her dish.

      “Giz!” she yelled.

      He looked up, chattered at her, then picked up the dish and bounced away

      “Hey! Hey, where do you think you are going? Come back here!” she yelled out.

      This was not happening. This could not be her life. It really couldn’t be.

      “Come back here! Giz!” She tried to run after him. But she was exhausted, and despite his much shorter legs, he easily sped away from her. Her heart raced, her breath coming in sharp pants. Another wave of dizziness assaulted her. Shit. She’d taken a pain inhibitor before leaving the house in order to help fight off the headache that had been pounding at her all day, but it didn’t seem to be working. Sharp jabs of pain stabbed her head.

      Finally, she came to a stop, collapsing to her hands and knees. She just knelt there, trying to calm her breathing, her racing heart. Her head felt like it was going to roll right off her head. What was wrong with her? She collapsed onto her side.

      Help…

      She needed help…

      Please…

      That last thought came just as blackness overtook her.
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        * * *

      

      Racar paced back and forth in his office.

      What was wrong with him?

      He couldn’t concentrate on work. He couldn’t concentrate on anything. He had this overriding sense of urgency demanding that he do something…but what? What was wrong? What was going on?

      Ellie.

      Go to Ellie.

      What the stars? Why would he go see the red-haired female? She was infuriating. Argumentative. Emotional.

      Gorgeous. Sweet.

      No. He would not think of her. He had far more important things to do than deal with her.

      Ellie.

      Go to Ellie.

      Danger.

      He froze. He did not know how he knew. Did not even question it. But he knew she was in trouble. He was out the door of his office without another thought. He used his communicator to contact Safan. Why did he not know her frequency?

      Because you do not like her.

      Like her? No, he did not like her. She was a very strange female with her mood swings. She got angry over the strangest things.

      And yet, he could not get her out of his mind.

      “Racar?” Safan answered. “What is it? I am about to have dinner with my family.”

      He guessed by family, he meant Blue, although he could hear people talking in the background. A female laughed. “I need to contact Ellie. Give me her frequency.”

      He did not have time to waste.

      “No.”

      He paused and realized he was nearly at Ellie’s house. “What do you mean, no?”

      He didn’t hear no often. And when he was told no, he usually did not take it well. “I need her frequency.”

      “Why?”

      He ground his teeth together. “Because I do.”

      “If you need to tell her something, you can tell me. I will decide whether to pass it on.”

      “You will decide whether to pass it on?” What the stars was happening? “I do not wish you to speak to her of anything. I wish to speak to her myself. Give me her frequency.”

      “No.”

      Temper flared hot and nasty. He tried to breathe through it. To bring it back under control. This was not him. He knew that months of little sleep was not helping his control. Still, he should be able to do better than this. He breathed out then in. Big, noisy breaths.

      “Racar? Are you well?”

      “I must speak with her.”

      “Why? So, you can berate her? Or to use her again?” Safan growled.

      “Use her? I have never used her!”

      “For weeks, she did everything for you and you did not once even acknowledge her.”

      “I did not know!” he thundered. He did not need this right now.

      “That is no excuse. Ellie is my family. I protect those who belong to me. I was going to come and speak to you of this in the morning. Stay away from her. I will not condone you upsetting her anymore. And if you wish to speak to her of anything, you come through me.”

      There was silence in the background now, as though all of his guests were listening in on this conversation.

      “Is that Racar?” he heard Blue ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Tell him to stay away from Ellie. She’s got enough on her plate. She doesn’t need him upsetting her.”

      Upsetting her?

      Of course, you have upset her. He knew that. But it did not mean he liked it. He did not like seeing tears in her eyes. He also did not like how fatigued she had appeared the other day. Or the fine sheen of sweat that had coated her too-pale skin. Something was eating at his stomach, telling him that she needed help.

      That she needed him.

      But she didn’t want his help. She had obviously told Safan this. And he was stepping in, as his right as her closest Zerconian male.

      “I need to protect her, Racar,” Safan said in a surprisingly soft voice. “You understand this. Ellie is sometimes too sweet and kind for her own good. She needs someone to protect her when she cannot do it for herself.”

      Yes, he was coming to see that. He hadn’t before.

      But what he was also coming to understand was that he felt jealous. Jealous that Safan got to be the one to take care of her.

      That is my job.

      No. No, it was not. He did not have time for this. He had other, more important things to do.

      “You do not have to worry. I will have nothing to do with her from now on.”

      “Good. Glad we understand each other.”

      Racar ended the communication and turned to walk back to the medical center. Up ahead he saw Giz headed towards him. In his hands, he carried a tray of something. Was that some sort of food? He guessed it was as he saw the remains of whatever it was clung to the fur around the beast’s mouth.

      “Giz, what do you do out here? Where is the Empress?” he demanded, even though he knew the beast could not answer him.

      Giz let out a high-pitched noise that made Racar wince. Then he dropped the dish with a clang. Racar frowned. Why did that dish look familiar to him?

      A memory stirred. He seemed to recall eating something from a dish that looked similar to that several weeks ago. Something Ellie had made for him? Safan was right. He had used her. Shame filled him. Not only that, but he had not treated her well.

      Giz bounded up to him then away.

      “Giz, come, I shall return you to the Empress.” If something happened to her beloved pet, the Empress would be most upset. He walked towards the palace where the Emperor and Empress lived, expecting Giz to follow. Instead, he bounced down a different path.

      “Giz! Giz, I do not have time to chase after you.” He let out an irritated breath as Giz disappeared. He followed him a few steps, turned the corner, and saw the furry beast standing there, peering back as though waiting for him.

      “Giz, I am not going any further. I am going home.” Well, back to his lab, which was like home nowadays. Maybe he should actually go home for once. Get some clean clothes. He was turning to walk away, when Giz appeared beside him. The creature reached out, grabbing his arm in a surprisingly hard grip and then bit him.

      He let out an outraged yell. The creature bounced back, chattering at him angrily. “What did you do that for?” he demanded. He glanced down at his arm. The skin looked red and angry, but hadn’t been broken.

      Before he could growl at the creature again, it bounced back down the path. As he stood there, it moved back towards him. He could swear the beast was trying to tell him something. But what exactly?

      “Do not even think about biting me again,” he commanded with his fiercest scowl. “It would not take much to turn you into a furry rug for my floor.”

      An empty threat, of course. He had no wish to face the Empress’s wrath for harming her beloved pet. And it was not as though the creature actually understood what he said.

      Nevertheless, it made him feel better.

      The creature moved down the path again. What was it doing? Giz turned back to face him, and the noises he made sounded angry. With a sigh, he headed towards the furry beast.

      “What do you wish? Whatever it is, it best be good. If you are making me wander around for no reason, I am going to be most…” His words trailed off as he spotted someone slumped on the ground ahead of him.

      Not moving.

      Lying there. Not moving. Red hair spilled around her. Pale limbs sprawled out. His heart leapt into his throat. His stomach tightened sickeningly.

      No. No. Please. She could not be dead.

      He raced down the slope towards her. He was moving so fast, he nearly raced past her. As he stopped, he came close to falling, so frantic was his need to get to her.

      “Ellie! Ellie!” Please, let her be alive!

      He knew he should contact Safan. Should call through to the medical center to alert them. Instead, he reached out with a shaking hand to feel for her pulse.

      Please, let her be alive. He would do anything, give anything for her to be alive.

      Right at that moment, nothing was more important to him.

      As he touched her too-hot skin, a spark of awareness ran up his hand. Dizziness assaulted him. Passion. Fire. Need. Such need that it stole his breath.

      A small part of him noted the fact that her skin was far too hot, her pulse too fast, and her breath was shallow.

      But the male part of him only recognized his claim on her.

      Mate. Mine.

      She was his mate. How had he not realized? Was he really so caught up in his own selfish needs that he hadn’t even recognized his own mate? So much about his interactions with her now made sense. The way he could not get her out of his mind. His anger at the thought of anyone else touching her.

      Mine. Mate.

      She was his mate. The one person who should come before all else with him. And he had pushed her away. Had essentially used her, even if he had not meant to.

      That is no excuse. You should have been caring for her. Ensuring her health.

      Which was what he needed to do right now. His dreadful neglect had led to this. If she had been safely ensconced in his care, then he would never have found her collapsed on ground, clearly very ill.

      “I am so sorry, my mate,” he murmured to her. “From now on, I will take only the very best care of you. You will be everything.”

      He would do whatever was necessary. Sacrifice whatever he had to. She was his. That was, if he could help her. Panic flooded him. What was wrong with her? He needed to examine her immediately. He slid his arm under her legs and another around her back. She was so light that, when he lifted her, he very nearly threw her up into the air.

      “Stars. You weigh nothing.”

      He glanced down into her face. She was so pale, she appeared gray. Even more alarming was the blue tinge to her lips. Was she not getting enough oxygen? Ignoring Giz, who had stuck close to his side, he took off, racing towards the medical center.
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        * * *

      

      He heard them coming but ignored the noise. Right now, his only focus could be on Ellie, on getting her well. He examined the read-outs coming from the machine. He had already put her in the regen machine, but because she was not injured, it could not help her. Now he had to figure out what was wrong.

      “Oh my God! Ellie! No!”

      The scream filled with terror came from behind him. Surprisingly, Ellie made a small whimper of distress. That was the first reaction he’d had from her since he’d gotten her to the medical center.

      And it had been due to nothing that he had done. It was foolish to feel jealous. But he could not help it. There were some things he was coming to understand about himself that he was not proud of.

      He turned to look at the group of people behind him. The dark-skinned female was being held by Blue’s brother. He knew she was the one who had spoken. Her eyes were wide, filled with shock. The smaller, pale male stood on one side of Blue, Safan stood on her other side.

      Surprisingly, though, it was the larger, dark-skinned male who stepped forward to speak. Racar had thought that Blue was the leader. Blue looked to be in shock right in that moment, hand over her mouth, worry filling her eyes. And this male seemed to have a special relationship with Ellie. He had been the one she had been cuddled into the other night.

      Racar scowled at him.

      He scowled back, not the least bit intimidated. “What is wrong with her? Is she going to be all right?”

      Racar wanted to snap something back but held himself in check. He was still a healer and these people were Ellie’s family. His mate’s family. He took a calming breath, ran his hand through his hair, shocked to realize it was shaking.

      “She is ill. She is running a high fever; her pulse is too fast.”

      “What happened? How did she get here?” Concern and a hint of surprise filled Safan’s voice.

      “Giz led me to her,” he managed to get out. “I do not know how he found her. Although he seemed to be carrying one of her dishes. He had food around his mouth.”

      “She was bringing lasagna to dinner,” Blue explained, sounding almost numb. There was no inflection in her voice.

      “She was collapsed on the ground when I found her. Not moving. I was not even sure she was alive.” Terror filled him at the memory.

      Someone sobbed in a breath. He didn’t look back. The read-outs told him nothing he didn’t know. She had a fever. Unresponsive. Dehydrated. What was wrong with her?

      “Is she going to be okay?” Blue asked.

      Safan looked down at her in worry, then wrapped his arm around her, pulling her against him. “She will be all right, my mate. Won’t she, Racar?”

      Safan’s voice dared him to say otherwise.

      “Yes.” She had to be. Nothing could happen to her.

      “So what is wrong with her?” the other female asked. Keely. That was her name.

      “I do not know.” He hated having to admit that.

      “How do you not know?” It was Blue’s brother that spoke. “Aren’t you meant to be some hotshot healer? Aren’t you single-handedly going to find a way to prolong the lifespan of all the human mates? And you don’t even know what’s wrong with Ellie?”

      “Maybe we need a different healer,” the dark-skinned male rumbled. “He does not even like Ellie.”

      Racar turned to him with a snarl. “No other will touch her. If they do, they die.”

      They all stared at him with varying degrees of shock.

      “Racar,” Safan said in a low voice. “What is going on?”

      Racar let out a shaky breath. “I am her mate.”

      His declaration was met with icy silence. Then the pale, thinner male stepped forward.

      “Like fuck you are!”
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      He glared at the smaller male. “I am Ellie’s mate.”

      Keely shook her head. “You can’t be.”

      “I am.” And he was starting to grow insulted that they did not believe him. “I do not lie.”

      “No one is calling you a liar,” Safan told him, although he was the only one that looked like he believed that statement. The rest of them continued to glare at him with varying degrees of anger. “But are you certain?”

      “I am certain. When I found her, she was so still. Just lying there. If I had not followed Giz…” His voice trailed off. Then he shook off that thought. He had followed the creature. He had found her.

      She was going to be all right. She had to be. He would accept nothing less.

      “When I touched her, I felt a connection. The bond reached out to me. And if anyone can save her, it is me.”

      “So why don’t you know what’s wrong with her?” Keely demanded loudly.

      Ellie murmured something, her head thrashing back and forth. He turned immediately to her, shutting everyone else out. They weren’t his priority. She was. Feelings of possessiveness washed over him. His focus was on just one person.

      Her.

      “It is all right, Ellie. You are safe. Everything will be all right,” he soothed her.

      “Will it?” Blue asked.

      Racar turned to her with a scowl. “Yes. Ellie will be well. Because I will allow for nothing else. Now, unless you are able to help me ascertain what is wrong with her, you will all need to wait outside.”

      “She is our family,” the bigger male stated. What was his name?

      “We’re not just waiting outside,” Blue’s brother added.

      Racar glared at them all. “You are upsetting her. She is sensing your fear and upset. She needs to rest and fight whatever this is that is attacking her body. I will allow nothing that interferes with her health, that includes all of you.”

      Keely narrowed her gaze at him. “You will not shut us out of her life. Maybe you’re right and we can’t help you with this. But we will always be in her life, we will always be here for her. You may be her mate. And I say may because I’m not so sure about that. But we are her family. She needs us. She loves us. We know her. All you know is that your body thinks she’s yours.”

      Racar heaved in a breath and let it out slowly. He needed to remain calm. He’d already seen how Ellie reacted to the emotions of those around her, even unconscious.

      “I think it is best we leave now,” Safan said. “Racar will not shut any of us out. He knows we are Ellie’s family. But he is right, he needs to concentrate on what is wrong with her. We are going to get in the way.”

      Finally, a voice of reason.

      “How will you figure out what’s wrong with her, though?” the smallest male asked. “Do you know much about human diseases?”

      “I have done extensive research,” Racar said stiffly.

      “Maybe we can help, though,” the male said. “We’ll stay out of your way, but if you give us her symptoms, perhaps we can all help.”

      Racar was silent for a moment. Part of him wanted to insist that he could do this on his own. That he would take care of her alone. She was his. She didn’t need anyone but him. But Safan met his gaze, his eyes serious.

      “It is worth considering, Racar.”

      Her needs came first. “Fine. You can use my office.”

      “You’ll keep us updated?” the big man asked.

      “Yes. I will.”

      “Symptoms?” the pale male asked, pulling a small tablet from his pocket.

      “Fever of 104, unresponsive, pulse is weak, BP is only 70 over 45 and there is a rash on her back and tops of her legs. Her face is also swollen.”

      “All right. We will—” The small male’s words were cut off as alarms started blaring.

      “She has stopped breathing,” Racar shouted as Acan rushed into the room. They went to work, moving frantically to help save her. Racar shocked her heart while Acan started oxygen.

      Racar tuned out everything out as he worked on saving his mate. He could not even allow himself to feel any terror over losing her. His skills as a healer took over.

      “Her heartbeat is back,” Acan said with relief, glancing over at Racar. “She is breathing on her own.”

      Now his own heart started racing with fear. His skin felt clammy with sweat. Light-headedness rushed over him. He stood there, staring down at his mate, who looked so tiny lying there on the masic, her body covered in a white sheet. Her skin was so pale, he could see the veins underneath.

      He had nearly lost her. Could still lose her. And her last memory of him was going to be of them arguing. Why hadn’t he recognized her as his mate?

      Gradually, he became aware of soft sobbing behind him. He turned to find Keely in Blue’s brother’s embrace. Safan had Blue tucked in against him and was murmuring softly to her. The smaller male was working frantically on his tablet. The biggest male had his gaze glued to Racar.

      “You keep her alive,” he commanded.

      Racar bristled. He did not need this male making demands of him. She was his mate! He stepped forward to meet the threat just as he heard a noise at the door. Que strode in.

      “What is going on? I heard Keely was at the medical center.” His gaze moved around frantically before settling on the dark-skinned female. “What is wrong? Are you hurt?”

      Keely glanced up, tears running down her face. “I’m fine. It’s Ellie. She’s ill. She just stopped breathing.”

      Relief filled Que’s face.

      Racar’s temper flared hot. “What are you doing here?” he snapped at the other male. “You have no business here. All of you need to leave and let me concentrate on getting my mate well.”

      Que stared at Racar in shock. “Your mate? The little red-haired female is your mate?”

      “Yes! Now all of you, go!”

      Safan and Que shared a look then started to move everyone out the door. The smaller male walked without his gaze ever leaving his tablet. The bigger male remained where he was, just staring at him steadily.

      “Tane, he will look after her. She is his mate,” Safan told him.

      Tane. That was his name. “He better,” Tane growled.

      When they were gone, he turned back to Ellie. He gently clasped hold of her hand. Her skin was still burning hot. Worry flooded him.

      “What shall I do?” Acan asked quietly.

      “We need to take blood, run tests,” he told him, forcing his mind back onto medical matters. “We need to get her in the cooltub. We must get her temperature down.” It was getting dangerously high.

      “Is that safe for humans? We have not used the cooltub for one of them.”

      Stars. He was not sure. He ran his hand over his face. “I do not know. Contact Moroco, ask him if he knows. Then get me some water and a cloth. I will try to cool her down that way until we find out.”

      Acan nodded and got into action, returning with a bowl of lukewarm water and a cloth. He started with her face first, wiping away the sweat. She murmured something, too quiet for him to make out the words. Frustration filled him. He was not used to feeling so helpless. So out of control. This was his mate. He was a healer. Why couldn’t he figure out what was wrong with her?

      He leaned in close, placed a kiss on her too-hot forehead.

      “You will live, mate. You will get well. You will wake up. You will be mine. And for once, you shall obey me.”
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      “Racar, you should rest,” Moroco said quietly as he walked up beside him.

      He didn’t even glance up from where he sat at Ellie’s bedside. Over twenty-four hours had passed since he had found her passed out on the ground. Her heart had stopped twice in that time. Her temperature had spiked so many times, he feared brain damage. They had discovered the cooltub was not safe for humans, that it could send their bodies into shock. So he had continuously bathed her body to try and get her temperature down. No medication they tried seemed to work.

      “Racar,” Moroco said again. This time more insistently.

      “Would you rest? If it was Saffron lying here like this, would you take the time out to rest?” he snapped, looking up at the head healer.

      Moroco just stared back at him calmly. Moroco was in charge of the medical center. Racar had control over the research center, but he had given Racar the lead in Ellie’s care. Albeit reluctantly. But he had known better than to attempt to force him to step away.

      “No, I would not. But I would also realize when I needed help. You will do her no good if you are not at your best due to exhaustion. When she gets well, she will need you.”

      “I know that.” And he would be there for her. He would do whatever it took to get her healthy. “Why can I not work out what is wrong with her?”

      Moroco frowned. “It is most puzzling. We have done so much research into human diseases and anatomy, I thought our diagnosis systems would be able to pinpoint what is plaguing her. I—”

      “Could it be a bite?” The small human male strode into her room.

      Racar scowled at him. The group of humans that called themselves Ellie’s family had not left the medical center since she was brought in. They came in often and sat by her side. He had been unable to keep them out. And he had tried. He could not risk anyone upsetting his mate, which seemed to happen when they got overly emotional. For some reason, despite the fact that she was unconscious, she seemed to react to them.

      She had not once shown any reaction to him. He told himself it was because he kept his emotions tightly in check. Becoming upset as Keely was prone to do or angry like the males in the group was not helpful.

      But he also could not help but feel somewhat jealous.

      Jealous of their closeness, that her only responses were to them. Not him. And so, he found it hard to be civil in their presence. They had occupied his office, were relentless in their requests to sit with her. They were an annoyance and he wished he could order them away. Away from his mate.

      “What?” he snapped at the male.

      “Could it be a reaction to a bite?” he asked. “Could Ellie have been bitten by something, maybe without knowing, and this is an allergic reaction?”

      “There would be evidence of a bite.” Moroco was the one that answered. “And if it was a reaction, it would surely show up on our diagnosis system,” he added.

      “But if it was a small bite, then you may not have found it. And maybe it doesn’t show on your system because it’s not something that you guys are allergic to.”

      “No other humans have been bitten by something and reacted like this,” Moroco told him, although Racar noted he looked thoughtful.

      “Not all humans react the same way to things,” the human male pointed out. “I think we should go over her body again, see if there is any sign of an entrance point.”

      “It is worth a try, Racar,” Moroco said.

      Racar nodded. There was no harm in looking for such a spot. “Both of you turn your backs. I will examine her.”

      He would not have anyone looking at her body but him. Neither of them could touch her without it paining her anyway. He ran a wand over her first. Nothing. He shook his head. Surely the wand would pick up on something.

      But he shifted the sheet away and started to inspect her skin closely. They had stripped her naked. Her clothes had been sweat-stained and dirty and it hadn’t been worth dressing her again when he was bathing her so often to keep her cool. She had oxygen to help with her breathing, but it still sounded ragged. Choppy.

      Yes, this was worth a try. Pretty much anything was worth a try at this stage. He moved down her body, carefully examining every inch of her skin. He ran his fingers over the soles of her feet. He frowned as he felt something bumpy under the skin at the base of her right big toe. What was that? He had not found that before. But then, he had not done much more than a cursory look over her feet to make certain nothing looked out of the ordinary.

      On the surface, there seemed to be nothing wrong. And maybe it was nothing. But…

      “I have found something.” He threw the sheet over her body to shield her from their view, but kept her feet bare. “Under the skin here. There is an odd bump.” He pressed down on it lightly and Ellie let out a cry of pain. “I missed it before. I missed it.”

      Moroco bent down to look without touching her. “I can see nothing there.” He moved over to a pad on the wall, pressed a button and a nozzle appeared. He coated his hand in the liquid, which quickly dried, providing a barrier between his skin and Ellie’s.

      He turned back to her and Racar moved back so he had a chance to examine her foot. “There is a definite lump and she reacts with pain. Could be unrelated to her illness.”

      Racar nodded, but he was already preparing the anesthetic. It was just a small needle. They only had to wait a few seconds for the area to become numb.

      “What are you going to do?” Marc asked. Racar had learned all their names over these past few hours.

      “Racar will cut open the area,” Moroco answered. “The medwand didn’t pick up on this, so we need to see for ourselves what is under there. Perhaps you should wait outside.”

      “No, I’ll wait here.”

      “I will not have you interfere,” Racar warned.

      Marc sent him a fierce look. “Ellie is family. I’ll wait here.”

      He did not have time to argue. He made a small slice across her foot. Instantly, the scent of rotting garbage hit them. Behind him, the human male started to gag.

      “If you are going to be sick then leave.” Racar looked over at Moroco, knowing immediately what this was.

      “Java worm,” Moroco said with some surprise. “How did it get in there? I thought they only resided in the hottest part of the desert.”

      “Perhaps it got in through a wound site,” Racar pondered.

      “Jeez, that’s disgusting,” Marc said.

      Racar scowled at him. “You should leave, then.”

      Marc shook his head, looking even more pale. “No. When I got sick with mulla flu, Ellie was the one who took care of me. She sat in a chair by my bed, she watched over me, made sure I had everything I needed. I will do no less for her.”

      Loyalty. It was something he understood and admired. He felt himself start to soften towards this odd group.

      “Could have been there a while without her knowing, I guess,” Moroco said.

      Racar took the tweezers that Moroco handed him. He could see the worm just sitting there.

      “That’s it?” Marc asked. “That’s a java worm? Jesus, considering the way it smells, I thought it would look grotesque. But it’s kind of beautiful.”

      Racar didn’t answer. He was too busy trying to extract the worm without pressing too hard and having parts of it break off.

      “Get a container,” he demanded.

      Moroco immediately held one out and he quickly dropped the worm into it. The container sealed itself immediately, trapping the worm inside. Racar examined Ellie’s foot. He needed to make certain that he had gotten all of the worm.

      “Java worms are pretty uncommon,” Moroco explained to the human male. “I’ve never come across anything like this before. We researched every possible threat to your kind when we first learned your females could mate with us. Java worms were deemed an unlikely threat as they are only found out in the desert.”

      “Then how the hell did one get in Ellie? It’s glowing. Are they always colored like a rainbow?” Marc asked.

      “It’s glowing because it’s mad. Racar, do you believe you got all of it?” Moroco asked him.

      “Really? Wow.” Marc stared at the worm.

      “Yes,” Racar replied. “I think so. I will only stitch the wound in case, though rather than use skin replacement until we know for certain.”

      “Good idea.”

      “Do you think Ellie will be all right now?” Marc asked. “Will she fully recover now that it is out of her system?”

      Racar turned to look at him. “I hope so.”
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      Damn, she felt like shit.

      Everything hurt. From her little toe all the way up to her hair. Was it possible for your hair to hurt? If it was, then hers did. She attempted to open her eyes, but it was so much effort. What was wrong with her? Where was she? And did she really care?

      She took stock and decided she didn’t much care. She just wanted to go back to sleep. Which was what she would do…as soon as she took care of the damn itch on her nose.

      “Sunshine? Are you awake?”

      She stiffened. There was only one person who called her sunshine, and that was the one person she least wanted to see. What the hell was he doing in her bedroom? Okay, maybe she did need to worry about where she was. Because that beeping noise wasn’t normal. Nor was that odd smell, like antiseptic. And neither was the big alien dude who she just knew was standing next to her.

      Maybe if you don’t open your eyes, he’ll go away.

      “Ellie? Can you hear me?”

      Did he just call her by her actual name? What an asshole. “So now, when I’m half-dead, is when you decide to use my actual name?” she managed to say. Jeez, why did her voice sound so raspy and dry?

      “Ellie, you can hear me?”

      “Of course I can hear you. I just answered you, didn’t I? Can you not hear me?” She cracked open one eye and saw him looming over her, his face just inches from hers. She gasped. “Jesus, you could warn a girl. You ever hear of personal space?”

      “What?”

      “Dude, any closer and I’m going to be able to see what you had for breakfast. Could you, um, back off a little.”

      He drew back. “This is better?” His voice was stiff, formal, as though she had insulted him. She sighed. Later, maybe she’d feel bad about it. Worry over it. Hell, who was she kidding? She worried about everything. But right now, she did not have time to deal with tender male feelings. She had other more pressing things on her mind. Like the growing itch on her nose.

      She tried to raise her hand.

      “Stay still,” Racar warned. “You are too weak to move.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?” he asked.

      “Why am I so weak?”

      “You have been ill. A java worm somehow entered your bloodstream and settled in the base of your big toe on your left foot. I found you collapsed on the ground two nights ago. You had a high fever, you stopped breathing several times, and your heart had to be restarted. You could have died. We finally discovered the worm and removed it. We believe that the small excretion it leaves in your bloodstream built up inside you and became poisonous.”

      Collapsed. Poison. Heart stopped. Died. It was all too much and she didn’t know what to focus on first. So, for some reason, her brain decided to settle on the last thing he’d said. “Excretion…do you mean…oh gross. I think I’m going to be sick.”

      Racar looked alarmed and immediately jumped to grab a pan. He helped her sit, his arm around her back as she heaved. Bile filled her mouth and she spat it out with a whimper of disgust. Her stomach tightened painfully, but there was nothing in her tummy to throw up.

      Tears ran down her face.

      “What do you cry?” he asked.

      “I think that’s obvious,” she said, embarrassed that he was seeing her in this state.

      “Are you in pain?”

      “Not really,” she muttered, wishing she could make up some lie.

      “Are these happy tears? I have heard of these.”

      She gaped at him. “Uh, no. They’re not happy tears. How can they be happy tears when I just threw up? What the hell do I have to be happy about?”

      “I do not know. I do not understand happy tears.”

      “You don’t understand vomit tears either,” she muttered.

      He handed her a glass of water and she took a few thirsty gulps. When she was finished, he took it from her grasp then placed a wet cloth over her face. His movements were slightly clumsy and he pretty much smothered her with the damp material.

      But she didn’t complain. He was trying his best to care for her.

      And it felt kind of nice.

      Finally, he stopped trying to suffocate her and took the cloth away. Her face felt scrubbed raw but it was clean. Probably cleaner than it had ever been.

      “Lie down. You must rest. Your body has been through an ordeal. You need rest, fluid, and food.”

      “Yeah, sure. After learning some creepy worm has been floating around inside me, leaving its excretion, believe me, food is the last thing on my mind.” She shuddered. Now that her stomach had stopped heaving, she realized the itch was back again. Damn it.

      “Where am I?” She twitched her nose, hoping to relieve it that way.

      “At the medical center. I brought you here after I found you. Is there something wrong with your nose?”

      “No, there’s nothing wrong.”

      “Then why does it twitch like that? Perhaps it’s an effect of your illness. We will need to run tests. See if it is something permanent and—”

      “Oh, for goodness sake, it’s not permanent,” she snapped. “I just have an itchy nose.”

      “What?” He stared down at her.

      She sighed. All she really wanted was to go back to sleep. “My nose is itchy and my arms don’t seem to have the energy to move, so I can’t reach up and itch it.”

      “Your nose is itchy.”

      “My nose is itchy.”

      Suddenly, he burst into laughter. She stared at him in shock. She had never heard him laugh. She gaped at him. He shook his head as his laughter died down.

      “Not sure what’s so funny about having an itchy nose,” she told him. Although she couldn’t really be insulted. Watching him laugh had been beautiful.

      “There is nothing funny about it. Where does it itch?”

      “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. Are my friends here? Do they know I’m awake?” Right now, she needed them. She also needed to get rid of Racar. She wasn’t quite sure why he was even here. She thought he was too involved in his research.

      “They are close by,” he told her. “Where does your nose itch? I will help you.”

      “No, you won’t. Can you go get them?”

      “Not yet. You can see them later.”

      “I want to see them now,” she demanded.

      “Tell me where the itch is.” He reached out with two fingers and started rubbing them over her nose. He scratched at her nose until she thought he was going to tear her skin right off.

      “Enough! Please,” she begged, moving her head to the side. If he became any more enthusiastic, she wasn’t going to have any nose left.

      “I got the itch?” He looked inordinately pleased with himself. These guys were so weird. Why was he so happy over taking care of an itch for her?

      “Yeah, you got it. Well done. I want to see my friends. Now.”

      “No.”

      That was all he said. Just no. No other explanation, no nothing. Ellie stared up at him. He reached out and brushed her hair off her face. His touch was surprisingly gentle and a soft pulse of awareness ran across her skin. What was that? Obviously, some weird reaction.

      Worm excretion. Great. Why couldn’t she be allergic to something sexy? Like…moonlight. That would be better, right? Sorry, hunky alien dude, I can’t meet you out by the light of the moon because I’ll break into hives.

      Okay, scrap that. Nothing was sexy about allergies.

      “What do you mean, no? You can’t just say no. You said they’re here. Go get them.”

      “No.”

      “Okay, you’re going to have to give me more than that. Why can’t I see them?” A thought occurred to her. “Am I contagious? Will I infect them with this coffee worm thing?”

      “Coffee worm? No, it was a java worm. It is not contagious.”

      “Whew. Okay, that’s good.” She yawned. “I want to see them.”

      “And I said no, you cannot see them until you are more rested.”

      She narrowed her gaze, her temper stirring. Ellie didn’t really like confrontation. She was usually the peacekeeper. But he seemed to be able to rouse her temper and right now, she was tired, weak, and grumpy. She wanted her friends. And she wanted Racar gone.

      “Who is my actual healer?” she asked. Maybe she could talk to him. Surely he’d be more reasonable.

      “I am.”

      “You are?” she said, startled. She figured he was just filling in or something or felt some sort of obligation to check in on her since he’d been the one to find her. She didn’t have much of a memory of what had happened. She’d been going to Blue’s place; she’d cooked a lasagna. She remembered starting out and then…

      “Was Giz there?” she asked, searching for the memory.

      “He was the one who led me to you. If not for him, you might not have been found until too late. I owe him.”

      “He stole my my lasagna! I was chasing after him when I collapsed.”

      Racar shook his head. “You were very ill.”

      “I suppose I should be grateful to that overgrown teddy bear,” she muttered. Then she eyed him. “How can you be my healer?”

      “What do you mean, how? I am one of the most respected healers in Zerconia.”

      “That’s not what I mean. I mean, why would you tear yourself away from your research to look after me?”

      “I have taken a break from my research to care for you. You need me.”

      His face closed down. She stared at him suspiciously. She had a feeling there was something he wasn’t telling her. And besides, his answer made absolutely no sense.

      “Why would you take a break from your important research for me?” she asked. “There are other healers here who could have looked after me. You don’t even like me.”

      “Like you?” He stared at her as if she’d suddenly grown two heads.

      “Yeah, you don’t like me. You think I’m crazy. And I know that your research comes before anything and everyone else. So why are you here, looking after me?”

      He opened his mouth. Shut it. Then frowned. “I am not certain I should tell you yet.”

      She sighed. “Just tell me. Not like you’ve ever been afraid to tell me the truth before.”

      “All right. I am—”

      

      “Ellie? Oh God, Ellie, are you awake?”

      Racar bit back his growl of irritation. He turned to see Blue and Keely enter the room, the rest of the group behind them. He sighed with frustration. He had wished to have Ellie to himself for a while longer before they interfered.

      “Ellie, you’re awake!” Keely came close to her side, across the masic from him. Everyone else gathered close. Keely reached out for her hand, clasping it in hers. He wanted to order them all to leave so he could have her to himself, but he didn’t want to upset Ellie.

      Well, upset her more than she was. She certainly seemed to be upset that he was her healer. Which was an odd reaction.

      “Hey, you guys,” she said with a wide smile. He could not help but feel jealous at the pleasure on her face as she saw her friends. He realized he wanted her to look at him that way, as though she cared. “What’s up?”

      “What’s up?” Blue said. “What’s up is you just scared five years off my life.”

      “We thought you were going to die,” Jack told her.

      “Don’t do that again, baby girl,” Tane added.

      He frowned at the other man. Why did he have a special name for his mate?

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know I was so sick. Racar said it was some worm.” She wrinkled her nose up, looking adorable, despite the fact that she was still too pale and thin. “Gross.”

      “Really gross,” Keely agreed. “We are never going to let you live this one down.”

      “I expected nothing less from you guys,” she replied.

      “But you’re all right now,” Marc told her. “They got it all out. I saw it. It glowed and was all these different colors. It was kind of beautiful.”

      “Yeah, well, apparently I’m allergic to the glowing rainbow worm’s poop or something,” Ellie said dryly. “Which was enough to make me hurl, only apparently, I’ve got nothing in my stomach to throw up. I’m sorry I worried you all.”

      “We’d be lost without you, babe,” Keely told her.

      A strange look crossed her face; she looked almost sad. Why did she look that way? They all chatted for a while. Mainly that seemed to consist of trading insults. Then Ellie’s eyes started to droop. She let out a yawn. That was enough for one day.

      “You need to all go. Ellie needs to rest,” he told them all.

      Ellie turned to look at him, as though she’d just remembered he was there. He bit back a growl of frustration. He wanted to be the most important person in her life. He should be.

      And maybe you would be if you hadn’t pushed her away.

      It did not matter. She was his mate. She would soon forget about his earlier treatment of her.

      “It is time you all went.” He gave them all a firm look.

      “I’m fine,” Ellie argued. “I want them to stay.”

      He knew she was not feeling well, but once she was better and understood that she was his mate, she would learn that she was not to argue when he gave orders regarding her health.

      “You are not fine,” he countered. “You nearly died. You’re weak and you need to rest. You have seen your friends. They need to leave. Now. You will do as I say.”

      Ellie narrowed her gaze. “Nope, don’t believe I will.”

      “No?” He stared at her in shock.

      

      “They aren’t leaving.” She scowled up at Racar. She understood that he was her healer, although she still didn’t know why.

      Ellie didn’t take rejection well. She’d suffered it too often as a child. She’d already wasted enough time on someone who didn’t want her. It wasn’t that she blamed him. It wasn’t his fault. She wasn’t six years old anymore and being pried away from the family she loved. She needed to get past this.

      “Um, Ellie,” Keely said, looking from him to her. “You probably do need to rest.”

      “I will. Soon. I just need to visit with you guys for a bit. Please.” She looked around at them all. They must have seen the desperation in her eyes.

      “Of course,” Blue told her. “We’ll stay as long as you need us to.”

      She heard Racar make a low noise of protest but ignored him.

      “We haven’t left the medical center since you got ill,” Tane told her.

      “Que did threaten to carry Keely out and tie her to a masic to get her to rest,” Jack said slyly. “Most concerned about her, he was.”

      “He’s a Neanderthal idiot,” Keely said with a sniff. “Like I need a man to decide when I should sleep or eat.”

      Personally, Ellie thought she looked exhausted. They all did. It was obvious they’d been really worried. Guilt filled her.

      “I’m so sorry, guys. I didn’t mean to worry you; you all look like you need some sleep and food. Go get some rest. I’m okay now.”

      “We thought we could work out a roster so one of us is always here,” Marc said.

      She smiled, relief filling her. “That would be—”

      “Unnecessary,” Racar interjected.

      She frowned over at him. “What?”

      “There is no need. I will be here to care for Ellie. It is my right, after all.”

      His right? What the hell did that mean?

      “Your right?” she asked.

      Keely scowled over at Racar. “Just because you’re here doesn’t mean we can’t be as well. Ellie is our family. We have the right to be here for her.”

      Racar folded his arms over his wide chest. Damn it, why did he have to be so damn gorgeous?

      And what did he mean by his right?

      “You are exhausted,” Racar said to Keely then turned his gaze to Blue. “And your mate is getting ready to do what Que threatened to do if you do not leave and get some rest.”

      “I’d like to see him try,” Blue said in a low, menacing voice. “He’ll find himself with blue balls.”

      Oh no. The last thing she wanted was to become between Blue and Safan. “You guys, he’s right. You all need to go and eat some food and get some rest. I don’t want any of you getting ill.”

      “You need rest most of all,” Racar said.

      Keely turned to glare at Racar, her beautiful hair glinting under the lights. How could she still look so freaking beautiful despite her lack of sleep? “Listen, buddy. You’ve been doing your best to keep us away from Ellie since she got sick and we mostly allowed it while she was so ill. But she’s getting better now. So you can just back off and let her family take care of her.”

      “It is not up to you to see to her care. That is my right. That is my responsibility.”

      “Okay, that’s the second time you’ve said that!” Ellie said loudly. She instantly regretted speaking so loudly when her head started thumping. “Damn, I feel worse than the time I downed half a dozen of tequila shots.”

      Blue snorted. “Lightweight.”

      “Yeah, and this time, I get the headache without any of the fun.”

      “It was funny watching you try to teach a bunch of Zogs to two-step,” Keely said with a grin.

      “They were terrible,” Ellie replied. “Although they did have six feet so I have to cut them some slack.”

      “I will get you a pain inhibitor,” Racar said in a low, quiet voice. “It will take care of the pain.”

      “I want to know what you meant when you said I was your responsibility. What are you even doing here? Why are you my healer?”

      There was silence. She looked around at all of them. “Okay, why do I get the feeling you all know the answer?”

      More silence.

      “Tell me,” she demanded. “Why do you keep saying I’m your responsibility?”

      “I am here because I am your mate. Your health, your welfare, your safety are now my responsibility. Now, your friends are going to leave and you are going to get some rest and I do not wish to hear another word about it.”
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      I am your mate.

      What would she have given to hear those words a few weeks ago? To have him recognize her as his, to take her into his arms and tell her that he wanted her.

      Her head spun at the suddenness of his turn-around. Could she believe him? Trust him? She wasn’t so sure.

      “Ellie? You are awake? How do you feel?”

      Like she’d been run over by a truck. “I’m okay.”

      “Do you have any questions for me?” He entered her line of vision. After his little declaration earlier, he’d hustled all of her friends out, telling them she needed to rest. Before he had returned, she’d closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep.

      Then she’d actually fallen asleep.

      Which had been a blessing, as it allowed her to escape from her thoughts for a while. But now, everything flooded back.

      Why hadn’t he recognized her as his mate before? And what if he was wrong? What if she let down her guard and let him close and he found out he’d made a mistake? She didn’t think she could get her hopes up only to lose him.

      It would tear her apart. She just knew it.

      But if it was true…that meant he needed her. And just her.

      Oh hell, how did she know whether to trust him or not?

      “Are any of my friends around?” she asked.

      His turned his face away from her. “They went home to rest.”

      “I thought they were going to work out a roster so one of them was always here.”

      “Why do you need them? I am here.”

      She blinked up at him for a moment. “Are you jealous?”

      “What? Of course I am not. I am your mate.”

      “How do you know?” she asked.

      “What?” He looked down at her in confusion.

      “How do you know you are my mate?”

      “I touched you.”

      “Right. And when you touched me, you recognized me as your mate? Yet you had no inkling I was your mate before then?”

      “I had not touched you before. And no, I did not realize…I did think it odd I could not stop thinking about you. And when I saw you undressing…” He took one look at her face and stopped speaking. Wise, very wise.

      “When I found you collapsed on the ground, I thought for one terrible moment that you were dead. I was terrified. I thought I had lost you.” He stared into the distance. But she could hear the pain in his voice, see it in his face. And something hard inside her melted. He looked tortured.

      Maybe…maybe he really was her mate.

      Maybe he did care and this could all work out. There was no mistaking the fear in his voice.

      “I reached out to check for a pulse. It was there, but it was weak…thready. When I touched you, this heat rushed through my body. It crashed into me. Stole my very breath. And I knew you were mine. And that you were in danger. The urge to protect, to defend, it was overwhelming.”

      He stared down at her and the intensity in his gaze made her breath catch in her throat. Wow, so this is what it felt like to be at the center of one of these alien’s attention. And Racar was more intense than most. Being his, she now realized, could be all-consuming. If he devoted just some of that focus on her…it could be everything.

      “What if you’re wrong?” she whispered. She shouldn’t think like this, shouldn’t hope, but she couldn’t help it. It looked like she’d been wrong before when she’d said she was completely done with him. Because there was still a part of her that wanted something with this idiot of a man. And that piece of her was peeking its way out of the place she’d buried it.

      But she had to know he was certain.

      He shook his head. “I am not. For Zerconians, there is no mistaking our mate. It is hard to explain it exactly. But I know. I know you are mine.”

      More hope unfurled itself.

      “You were scared when you found me?”

      “Not scared. Scared does not explain how I felt. Even before I touched you, before I knew who you were to me, I was pleading for you to be alive. Because the thought of your death,” he took in a shuddering breath, “was more than I could stand. And if you had died, my grief would have been unstoppable. Even though the mate bond is not there yet, I know I would not have survived.”

      She was shocked by his words. His very raw pain. She knew Zerconian matings were forever, that when one mate died the other often followed. She’d wanted that for herself. Wanted the guarantee that came with being mated to a Zerconian. To knowing they would not leave you. But hearing the agony in his voice brought it home to her what exactly a mating bond meant. For him as well as her.

      The urge to jump him and demand that he complete the bond was pounding at her. Not that she was up to that yet. She was still weak. It had been a while since she’d showered. Shaved. She also needed time to think this all through.

      “I-I don’t feel any differently.”

      “Probably because you have been ill,” he told her. “Human females usually faint at the first touch with their mate, but you were already unconscious.” He frowned slightly. “Our bodies are likely to push us together. The mating heat is different for every couple though, so I hope it will not get too bad while you are recovering.”

      The mating heat. Right. Okay, she was feeling completely overwhelmed now.

      “How long have you been here with me?”

      “Since I brought you in.”

      Her insides melted. At this rate she’d be goo at his feet by evening. “Right, well, you probably need to sleep and eat and check on your research. I’m sure my friends will be back soon and there are other healers around to keep an eye on me.”

      She braced herself for him to take her up on her offer. For him to turn around and leave. She fully expected it. So she was shocked when he shook his head. “I am not leaving you. Once you feel better, I will return to my research. But right now, you are my priority.”

      She stared up at him as he looked down at her. She couldn’t remember ever being anyone’s priority before. Yep, she was turning into a sticky blob of goo. She knew how important his research was to him, and he was putting it aside for her. She felt wanted. Desired.

      Loved.

      Was this really happening? She hoped she wasn’t dreaming. Zerconians mated for life. They had a bond that was unbreakable. It was forever.

      She wanted forever.

      Suddenly, she realized he was standing there, waiting for her to say something. She opened her mouth. Closed it. Okay, so she probably looked like a constipated blow fish.

      Say something, something profound, something that tells him what you are thinking, feeling…

      “Oh.”

      Oh.

      Wonderful.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”

      She licked her dry lips. “Can I have a drink of water, please?”

      “Of course, my mate.” He immediately grabbed a glass of water then sat next to her, and slipping an arm around her back, helped her sit. Being so close to him sent a shiver of desire across her skin. He’d always had this effect on her. She’d noticed him right from the beginning. Admired the way he’d worked tirelessly to help Blue and Safan when they’d nearly died.

      He was very dedicated. She admired his work ethic. His dedication. Even if she was still pissed at him. She drank some water before slumping against him.

      “You are exhausted. You need more rest.” He gently laid her back against the masic.

      “Racar,” she said as he fussed over the covers. She wished she wasn’t as weak as a newborn.

      “Yes, my mate?”

      “You hurt me.”

      Shit. She hadn’t meant to say that. She didn’t want to make herself vulnerable to him, to show weakness. She’d done that once before.

      But he appeared stricken by her words, his eyes widening, his skin growing pale.

      Shoot. More of her guard went down.

      “I know I did. And I regret our words more than I can ever say. If I could go back, I would do everything different. I would never have pushed you away.”

      She licked her lips. “I wish that too.”
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      Ellie awoke to whispering. She opened her eyes, blinking away the cobwebs. Happiness filled her as she saw Keely sitting on a chair beside her masic.

      “She’s awake,” Keely said quietly.

      “Oh crap, did we wake you, Ellie?” Blue asked.

      She turned her head to find Blue sitting on the other side of the masic. “No,” she lied. She cleared her throat. “Is there some water?”

      “Yeah, I’ll just get the masic to help you sit up.” Blue uttered a few commands in Zerconian, and one end of the masic rose. Only it was the wrong end, her legs going straight up in the air.

      “Oh shit,” Blue said quickly.

      “Blue, you just told it to raise her legs!” Keely said.

      “Shit. Shit. I can’t think of the commands to use.”

      “That much is obvious,” Keely countered.

      “Um, guys, you want to help me out here?” she said.

      “Oh crap. Sorry, Ellie,” Blue told her. She spat out another command. This time, her upper body was raised. But her lower half stayed right where it was.

      “Fuck!” Blue swore. “Oh, Ellie, I’m so sorry.”

      Keely bit out a command and her legs were lowered.

      “Shit, Ellie, are you all right?” Blue asked. “Did I hurt you? Do you need me to get someone?”

      Ellie started giggling. Blue and Keely stared at her. Then they started to laugh as well. Blue laughed until tears dripped down her face. “Oh man, I’m sorry, Ellie.”

      “Just as well I’m flexible,” Ellie commented. “Do you think I could get that drink now without you turning me into a human pretzel?”

      Blue grimaced. “I think I can be trusted with that.” She held the glass out for Ellie. She reached out and took it. Her hand shook a little, but she managed to take a few sips before handing it back to Blue.

      “Damn, I’m weak.”

      “You’ll get better fast. Probably didn’t help that you were already rundown,” Keely told her.

      Ellie sighed. “I know.” She bit her lip. “What am I going to do about my stall? What about all my customers?” She hated to let them all down.

      Blue sighed. “Everyone knows you’re here. We’ve had a lot of people send messages saying they hope you get well soon. Most of those messages have come from Racar’s two assistants. I think they may be a bit addicted to your muffins.”

      “That sounds like the start of a bad porno,” Keely said dryly.

      Ellie and Blue looked at her. Then they started giggling again. “We could call it Ellie’s Sticky Buns,” she joked.

      Blue and Keely groaned. “That is so bad,” Blue told her.

      “And the Zerconians probably wouldn’t even get it.” Keely rolled her eyes.

      “That’s half the fun.” Blue winked at her. Then she grew serious. “I’m sorry about your stall. Once you’re feeling better, we’ll help you get it up and running again. You should really think about a shop this time.”

      “I know, but I don’t have the money.”

      “I happen to know this really loaded guy who thinks your lemon squares are the bomb,” Blue said to her.

      She shot her a quelling look. “I am not borrowing from Safan.”

      “Ellie—”

      “No,” Ellie said firmly. “I’m not doing it.”

      Blue sighed and looked over at Keely unhappily.

      “Babe, we just want you to be happy,” Keely told her.

      “I am happy.”

      Liar. Liar.

      “Don’t try to lie to us,” Blue said sternly. “We know you better than anyone. And you are not happy. We know what it did to you when Racar…”

      “Rejected me?” she supplied helpfully.

      “He’s a fucking idiot,” Keely muttered. “Like all of these damn Neanderthals.”

      “How is Que?” Ellie asked, trying to move the heat off her.

      Keely scowled. “I don’t want to talk about him.”

      “I think he really cares about you, Keely,” she said gently. “What if you’re his mate?”

      “Once he learns the truth about me, he won’t want me.”

      Ellie’s heart broke for her. They knew her secret, but no one else did. And it was her story to tell. She glanced over at Blue to see her staring at Keely worriedly.

      “Anyway, we’re talking about you, not me,” Keely said dismissively.

      Blue sighed. “We can’t take over for you, since none of us can bake. I mean, I could give it a go—”

      “No,” Keely and Ellie said immediately.

      “Last thing we need is to give all of Ellie’s customers food poisoning,” Keely said dryly.

      “That wasn’t my fault,” Blue said quickly. “That was a bad batch of eggs.”

      “You don’t even know what sort of creature those eggs came from,” Ellie pointed out.

      “I thought they’d work in a pinch. I was trying to do a nice thing.”

      “You were,” Ellie said with a smile. “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

      “You appreciate getting the runs for two days straight for your birthday?” Keely asked with mock-surprise. “You sure are easy to please. I’ll remember that for your next birthday.”

      “Smart ass,” Blue muttered. “Why do we put up with you?”

      “Because you guys love me. You always have. I’m completely and utterly lovable.”

      “You two are crazy.” Ellie sighed happily.

      Blue squeezed her hand gently. “You scared us, Ellie.”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t believe some worm caused all this. I never get sick.”

      “How long were you feeling unwell for?” Keely asked with a frown. “You should have said something.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Ellie didn’t want her to feel guilty. She should have told someone she wasn’t feeling right. “It seemed to come on quick. And I’m fine now.”

      “Yeah, well, it was touch and go. You damn well died in front of us.” There was a haunted look in Keely’s eyes.

      Ellie looked worriedly over at Blue before reaching up to grab Keely’s hand. “I’m okay, Keely. I promise.”

      “You have to let us take care of you, Ellie. You look after all of us. You have to let us do the same for you. We can’t lose you. You need to let us help you.”

      “Okay, I’ll try.”

      Keely shook her head. “You have to do better than try. No more trying to do it all on your own. No more hiding when you’re not feeling well or when you’re exhausted. Promise.”

      “I promise. I thought I was just tired. I threw myself into work to try to forget…”

      “Racar?” Keely supplied.

      “Yeah. I thought the nausea and fatigue were because I wasn’t getting enough sleep. I’m never ill.”

      “I’m just glad they figured out what was wrong,” Blue told her. “You had us worried.”

      Keely nodded. “I cried tears. Real tears.”

      “In her eyes tears,” Blue added with a grin.

      Ellie widened her eyes in response. “Not in her eyes tears. I didn’t think she knew how.”

      “I know. I half expected her face to crack.”

      “Oh, shut up, you two,” Keely said without heat. “Point is, you scared the shit out of me. You’re the closest thing I have to a sister. I can’t lose you.”

      “Um, hello, I’m sitting right here.” Blue crossed her arms over her chest.

      “You’re not my sister; you’re a pain in the ass I can’t get rid of,” Keely told her dryly.

      “More like the other way around.”

      Okay, if she didn’t interrupt them, then they’d just keep going. And besides, she knew they were both full of shit. They loved each other.

      “I’m glad you guys are here.”

      “We had to sneak our way past your guard dog,” Blue told her.

      “My guard dog?” she questioned.

      “Racar,” Keely told her. “He doesn’t seem to be that happy to have us around you.”

      “He’s been trying to stop you from seeing me?” she asked in shock. “He has no right to do that.”

      Blue shook her head. “These guys are crazy protective of their mates. Thankfully, Safan isn’t as bad as some of them. Although he did go through that weird patch when I nearly died.”

      “You guys have got to stop doing that,” Keely told them both.

      “I thought I was a pain in your ass?” Blue asked her.

      “Yeah, but I’ve gotten used to having you around. You know, like you might get used to a wart.”

      Blue just rolled her eyes. “I cannot believe you just compared me to a wart.”

      “Do you really think he’s my mate?” Ellie blurted out. Both of them fell silent. Keely looked worried. Blue just looked like Blue. She always knew what to do. She always had a plan. Only right now, she wasn’t saying anything. “Well?” she asked again when they said nothing. Why weren’t they saying anything?

      “How would you feel if he was?” Keely asked carefully.

      “Why aren’t you answering the question?” she asked back.

      “Because we know that you care about him,” Blue said to her quietly. “A lot. He pushed you away and now he’s done a complete turn around and decided he’s your mate. These guys know when they find their mate.”

      “Right.” She let out a breath. “They’re never wrong?”

      “Safan said he has never heard of anyone thinking they had found their mate then discovering they were wrong. If Racar says you’re his mate, then you are.”

      “Shit,” she whispered.

      “Yeah. Shit.” Keely squeezed her hand then leaned in. “It’s not too late for us to leave Zerconia if that’s what you want. If you don’t want him, then we’ll leave.”

      She stared at Keely then looked over at Blue. She didn’t look all that happy, but she did nod. “We’ve all talked about it. If you don’t want to be mated to him, Ellie, then the offer still stands. We’ll all go. Have another adventure.”

      “I never really liked the adventures,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, we know.” Keely smiled at her.

      “I’m sorry. I guess I just want the boring things in life. A family. A home. Kids.” She gave them an apologetic look.

      “Don’t have to apologize for that, Ellie,” Blue told her. “Truth is that adventure can be fun, but going to sleep at night with a gorgeous man wrapped around you who adores and loves you, knowing your family is safe and happy, well, that’s pretty damn good.”

      They both stared at her.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you talk like that,” Keely said.

      Blue shrugged, looking embarrassed.

      “Okay, so we’re staying?” Keely asked Ellie.

      She let out a deep breath, coming to a decision that felt right. “Yes. I want to stay.”

      “And Racar?” Blue asked.

      “I don’t know.” Worry filled her stomach. “I mean, if I am his mate, then I’m meant to be with him, right? And it would be for life. Forever. He couldn’t leave me.”

      Both women were silent. They knew about her life before she’d met them.

      “That’s what I’ve always wanted. A man who wanted me. A home. To be chosen. To be loved. But…”

      “But?” Keely prompted.

      “But there’s a part of me that keeps whispering that he could be wrong. That I shouldn’t get my hopes up.”

      Blue sighed. “It’s a difficult thing to get your head around, that we’re actually meant to be with these guys. That there is some sort of bond that ties us to them. I mean, what if your mate turns out to be someone you hate, right?”

      “Right.” She breathed out, glad that Blue understood.

      “But the way Safan explains it, he was attracted to me first, before he knew I was his mate. He said that matings happen for a reason. That a mate wouldn’t be chosen for them that didn’t fit, that wasn’t someone they couldn’t love, couldn’t desire, couldn’t want.”

      “But Racar didn’t want me before,” she pointed out.

      “Didn’t he?” Keely asked. “Or was he just too wrapped up in what he was doing to realize it? If there is one thing I have noticed about Racar, it’s that he is very dedicated. Focused.”

      She thought that over. “He said that he didn’t understand why he couldn’t stop thinking about me. And then after he watched me undress—”

      “Um, what?” Blue asked, sitting up straighter. “You didn’t tell us about this.”

      “Oh…yes…well, I didn’t want Tane to kill him.”

      Keely narrowed her gaze. “When did he see you undress?”

      “He was standing outside my bedroom window as I undressed that night after I stormed off on him.”

      “That pervert!” Keely sputtered out. “I’ll kill him.”
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      “Keely, calm down. It’s fine.” Ellie watched her friend as she paced up and down the room.

      “It is not fine. That’s not normal, Ellie.”

      No, it wasn’t. But she wasn’t alarmed.

      “You should have told someone.”

      “No, no one can know. Please, keep that quiet. Tane won’t understand.”

      “I don’t understand,” Keely stated. She whirled to glare at Blue. “Blue, how come you’re not threatening to kill him?”

      “Because I don’t think he’s some weird Peeping Tom,” Blue said thoughtfully. “I think he met his mate and didn’t realize it. I think it’s a sign that he knew deep down you were his mate, and it shows he was attracted to you.”

      “That’s just so weird,” Keely said. But she came and sat down again. Ellie breathed out a sigh of relief. The last thing she needed was Keely telling Tane or Jack what had happened.

      “When Racar was telling me how he found me lying on the ground, he looked so distraught. So upset. As though he really does care.” She looked at them both. “But I’m scared to take that final step with him.”

      Panic filled her, stealing her breath. She could feel herself shake. No. No.

      I’m sorry, Ellie. We need to move you to another home. It’s not your fault, sweetheart.

      “Ellie. Ellie, it’s all right. We’re here.” Hands touched her. One set cool and smooth, the other warmer, slightly rougher. Her friends’ voices washed over her. But the panic attack still held her in its grasp.

      “What is going on? Ellie! What is the matter?” His voice crashed into her, pulling her slightly out of the tight grip of fear.

      “She’s having a panic attack,” Blue replied calmly, but there was a note of something in her voice. Worry? Urgency? “She needs touch. It’s the only thing that pulls her out. Ellie, we’re here.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Keely added.

      “Get out of my way. Let me touch her.”

      Suddenly, their hands left her. No! She screamed the word silently.

      And then she was surrounded by him. His warmth. His touch. His scent. Breath filled her lungs. Her shaking started to cease. The nausea bubbling in her tummy went down to a slow simmer. She opened her eyes and stared straight into his chest.

      “Where…where is your shirt?” she managed to ask. Maybe she should have said something else. But right in that moment, it was all she could think about.

      And she really wouldn’t mind getting better look at his naked chest.

      The heat radiating off him was amazing. She hadn’t realized how cold she was until he was warming her.

      “You’re like a giant heated blanket. Except a blanket can’t give you hugs. So you’re even better than a blanket.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “I think. You are freezing. You should have told someone you were so cold.”

      “Not cold now.”

      “I took my shirt off so more of my skin was touching yours.”

      It was then that she realized he’d climbed under the sheet. Her bare breasts were pressed up against his chest. Her nipples had grown hard, sensitive. She moved slightly, rubbing them against him and had to bite back a small groan.

      “I think maybe it’s time we went,” Blue said.

      “You should not have been visiting without my permission,” Racar snapped back.

      She was swimming in her little happy bubble. For the first time, she felt warm, safe, content. She hadn’t realized it was possible to feel content and horny as fuck at the same time.

      Turned out, totally possible.

      Go her.

      But she couldn’t let him talk that way to her friends. She tried to turn, to move away from all that male yumminess, but he tightened his arms around her.

      “Stay still,” he ordered.

      “Say please,” she told him.

      “What?”

      “Please. Stay still, please.”

      “What?”

      She sighed. “They’re called manners. Did your mom not teach you any?”

      “I do not need manners,” he stated arrogantly.

      “Seriously?” She leaned back to stare up at him. “Everyone needs manners. Otherwise, you’re just a jerk. Although…”

      “Ellie, we’re going to go and leave you to rest,” Keely said, stepping up behind her to place her hand on Ellie’s shoulder.

      “She should have already been resting.” Racar glared at her friend.

      “Actually what I needed was my friends. Having them here made me feel so much better. And I’m not going to let you scare them off.”

      Blue snorted. “Ain’t nobody going to scare us off. Don’t worry, he’s just in me-male, me-protect, me-bang-chest mode. I’ve seen it before.”

      “Tane’s gonna visit after training later and we’ll all be back tonight with dinner,” Keely told her.

      She smiled. “Okay, so long as Blue isn’t cooking.”

      “You give everyone food poisoning once and you’re never allowed to forget it,” Blue grumbled good-naturedly.

      They both said goodbye then quickly left.

      “You were rude to them,” she told him. She should probably push away from him. Not touching him would surely make it easier to think. And she needed all of her faculties when dealing with him.

      “I expressly told them not to visit without my permission,” he grumbled.

      “And when were you going to give them permission?” she asked curiously.

      “In a few days.”

      She snorted. “They’re my family. They were never going to wait a few days to see me. And you need to stop trying to keep them away from me. I need them.”

      “You should need only me,” he said arrogantly.

      “And do you need only me?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      Her heart filled at those words, even though she knew they weren’t quite true. “So you’d be happy to give up your research to spend all your time with me?”

      His arms tightened around her. He grew tense. Ah, maybe now he was getting it. “That is different.”

      “Yeah, you’re right, it is. Because these are people who I love. Who love me. They are always going to be in my life, no matter whether you want them to be or not. I get that your research is important to you. I don’t want to get between you and doing what you love. Don’t get between me and the people I love. You do that and all you’re going to do is make me unhappy. Do you want to do that?”

      “You know I do not want that.”

      “Good. I’d really appreciate it if you could at least try to get along with them. Racar?”

      “Yes?”

      “Are you sure? Really sure I’m your mate?”

      He leaned up on my elbow so he could stare down at her intently. “Very sure. There is no mistake. You are mine.”

      She just studied him. Unsure what exactly to say. She wanted this. But there was still a part of her that was scared to believe.

      He was the first to break eye contact. “You need to rest.”

      “I’ve been sleeping a lot. Are you drugging me or something?” she asked suspiciously. She wouldn’t put it past him.

      “If I have, it would be with your best interests in mind,” he told her.

      Which meant yes, he was drugging her. Damn it.

      “Racar, you can’t just make decisions without consulting me.”

      “Why not?”

      Why not? Was he serious? Yes, it seemed he was.

      “Because it’s my body. My life. I get that you’re just trying to take care of me and I appreciate it, really, I do. But I’m used to making my own decisions. I might be letting you get away with it at the moment because I feel like crap, but once I’m feeling better, it’s going to piss me off.”

      “Piss you off? That does not sound pleasant.”

      “It isn’t. It means I’ll be angry.”

      “I have seen you angry. You looked magnificent.”

      Okay, she hadn’t been expecting him to say that. “Really?”

      “Really. However, I did not like you yelling at me. Or being mad. I certainly did not like the way you stormed off and refused to obey me. You will not do that again.”

      “I won’t?” she asked in a low voice.

      “And you will not walk around alone at night. It is not safe.”

      “Not safe?”

      “No. From now on, I will accompany you if you need to go anywhere at night. To ensure your safety.”

      Okay, on the one hand, it was sweet he cared. On the other hand, she’d like to slap him around the head.

      “But the way you looked when you were angry was mesmerizing.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll see me like that again.” It was almost guaranteed. Although right now, she had to admit to being too tired to work up much of a temper. “At some stage, we need to have a serious conversation about your overprotectiveness.”

      He grew tense. “I only wish to prevent harm coming to you.”

      She frowned. She got the feeling he was hurt by what she’d said. She thought back over their conversation. If it was so important to him that she didn’t walk around at night, then wasn’t that something she could give him? Relationships were about compromise, right?

      “I know,” she told him. “And I appreciate that. Truth is, I don’t much like walking around at night alone. And I get why you want me to rest, but the drugs are making me feel woozy and I don’t want to spend all day sleeping. Okay?”

      “I suppose the drugs are now unnecessary.”

      Okay, this was going easier than she’d thought. “I know you’re trying to protect me, but I need my friends. Especially at the moment.”

      “I do not like that they caused you to have a panic attack.”

      She stiffened. Crap. She should have realized he would bring that up. It wasn’t something she liked to talk about. Wasn’t really ready to tell him about. “They didn’t cause the panic attack. They were trying to help me.”

      “Then what did cause you to have it?”

      If she told him the truth, it would hurt him. But she didn’t like to lie either.

      “It just all got to me. Nearly dying. Waking up in here. You telling me you are my mate. It’s a lot to deal with.”

      He ran his hand up and down her back. Warmth pooled in her lower stomach, working its way down lower to where her clit was throbbing.

      “Do you not wish to mate with me?”

      “I want to,” she whispered to him. “But there’s a part of me that wonders if it’s really true. You didn’t want me before.”

      “I was a fool.”

      “You can say that again,” she muttered.

      “I was a fool,” he repeated.

      She grinned. “I didn’t actually mean you had to repeat yourself.”

      “Then why did you say I should?” he asked, looking confused.

      She shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. You were a fool. I’m surprised you are admitting it, though.”

      He sighed. “I have played those conversations we had over and over in my head, wishing I had not said what I did. That I had not hurt you. You are the last person I wish to hurt, Ellie. I know that when I am focused on my work, I often miss what is going on around me. That I might never have realized you were my mate horrifies me. I need you, Ellie. I need you in my life. I am so sorry for the way I treated you. My precious, beautiful mate.” He ran his hand over her head.

      “I’m not beautiful,” she whispered. But his words had woven a spell on her. She didn’t know these big alien dudes could speak so beautifully.

      “You are. With your pale skin, your hair like fire, and a smile that lights up the room.”

      “You really think that?”

      “Yes. I do. You are gorgeous and sweet and mine. All mine.”

      I need you.

      God, they were the exact right words to say to her. Ellie wanted to be needed. She knew she probably equated being needed with being loved. But it didn’t make her want it any less.

      “I will take good care of you. I will treat you like the precious, wonderful person you are.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Are you sure you are ready for all this?”

      “Me?” He drew back to look at her. “My mate, I have waited for you all my life. Of course I am ready. Why do you think I have worked so hard to find a way to increase the human mates’ lifespan? It was all for you. So when I found my own mate, I could spend as much time as possible with her.”

      She didn’t believe that for a moment. Even if he had a Zerconian mate, she was pretty certain he would have worked as tirelessly to find a cure.

      “Unfortunately, I still have not found the cure.”

      “You will.” She yawned.

      “I will need to work less, now that I have a mate to care for.”

      “I don’t want to interfere with your work. I know how much it means to you.”

      He brushed his lips across her forehead. “Not as important as you.”

      She sighed happily. “You know all the good words to use.”

      “You will move into my home once you are able to leave here.”

      She sucked in a breath. Nerves filled her. He was moving fast. But then, did she expect anything else? Did she want anything else? Could she really go back to her house, knowing that he was living somewhere else? The answer was no. As nervous as she was, she knew she would regret it if she didn’t give this a go. She would just have to make sure that she protected herself in case it all went to shit.

      However, she couldn’t let him away with just making demands like that.

      “Was that a request?” she asked.

      “No. Why would it be a request when it will happen?”

      “You are so arrogant.” She shook her head. “You’re lucky you’re cute.”

      “Cute? I have heard people call Giz cute. I am not certain I like being referred to as cute. I am strong. Smart. Loyal. Not cute.”

      “Racar, you can’t just dictate to me. You’re supposed to ask me.”

      “But if I made it a question, then you could say no.”

      “I could.”

      “I do not want you to say no.”

      She sighed. “Racar, ask me.”

      He gave her a disgruntled look.

      “Ask me,” she insisted.

      “Will you move into my house with me?” he said with clear reluctance.

      “Yes. I would love to.”

      His face relaxed. “Then why did I have to ask?”

      She just shook her head with a laugh. He was impossible. She stared up into his face. He was too gorgeous for words. Her body was on hot, her clit throbbing, her nipples hard little nubs.

      “Racar?”

      “Yes, my mate?”

      “Will you kiss me?” she asked breathlessly, moving her lips towards him. Certain of his reply.

      “No.”
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      “No?” She gaped at him. For a moment it didn’t even register what he’d said. Then when it did, anger filled her. “No?”

      He tried to move from the masic, but she grabbed hold of him. She had no intention of letting him go. Oh, he could easily overpower her. Even when she wasn’t weak from her illness, he was still much stronger than she was.

      But to his credit, he stilled. He stared down at her, looking wary.

      “Did you just tell me no?”

      He frowned. “I did.”

      “Why? You don’t want to kiss me?” Hurt started to mingle with the anger. Then he suddenly moved, rolling her onto her back and coming down on top of her. He rested his forearms on the masic on either side of her, but his lower half was pressed into her.

      And it was more than obvious that he wanted her.

      It was also more than obvious that he was big all over.

      She swallowed nervously. She may have bitten off more than she could chew.

      “Racar?” she whispered, looking up into his eyes which were amber. Zerconians eyes changed colors with their moods.

      And amber meant he was aroused. Not that she didn’t already know that.

      “Not want to kiss you? Sunshine, there is nothing I want more. I want to take your lips with mine. Press my tongue into your mouth. I wish to kiss and lick and taste every inch of you.”

      “Okay. That sounds nice.” Her voice sounded breathless.

      “Nice? It will not be nice,” he growled at her, looking insulted. “It will be hot. It will be demanding. It will make everything else fade into darkness. There will only be me. Touching you. Bringing you to release. It will be so good you will scream with pleasure.”

      “Modest, aren’t you?” she tried to joke.

      “I only speak the truth. I am very, very good. I have studied how to bring pleasure to a female. I devoted many weeks to this.”

      Wow. Oh, wow.

      “Then, why won’t you kiss me? Oh God, does my breath stink?” She hadn’t even thought of that. She brought her hand up to her mouth and breathed out then sniffed.

      He leaned his weight on one hand and pulled her hand away from her mouth. “It is not the stink of your breath.

      “So it does stink,” she wailed.

      He shook his head. “Mate. Your breath does not stink. That is not the reason I will not kiss you.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Touch is the beginning of the mating bond. A joining cements the bond. But between the first touch and joining, our bodies can react, try to push us into completing the mating. A male can become more aggressive. A female, well, she can become overly aroused.”

      She knew all this. But she still found herself blushing.

      “What’s kissing got to do with anything?”

      “A kiss can also affect things. It can make the effects of a half-bond worse on both male and female. I do not wish to kiss you until I can join with you.”

      “Damn. That really sucks.”

      His lips twitched. “Sucks. I know this word. And yes, it does. But you are not up to joining with me yet. So, we will wait.”

      “But not for long, right?”

      “Let us hope not.”
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      She was going insane.

      If she didn’t get that man to ease up and fuck her…well, she didn’t know what she was going to do. Something drastic. Something that would totally get his attention. Something that would make him realize she wasn’t an invalid.

      She didn’t know whether her need for him was normal or was due to the incomplete mating bond. Her skin wasn’t overly sensitive. And Racar didn’t seem aggressive.

      Worry niggled inside her.

      Matings work differently for everyone.

      But that niggle of worry was enough to make her want to complete the mating. Now. She wanted to know for sure that he was hers. Because she was getting more attached to the big guy every day.

      He’d been amazing. He’d done everything for her. He’d moved her into his place. He’d started working from home so he could be there if she needed him. And when he had to go to the lab, he made sure she always had someone with her. She wouldn’t say he’d warmed to her friends exactly, but at least he wasn’t standing in the way of them visiting her.

      But she wanted him. She wanted to sleep with him. Feel him touch her. Feel him inside her. Taking her. He wouldn’t even sleep in the same bed as her. He had told her some bullshit about not testing his control.

      Well, she was nearly at the end of hers.

      She rolled over and thumped her fist down on her pillow. She’d been home a week. She felt better than she had in a long time. Finally, tired of tossing and turning, she climbed off the masic. Racar’s place was really just a one-bedroom apartment. It was pretty sparse. It was obvious he didn’t spend much time here. But it had an amazing view. And she knew she could make it feel more like a home.

      She walked into the living area, moving quietly. It was so dark in here. She tiptoed over towards the couch, where Racar was sleeping. Her foot banged against something and she let out a pained cry, falling forward and landing with a thump on something hard and warm.

      Racar.

      Shit.

      “Mate? What do you do? Lights on,” he barked out.

      The lights flickered on and she sat up with a groan. “Crap. I’m so sorry.”

      “What are you doing walking around in the dark?” He sat up, looking down at her in concern. “You could hurt yourself.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m pretty certain I broke my toe.” She reached out to grab her big toe gingerly. Ow.

      “What?” he asked, alarmed. He reached down and picked her up. Her breath whooshed out of her lungs. Sometimes she forgot how strong he was.

      “Where does it hurt? Can you move it?”

      “Oh, it’s fine.” Although other parts of her were really beginning to ache now that she was sitting in his lap.

      “I shall get dressed and take you to one of the regen machines.” He was gently prodding at her toe and foot as he spoke.

      She grabbed his hand. “Racar, it’s fine. It’s not broken. I was exaggerating. I just banged it against the side table and went flying.”

      “What were you doing walking around in the dark?” he demanded. “If you needed something, you should have called out for me. You should not get out of bed alone.”

      “Racar, I’m not an invalid.”

      “You are still recovering,” he said stubbornly. He stood with her in his arms, holding her cradled against his chest.

      She sighed happily. “Have I ever told you that I like it when you carry me around?”

      “You do?” He looked down at her in surprise.

      “Oh yeah. Makes me feel special, I guess.”

      “You are special.”

      There went that gooey feeling.

      He walked into the bedroom and laid her down on the bed. “I will get a coolpac for your foot. If it is swollen or sore in the morning you are going to the regen machine. No arguments.”

      “Okay.”

      He looked down at her in surprise. “Did you hit your head when you fell?” He started to feel her scalp, obviously looking for bumps.

      “What? No. Why?”

      “Because you have never agreed without an argument.”

      She rolled her eyes at him. “That’s not true. I hardly ever argue.”

      He snorted. “Now I know that you have hit your head. You are delusional.”

      “I don’t usually like confrontations. I don’t like to create problems. You just bring out the argumentative side in me, I guess.” She reached out and grabbed his hand as he stepped back. “Nope. You’re not getting away from me.”

      He raised his eyebrows as he stared down at her. “I am getting you a coolpac.”

      She pursed her lips. “Fine. But after you do that I want you to sleep in here. With me.”

      He shook his head. “No, sunshine, that is not a good idea.”

      “I’m fully recovered, Racar. I’m not sick anymore. I won’t break.”

      “You are still too pale and weak for my liking,” he countered. “I will not take chances with your health. You nearly died.” There was a starkness to his voice that made her pause.

      “Then just sleep with me. Please. Only sleep. I need your arms around me.”

      “Are you feeling the effects of the mating bond not being completed?” he asked with concern. “I know my touch can alleviate the effects.”

      She wanted to say yes. To lie. But damn it, she couldn’t.

      “I don’t know,” she said instead. “I just know I want you in here. With me.”

      His face softened. “This I can do.”

      She sighed happily. Step one, getting him into bed with her, achieved. Step two, getting him to fuck her, wouldn’t be far away.
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        * * *

      

      Enough was enough.

      She was getting out of bed today.

      She didn’t care what her overgrown nurse/jail keeper said. Two weeks had passed since he’d taken out that java worm and she felt great. She’d thought when she got him to sleep in bed with her that things would quickly progress.

      They had not.

      So she was taking matters into her own hands. Tonight when he came to bed it was going to be to fuck her.

      Today she was getting up for more than the half an hour at a time he’d allowed her so far. She was going to shower, get dressed, and get some fresh air. Racar had allowed her out on the balcony a few times, but only if he carried her. He’d also wrapped her up in so many blankets that it had kind of made breathing hard, and within minutes, she’d been sweating so much, she’d felt ill.

      She’d quickly given up asking him to take her out. But today, he had to spend the day in the lab, so both Keely and Blue were coming over to keep her company. She knew that if she told him she was getting up today, he’d freak out and insist on staying home.

      So the simple solution was not to tell him anything. It wasn’t really lying, right?

      She figured she could talk until she was blue in the face and about to pass out and he still wouldn’t listen. But if she could show him she was well, he would have no choice but to back off.

      She heard the door chime. The girls were here. She pulled herself up in bed as she heard them greet Racar. He walked into the bedroom with a slightly bemused look on his face. She knew he was starting to like Blue and Keely. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said of Tane, Jack, and Marc. In fact, if she had to hazard a guess about his feelings towards them, she would say he was jealous.

      But she tried not to push things. He was trying.

      “Your friends are here.” He leaned in and brushed a kiss over her forehead. He turned to Blue and Keely, who had followed him in. “Make sure she stays in bed. And that she has at least one nap. Also, don’t feed her all that crap that you gave her last time. All that processed food isn’t good for her.”

      She rolled her eyes, noting Keely and Blue were having trouble holding back their laughter.

      Jerks.

      As soon as he left, Blue and Keely came and sat on the bed with her. “So, do you need to nap now?” Keely asked.

      “Or maybe we can make you a lettuce salad, no dressing?” Blue asked.

      Ellie gagged.

      “Or are we going to have some actual fun and play a game of poker and drink Sola?” Keely asked.

      “Enough games of poker; you guys always beat me,” she complained. “I already owe you both two dozen cupcakes.”

      “I thought we could make it an even three,” Keely said.

      “You’re never going to get what I owe you if I’m not allowed out of this damn bed.”

      “Oohh, had enough of Mr. Protective?” Blue asked.

      She snorted. “I’d had enough four days ago. Now I’ve reached the full limit of my patience. Today, I’m getting out of bed. For good. And I’m not coming back here until he fucks me.”

      Keely grinned. “I like this Ellie. This Ellie is kickass.”

      She scrunched her nose. “I’m not really kickass, though.”

      “Sure you are,” Blue disagreed. “You’ve just got more patience than the rest of us, so you’re slower to reach that point where you’re not really sure if you want to murder them or fuck them. Most of the time, you want to do both. Luckily, you tend to fuck them first, and by the time they’ve worked their magic on you, you forget about murdering them.”

      “Damn, it must be spectacular to make you forget about murder,” Keely joked.

      Blue just smiled. It started out small then grew bigger.

      Keely’s eyes widened. “That good, huh?”

      “Let’s just say that Safan knows what he’s doing. And that while his fingers are magic, his mouth is. Off. The. Planet.”

      “Okay, you guys need to stop.” Ellie was already frustrated as hell. She didn’t need to listen to this.

      “You really need to jump that man,” Keely told her. “You look like you’re going to burst.”

      “You try sleeping next to the most gorgeous, sexy man you’ve ever met every night without fucking him and see how you feel!” she burst out. Immediately, she felt terrible. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to yell at you.”

      “It’s okay,” Keely told her. “I get it. It’s torture. Zerconian style. You need some Racar loving.”

      “And I need you guys to help me. It’s not just about the sex. He sees me as an invalid, someone to take care of. I want to show him that I’m a woman. You know?”

      “I got you.” Keely nodded. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “First, is getting out of bed. Second, is getting dressed. Third, I need some sexy lingerie. Fourth, is the bottle of Sola in the fridge.”

      “That is an awesome plan. Totally fail-proof.” Keely nodded.

      Exactly. What could go wrong?
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        * * *

      

      “Just what do you think you are doing?” Racar thundered down at the three giggling females sprawled across the sofa in his living area.

      He had come home expecting to find his mate asleep or perhaps the three of them watching a vid, something that humans seemed fond of doing.

      He had not anticipated this.

      “Racar!” Ellie called out, waving around the bottle of Sola she held. She appeared to be wearing some sort of pale green gown that tied around her waist. “You’re home.”

      He placed his hands on his hips as he scowled down at Blue and Keely. “What is she doing out of bed?”

      “She’s having fun is what she’s doing,” Keely replied.

      “Fun? She was not supposed to have fun. She was supposed to rest.”

      “She is right here,” Ellie told him, climbing to her feet. She wobbled a little, grinned, then righted herself.

      He could not believe this. He left for one day. One. “I expected my instructions to be followed.”

      “Oops, think we’re in trouble, Keely,” Blue said. Her grin told him she wasn’t much worried.

      “Do you think he’s into spanking? He looks like the spanking type, doesn’t he?” Keely peered up at him.

      “No, he doesn’t,” Ellie squeaked out, looking somewhat alarmed. “You’re not, are you? He wouldn’t spank you guys.”

      Did she even realize what she’d just said? He looked at her incredulously.

      “Wasn’t worried about us, babe,” Keely said to her. “Worried about him spanking you.”

      “I am not going to spank my mate,” he informed them.

      “Oh, that’s good, then.” Ellie smiled up at him. “I need some hubba-hubba not some…”

      “Spanky-spanky?” Keely suggested.

      Ellie burst into laughter. He found himself battling a smile. This was serious. Her eyes were a little unfocussed. How much had she had to drink? He snatched the bottle away from her as she went to take another sip. He gave it a shake. “How many of these have you had?”

      “Just three,” Blue told him. She looked the most clear-headed of the lot. “Not that bad. Although Ellie is a real lightweight. Probably should have stopped at bottle one.”

      “You should have stopped her from taking a drink at all. I entrusted her into your care.” And he was livid that they had allowed her to get out of bed, let alone let her get drunk. What if she had gotten dizzy and hit her head? What if she’d had a panic attack and hurt herself? Different scenarios raced around in his head.

      “Hey, don’t talk to Keely and Blue like that.” Ellie poked her finger into his chest. “They just did what I asked them to.”

      She dropped her nose to his chest. “Yum, you smell so good.”

      “You should not be out of bed. And they should have ensured you stayed there. And if they could not do that,” which was doubtful, considering she was smaller than they were and still weak, “then they should have called me and I would have come home.”

      “It was time for me to get up. I’ve been in bed too long. I feel fine. Great, actually. Blue and Keely were just doing what I wanted.”

      “I think it’s time we left,” Blue said.

      “Yes, it is,” he said tightly.

      “Racar,” Ellie said quietly. “This was my decision. I’m not sick anymore. I don’t need to lie around in bed. I was sick of lying around in bed.”

      “Then you should have spoken to me before doing this. Not waited until I left. You could have harmed yourself.”

      “All right, we’re going to go. Come on, Keely,” Blue said, standing and reaching for her friend.

      Keely’s bottom lip poked out. “Do we have to?”

      “Yes,” both Blue and Ellie said to her.

      Keely sighed. She stood then leaned down to speak to Ellie. “Let us know how it goes. I want details. Juicy details. You know what I mean?”

      Racar had no idea what she meant. But Ellie obviously did since she had gone bright red and nodded. Racar walked them to the door, watching them carefully to make certain they were sober enough to walk home alone. “I am going to contact Safan and tell him you are on your way home.”

      “Okay,” Blue said with a grin. “Have fun.” She winked at him.

      “Fun? What do you mean?”

      Blue just shook her head with a sigh. “I worry about you.”

      She did?

      “You can thank us tomorrow.” Keely giggled.

      Thank them? They would be lucky if he allowed Ellie to have anything to do with them again. Stars, who was he kidding? He knew by now that he could not separate them. He’d had that idea in the beginning. To keep Ellie to himself. But that would only make her upset and that was the last thing he wanted. He also had a suspicion that even if he tried, he wouldn’t manage it. They had a close bond.

      He walked back into the living area, fully prepared to give Ellie a firm scolding then put her to bed, after making her take a pain inhibitor and drink a full glass of water.

      But when he stepped into the living room, he was shocked to realize she wasn’t there.

      “Where did she go?”

      He moved into the bedroom. Perhaps she’d had the good sense to get herself into bed in an attempt to assuage some of his anger. It would not work. He still intended to give her a good scolding. Then he would ensure that she went to sleep early.

      She wasn’t in the bedroom.

      He turned to the bathroom. He’d had about enough of this. His rumble of displeasure filled the room when he discovered the bathroom was empty.

      “Ellie!”

      He stomped through the bedroom, into the living room, and then glanced around. His home was small. He’d never really needed much, so it was just a one-bed, one-bath with an open-plan living area and kitchen with a balcony off the living room. He strode over there and opened the door, and sure enough, there she was, lying on a lounger, sipping from a glass of water this time, thankfully.

      “Ellie—”

      “Isn’t it beautiful.” She waved her hand out at the setting suns in the distance.

      “Ellie—”

      “I never really had a home, you know.”

      He froze. She very rarely mentioned anything about her past. He hadn’t pressed her. It wasn’t like he was forthcoming about things from his past either. But if she wanted to talk, he would not do anything to stop her.

      “What do you mean?” he asked. He wanted to move to her. To lift her off the lounger and settle back with her on his lap. But that would put his shaft far too close to the place that it really wanted to be. He did not know how much longer his control could hold out. Only by telling himself that she was ill, that she was too fragile yet for what he wanted from her, had kept him grabbing her, stripping her naked, and claiming her.

      Mine. Mate.

      “What about when you were a child?”

      “Nope. I mean, I did when I was very young, but that all went away when I was six. I always wanted a home. A place to call my own.”

      Guilt filled him. He’d never thought of this place as a home and it wasn’t, not really. It was just a place he used to sleep and shower. And even then, most of the time, he did that at his office. But now he had a mate. She deserved a home, especially after what she’d just told him. He would need to start looking into somewhere else to live. Somewhere more suited to a family.

      “What are you doing all the way over there?” she asked, looking up at him. She patted the lounger. “Come sit with me.”

      He raised an eyebrow. There was something in her voice. He was not quite certain, but she almost sounded aroused.

      “There is not room for me and you on that lounger.”

      “Isn’t there? I’m sure you could think of some way to make us fit.” She waggled her eyebrows.

      He frowned in concern. “Is there something wrong with your eyebrows?”

      “What? No.” She placed one hand over her eyebrows. “Why?”

      “They were wiggling up and down in a very strange way. Is this like your itchy nose? Do you wish me to scratch your eyebrows?”

      “No.” She held up a hand to stop him as he moved forward. Then she sighed, looking slightly defeated. “I am so crap at this.”

      “At what?”

      “Seduction.”

      Okay, that was a surprise. “You are trying to seduce me?”

      “See!” She threw her hands up in the air, obviously forgetting she had a glass of water. The water splashed over his chest. “I’m so crap, you don’t even know I’m seducing you.” She stared up at him, her mouth dropping open slightly as he ran his hand over his damp chest.

      “Um. Oops. Sorry. I got you all wet.”

      “So you did,” he said. “And I believe that is my job.”

      “What?” She frowned. Then her eyes grew wide. Her cheeks filled with red. He loved when she blushed. “Oh. You mean…”

      “Ellie, do you want me to join with you?”

      “Damn, just come straight out and ask. Why didn’t I think of doing that?”

      “I do not know. Why did you not?”

      “It sure would have been easier than spending the day worrying and plotting and trying on lingerie.”

      “Lingerie?” he asked. By now, the sun had set, and it was growing cooler. He needed to get her inside. He was not completely convinced she was up to this yet. But if it was what she wanted…what she needed…well, it was his job as her mate to give her all of that. He would just have to ensure that she allowed him to do all the work so she did not become overly tired.

      “Yep, lingerie.” She stood up and undid her robe, revealing the sexy, see-through garment she was wearing underneath. It was made of lace and a strategically placed bit of material that seemed to reveal more than it hid. “See?”

      

      Um, okay, so the Sola started to wear off right about the time that she pulled open her silky dressing gown to show him the sexiest and definitely the sluttiest thing she’d ever worn in her life. She wouldn’t have even had the guts to put this on without the benefit of a few drinks.

      Still, she thought it didn’t look too bad on her. Sure, she might as well be wearing nothing for all it covered. But didn’t men like that? Or at least she thought human men did. As she stared at Racar, who was just gaping at her like he’d never seen a naked woman before, well, she was starting to wonder if he liked it.

      Or just thought she’d gone crazy.

      She started to wrap the dressing gown around herself again. This had been a stupid idea. Who was she kidding? She was no seductress. She didn’t have a clue what she was doing.

      “Do not move.”

      She froze and looked up at Racar. His voice had sounded strained. Odd.

      “I know you don’t like it. I’m sorry, I’ll just go get changed—”

      “Do not move.”

      “Racar? What’s wrong?” He was breathing heavily. Suddenly, he took a couple of steps forward and pulled the dressing gown right off her.

      She stared at him, hardly believing he’d just done that. He was always so careful around her. His touch always gentle; he was always aware of his strength. But right now, he was like a tightly coiled spring ready to pounce.

      “Racar, maybe you could say something? Let me know you’re okay.” She was really starting to worry about him.

      His gaze ran over her, but she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. The moonlight was bright enough to highlight his features, but his face was still. Unreadable.

      Intense. That was the main vibe she was getting from him.

      “You will never wear this outfit in front of anyone else,” he said finally.

      “Well, no, this is lingerie.”

      “Lingerie?”

      “You don’t know what lingerie is? Keely bought this a year ago but reckons it doesn’t suit her. She has a lot of lingerie. Women here don’t ever wear things like this?”

      His eyes widened. “In front of others?”

      “Well, not just anyone. It’s not for wearing out in public. It’s for wearing in the bedroom.”

      “In the bedroom.”

      “Racar, you’re starting to worry me. Do you not like it?”

      “How do you feel? Are you dizzy? Tired? Sore?”

      Oh hell. Not this again.

      She put her hands on her hips and his eyes flared. “Racar, I know you were worried about me. Scared. I get it. You big bad warriors don’t do scared. You nearly lost me. But I feel fine now. I am not fragile. And I cannot spend days on end in bed. I’m sick of lying around doing nothing. That’s not me. I know I nearly died and I know why you would have a hard time getting past that. But I cannot go much longer without you fucking me.”

      He sucked in a breath. “You know what will happen if we join.”

      “Yes. I will be yours. Forever.” And she wanted nothing more.

      He reached out, grabbed hold of her hips, and drew her against him. She felt his hard cock press against her soft stomach.

      “We do this, we do this my way. My rules.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Isn’t it always your rules?”

      “I could wish. I seem to have found myself a very disobedient mate.”

      “I am not,” she protested.

      “What orders did I give you before leaving today?”

      “First of all, I’m your mate. I don’t work for you, so I shouldn’t have to take orders from you. Second of all, your orders suck.”

      “They suck?”

      “Yes, they suck. Rest, rest, and more rest. I’m sick of resting. I don’t want to rest anymore.”

      “And what do you want?”

      “I want to be yours. Permanently. Forever. I want you to join with me, Racar.”

      He picked her up, swung her into his arms, and cradled her like a baby. His eyes glowed amber as he stared down at her. Her breath caught at the sign of arousal.

      She reached up and cupped the side of his face. “Racar, please make love to me. Fuck me. I need you so bad.”

      “As your mate, it is my job to give you what you need.”

      “Fantastic. What I need is orgasms. Lots of orgasms. And you, inside me, now.”

      “Mate, I have never heard you talk this way.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m maybe a teensy bit drunk.” She held her finger and thumb about an inch apart.

      “I would say more than that.” He carried her through the living room and into the bedroom, where he placed her on the masic. He stared down at her.

      Her heart raced. “Racar?”

      “I am just taking you in. My beautiful mate.” He reached out and ran his hand up the inside of her thigh. Her breathing hitched. “You are going to follow my instructions. Allow me to do most of the work. I do not wish to tire you.” By now, his hand had reached her pussy and he ran a finger over her slit, her thin panties the only barrier between them.

      “Believe me, I am not in the least bit tired.”

      He moved a finger under her panties then stilled, looking down at her in surprise. “You are bare here?”

      “Yeah, removed it today.”

      “I must see.” He reached for her hips and then pulled her to the edge of the masic. Reaching under her gown, he pulled her panties off. She blushed as she realized he could easily see how damp they were. He smiled. A wicked, heated smile.

      “You are wet for me, my mate.”

      “God, yes.”

      He moved his gaze over her. “Your breathing is coming fast; your pulse racing and your nipples are hard.”

      “You don’t have to tell me. I already know.”

      He reached for her ankles and pulled her legs up, spreading them wide and placing her feet flat on the mattress. Her gown pooled around her hips, exposing her to his gaze. He stared down at her until she started to squirm, feeling a bit uncomfortable at the attention. He placed his hands on her thighs. “Remain still. I wish to look at you. Then I will touch you, taste you.”

      Her breath caught. “Racar, please.”

      “You wish my touch, mate,” he murmured.

      “Yes,” she cried. “Please.”

      He reached down, ran his finger lightly along her lower lips. “I can see everything. You even have spots down here. At some stage, I am going to search your body for every spot and lick each one. But not tonight. I need you too much tonight.”

      “I need you too!”

      “You are wet for me. Eager to have me inside you.” He moved his finger around her clit and she cried out. “So sensitive.”

      “Yes. Yes.” Her breath came in sharp pants.

      He moved his finger lower, pressed it deep inside her.

      Fuck! That felt so good.

      “You are tight here. I must make sure you are very ready for me.”

      “I am ready for you now!”

      “Not now. Not quite. But you will be.” He leaned over her, placed his face close to her pussy and took in a deep breath. “Your scent is addictive.”

      “Oh hell,” she muttered. “Racar, I can’t take it. I need to touch you.”

      “No. Not yet.” He fingered the gown she wore. “You will get more of these.”

      “Yes,” she breathed out. Whatever he wanted.

      “I will pay for them. You will buy them for me.”

      “Whatever you want, just please touch me.”

      He smiled. “So eager. So hot for your mate. This is good.” He reached up and cupped her breast. Then flicked the tip of his thumb over her nipple. “Yes, very eager.”

      She reached for him. She couldn’t take it much longer. She ran her hands down his muscular forearms. “Racar, strip, please. I want to see you.”

      He moved the top of the gown down, uncovering just one breast then leaned over, his weight resting on his forearms as he lapped at her stiff nipple.

      “Oh, yes. Racar!” She wrapped her legs around his hips, pressing her pussy against him, trying to find some friction for her aching clit as he played with her nipple. Licked it. Then suckled on it. Then he nipped it gently and she screamed.

      He glanced up at her. “You like that?”

      “Fuck, yes.”

      He grinned as he moved over to her other breast, pushing the cup of the gown down to reveal that breast as well. He scrapped his teeth across the sensitive bud and she whimpered.

      “More. More.”

      “Every morning, I will wake with you beside me. I will wake you by sucking on your nipple or by kissing your neck or with my tongue deep inside your passage.”

      Jesus, was he trying to kill her here?

      “Yes! Yes!”

      “It would be a most pleasant way to wake up, would it not?” he asked as he laid kisses down her stomach, through the material of her gown. Then he reached her bare pussy. He ran his tongue across the top of her mound.

      “Reach down and grab your legs. Hold them up against your chest,” he commanded.

      “Racar!” she protested. But she did as he ordered. God knew, the last thing she wanted was for him to stop.

      She held her legs up, anticipation filling her as he parted the lips of her pussy with his fingers. He just stared until she wanted to scream. Then he did what she’d been waiting for and lowered his mouth to her pussy. He licked her, played with her clit, ran the flat of his tongue over the entrance to her passage.

      His tongue circled her clit as he pushed first one finger then a second inside her. He stretched her, finger-fucked her, toyed with her until started to beg him.

      “Racar, Racar, please. Please.”

      “My mate wishes to find her release?”

      “Yes!”

      His eyes blazed amber. “Good. Find your release. Let me hear you scream.”

      He moved his tongue faster, driving her higher and higher as he added a third finger to her pussy. She reached her peak, her mouth opening on a silent scream. And she came. The room spun, spots danced in front of her vision, her orgasm so hard and powerful that it almost scared her. But as if he sensed this, she quickly found herself wrapped up in his arms.

      “Breathe, mate. Breathe. That is it. You are safe.”

      She took one breath. Then another, shudders rocking her body. When she came back into her body, his warmth was surrounding her. She turned to look at him. He lay alongside her, holding her carefully. A feeling of peace and safety stole over her.

      “That was spectacular,” she whispered.

      One eyebrow rose. His lips twitched. “You shook so hard, I worried I had hurt you.”

      “Oh no. It’s just been a while. And, well, you are very good with that mouth.”

      “Thank you,” he told her.

      She ran her hand down his chest. “You’ve got too many clothes on.”

      He studied her. “Are you sure you are up to this? I am happy with just bringing you pleasure.”

      “Well, I’m not. I want to give you the same pleasure. I want to feel you inside me.” She blushed a little. “I’m not with my mouth as you are, but for you, I want to learn.”

      “I cannot have your mouth on me tonight. I am too close to the edge of my control. And I wish to be inside you when I find my release. I wish to make you mine.”

      “Yes. Yes.” This was what she had been waiting for all this time. To be completely his.

      He rolled off the bed and she let out a noise of protest, trying to follow him.

      He held out a hand. “Stay right there. I am going to take off my clothes. I want you to spread your legs and touch your clit lightly with your finger.”

      “What? Really?”

      Holy hell. Who knew he’d be so kinky? She’d only ever slept with men who wanted to get inside her as quickly as possible so they could come. Often, she hadn’t even orgasmed. But Racar seemed interested in driving her nuts before he even got inside her.

      “Yes. Now.”

      She obeyed the command in his voice, reaching down to lightly touch her clit. It was still sensitive from that amazing orgasm. “I won’t be able to come again.” She felt like she should warn him in case he was thinking otherwise.

      By now, he had his shirt off and she froze, staring at him with hunger and need. His chest was a work of art. Chiseled. Defined.

      And he was all hers.

      “Keep touching yourself,” he commanded. “And why can you not find release again?”

      He reached for his pants, stripping them down, revealing his thick, long cock. Holy shit. She’d known it would be large, she’d felt it pressed against her often enough. But seeing it was something else.

      He was magnificent. All muscle and tanned skin. Her mouth went dry, all other thoughts leaving her mind except for the need to touch him, lick him all over.

      “Mate? Did you hear me?”

      “What? Huh? Oh, right, yeah, I can never come more than once a night.”

      “Is that so?” he drawled.

      “Yeah. It’s okay, though. That was the most amazing orgasm I’ve ever had.”

      He came and lay on his side next to her. He placed his hand over her hand. The one that was on her pussy. He brushed her finger aside so he could toy with her clit himself. Bending slightly, he placed a light kiss on her lips. “First of all, you will have more than one orgasm, I shall expect nothing less. Secondly, I told you not to stop. That was rather naughty to disregard my orders.” He scrapped his teeth across her nipple and she arched up.

      “Racar!”

      “Wasn’t it?”

      “Please!”

      “Wasn’t it naughty, my mate?” he asked.

      “Yes. Yes,” she sobbed.

      He rolled to his back, taking her with him. She lay sprawled on top of him. “I wish you to straddle my head. I have not had enough of tasting you.”

      “W-what?” He couldn’t be serious.

      His gaze narrowed as he stared up at her. Oh, he was completely serious. Shit, she was so out of her depth.

      She slid her way up his body, placing her legs on either side of his head, kneeling over him. He reached up and grasped hold of her hips. She fell forward, so she was on her hands and knees. Then his tongue lightly touched her clit. She gasped.

      “Oh hell.”

      He flicked at the tight bundle of nerves until arousal flooded her body. The need to come shook her body. Just as she was close to reaching that peak once more, he slid his tongue lower, thrusting it into her passage.

      “Racar!”

      She wiggled her hips, wanting more, needing it. Suddenly, he rolled them again. This time, he had positioned himself over her, his weight resting on his hands and knees.

      “Place your legs around me, my mate,” he ordered.

      She wrapped her legs around him as the head of his cock nudged at her entrance.

      “Relax,” he told her. “I know I am big, but you were made for me.” He moved slowly, not thrusting forward, taking care with her as he always did.

      “Kiss me,” she whispered. She had waited so long for this. Their first kiss. She knew it was going to sizzle.

      He leaned in and took her mouth with his. His tongue brushed her lips and she opened for him as he pushed his way inside her. And world went on fire. Everything else faded. There was only him. Penetrating her. Kissing her. Making her his.

      A sense of rightness fell over her as he kissed her, drunk from her. She felt stretched, full, but it wasn’t painful. He was right. She was made for him. His tongue played with hers as he seated himself fully. He rested there for a minute, letting them both adjust. Then he drew back. Drove forward.

      “Oh fuck, yes!” she cried out. Nerves endings danced, sweat coated her body as he rode her. She held on tight, meeting thrust with thrust. Her orgasm rushed at her. This couldn’t be happening again. The pleasure was undeniable, though. The need. He reached between them and flicked at her clit.

      “My mate, I cannot last much longer. Not this first time. You feel too good. Hot. Wet.”

      “Come, Racar. Come with me.” Her release rushed over her. She clenched down around him as he let out a cry. He threw his head back, the muscles in his neck tense as he roared his release.

      He collapsed on top of her then quickly rolled away, pulling her with him so she lay on top of him. He was still inside her. She loved that. Never wanted him to leave her. She laid her head against his chest, panting heavily.

      “That was amazing.”

      “It was.”

      Then she felt him tense beneath her. She leaned up on her elbows. “What is it?”

      “Do you feel all right?” he asked.

      “Racar, honestly, I feel so much better. Stop fussing.”

      “No, I mean…you do not feel dizzy?”

      It was her turn to tense as it hit her. She knew from Blue and Safan’s mating, that human women usually fainted after the first time they had sex with their mate. Something to do with the mating bond falling into place.

      “There’s no mating bond?” she whispered. It was her nightmare come true. He was wrong. He wasn’t really hers.

      “No.” He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, they were no longer amber in color but a blue-green once more.

      “Why didn’t the mating bond happen? Am I not your mate?” She whispered the question she most dreaded the answer to.

      He’d been wrong. Panic filled her. How could he be wrong?

      “Ellie. Ellie, stop. It is all right.” He rolled so they were on their sides, facing one another. He wrapped her up in his embrace. His touch chased away the panic that had threatened to pull her under.

      “How can it be all right? I’m not your mate. You were wrong.” She started to struggle. She needed to leave.

      “Ellie, stop. Listen to me.” His voice was as stern as she’d ever heard it. “You are my mate. I am not wrong.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “I do not know, but there could be many reasons. Maybe because you are not fully recovered. The bond does not act the same for everyone. Perhaps it will come next time we join. Perhaps it is there, but we cannot feel it yet. You are mine. I promise you that.”

      “Okay.” She didn’t know whether to believe him, but he sounded so sure.

      “We do not fully understand the mating bond between humans and Zerconians yet.” He ran his hand through her hair. “I am not wrong.”

      “Okay.” Her panic started to fade.

      He studied her features. “You believe me.”

      “Yes, I believe you.” Mostly.

      “Good. I am going to get a cloth to clean you up. Stay here.”

      He moved away and that feeling of safety left with him. She shivered, feeling unsure. A little lost. He stared down at her, his gaze narrowed. “Ellie, you are mine. I will not ever let you go. No matter what.”

      A little of that coldness went away.

      “Okay.”
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      “What is it? What’s wrong?” Blue stormed her way into the small apartment that belonged to Racar. Behind her, the others walked in, concern on their faces.

      As soon as Racar left for work, she’d sent out a message to them all, asking them to come if they could.

      She frowned slightly. “I didn’t think you’d all come. Jack, Keely, don’t you guys have work?” The others had more flexible schedules.

      Keely waved her hand around. “Mila will be fine with me coming in late.”

      “I’m not due in for another hour,” Jack told her.

      “What is it, baby girl? What’s wrong?” Tane asked.

      “Oh, well…” Now that they were all here, she didn’t know if she could say it. In fact, she felt a little silly for having them all rush over. “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Ellie, we know you,” Jack told her. “You don’t send out messages like that for no reason.”

      “What happened?” Blue asked. “Did you guys mate last night?”

      She shook her head.

      “Ellie, what’s wrong?” Marc asked her.

      She sent him a sad smile. “I’m not mated. We slept together last night, but the mating bond didn’t come into place. I’m not his mate.”

      “But I don’t understand,” Keely stared at her in shock.

      “He said he was your mate,” Jack stated.

      “I know.” She swallowed heavily. “He still says he’s my mate. He said the mating bond might be doing something different with us. Or maybe it’s because I’m still recovering.”

      “Well, that could be it,” Blue said with false cheerfulness.

      She placed a hand on her tummy, feeling ill. “What if he’s wrong? What if I’m not his mate?”

      Keely knelt in front of her, taking her hands in his. “Do you love him?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then don’t give up hope. Not yet. He seems pretty sure of himself. I’m sure he’s right. Maybe the mating bond just needs time to kick in. It will happen, babe.”

      “Yeah, sure. Of course it will. You’re right, I won’t give up.”

      But she was aware of the worried looks they shared.
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        * * *

      

      She was losing all hope. Three weeks had passed since they’d first slept together and no mating bond. For the first week, they’d had sex every day, sometimes more than once a day. Then, the second week, it had dropped to every second or third day.

      Now he hadn’t touched her in five days.

      She took a deep breath, trying to still the panic bubbling in her stomach. He was wrong. She wasn’t his. She should never have believed him.

      He’d given her hope.

      She sobbed out a breath then forced herself to calm. Getting upset wasn’t going to help. Racar still insisted that she was his. He hadn’t given up yet; she shouldn’t either.

      But he was spending less and less time with her. He was at his research lab more often. A lot of nights she went to sleep without him, and when she woke up, he was already gone. Other nights, he didn’t come home at all.

      And her worry grew.

      Go to him. Tell him what you need. Tell him you need him.

      She knew that Racar tended to lose himself in work. She had to be more understanding. She ran her hand over her face, none of this was helping. She needed some fresh air, to get out of this apartment and away from her worries. Grabbing the basket she used for shopping, she set out for the marketplace. She’d taken over all the cooking and housework. In the beginning, he’d told her how much he appreciated that.

      Now, he seemed to be back to taking it for granted.

      “He’s a busy man, Ellie.”

      “Ellie!”

      She turned in surprise as she heard a voice call out to her. Gerlica walked towards her, a smile on her face. It wasn’t normal to see the other woman smile. The tall Zerconian female tended to be very serious.

      “Gerlica, how are you?” she asked politely.

      “Oh, very well. And you?”

      “I’m well too,” she lied. She didn’t even feel bad about it. For some reason, she didn’t want the other woman knowing how she was truly doing. “I was just heading to the market.”

      “Oh, I am walking that way. I’ll walk with you.”

      Yippee.

      “I was going to invite you and Racar to our house for dinner,” Gerlica said suddenly.

      “Oh, well, that’s nice.” And surprising.

      “Our mates are friends; I thought we could be too. Oh,” she gasped, holding her hand over her mouth. “I am sorry. I did not mean to cause you pain.”

      She frowned. What did she mean? “What? You didn’t hurt me.”

      “Oh good.” She placed her hand on her chest. “I thought you might be sensitive over the fact that Racar is not actually your mate.”

      Ellie stilled and turned to look at the woman. “Who told you that?”

      “Is it supposed to be a secret? I do apologize. Racar told my mate. It is such a shame. The two of you seemed so well matched. I was surprised you were still living with him. Will you move out when he finds his real mate?”

      Pain filled her. She hadn’t even thought about that. That if she wasn’t his mate then someday, he might meet his mate and Ellie would be alone.

      “I think I will walk to the market on my own,” she told the other woman. There were other things she could say, should say, but she just couldn’t think of them. She was too hurt. Too sad.

      “Of course. I will contact you some time to see about that dinner.”

      Yeah, she’d go to dinner with that witch when hell froze over.
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        * * *

      

      She stood in the doorway of his office and stared at Racar as he worked. She didn’t usually visit him here at the research lab. She didn’t want to interfere in his work.

      Tell him how scared you are. How worried. How much you need him.

      But he’s not mine.

      And yet, she couldn’t seem to let him go. She should. She should move from his apartment. Tell him that she wanted him to be happy. With his mate. But she just wasn’t ready to say goodbye.

      She took in a shuddering breath. The conversation with Gerlica had really upset her the other day. She wasn’t sure if that had been the other woman’s intention or not. Not that it mattered.

      She felt ashamed that she wasn’t strong enough to leave him. To let him find happiness with someone else.

      “Racar?”

      Nothing.

      That pain inside her grew. She stepped forward. “Racar!”

      He looked up from his work with a frown. Then his face cleared. “Ellie. What are you doing here?”

      Ellie. Not mate. Not sunshine. The hurt grew.

      “Is everything all right?”

      She forced a smile. “It’s fine.”

      It really, really wasn’t.

      “I just wanted to remind you that we’ve got a celebration to go to tonight. Tane’s birthday, remember? We’re going to Blue and Safan’s for dinner.”

      “Oh. Yes.” He grimaced. “Would it matter if I did not attend? I have a lot to do here.”

      She plastered a big smile on her face. “Of course. I understand.”

      He moved forward, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her forehead, much like you might kiss your sister. “Thank you. You are always so understanding.”

      Yes, she was. That was her. Understanding. Patient.

      And on the inside, she was falling apart.
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      He’d found it. He’d found a way to prolong the human females’ lives.

      He’d found the cure.

      And in the strangest place he would ever have thought. He raced into the palace, heading towards the Emperor and Empress’ private rooms. He could have called them. Could have waited until morning. But he had worked so long for this, sacrificed so much to get here.

      And now he had the answer.

      And is it worth the sacrifices you’ve made? Is it worth your mate?

      He strode along the passage. Ellie would understand, Ellie always understood. Especially once he told her that it was because of her that he’d found the cure.

      He hoped he’d also found the reason why their mating bond hadn’t kicked in.

      He approached the two guards standing outside the doors leading to the royal couple’s private rooms. “I need to speak to the Emperor.”

      Matrix raised an eyebrow. “At this time of night?”

      “It’s important. It’s about my research.”

      He nodded and, raising the communicator around his wrist, spoke quietly into it. Then he lowered his wrist. “You can go in.”

      He walked into the large sitting room and looked around, unable to see the Emperor. Then he heard a puffing noise and walked further inside, spotting the Empress trying to slide her way towards the edge of the couch. Her large stomach hindered her movements, her face red and slightly sweaty.

      “What’s wrong? Haven’t you ever seen a hugely pregnant woman try to get up?”

      “Empress, do you need some help?” he asked, worried about how exhausted she appeared.

      He stepped forward.

      “Help? What I need is a crane. It’s the only thing that can move my enormous ass around,” she complained. He caught a glimpse of tears in her eyes and panic filled him.

      “Where is the Emperor? Where is Boris or Nassir?” Her bodyguard and his wife were never far from the Emperor.

      “Boris and Nassir have gotten the night off from Zoey-babysitting. Figured I better give them some time off before Boris started to contemplate ways to kill me and get away with it.”

      “I am certain that is not true.”

      “Of course it’s not true. They love me. What’s not to love? I’m grouchy, sweaty, achy, and moody. I’m a complete and utter joy to be around.”

      Well, he would not go that far. But it was not a good idea to disagree with the Empress. Especially when she was pregnant. They had all learned that with her first pregnancy.

      “I cannot believe I still have three months to go! I’m enormous, look at me!” She had stilled as she spoke, but now started to heave herself up. “Why do they make these damn couches so low?”

      Racar reached out a hand to her, and she slid her slightly clammy hand into his. He pulled her up, holding her steady as she wobbled slightly.

      “Where is the Emperor?”

      “Huh, you’ve got that panicked look that everyone gets when they spend more than five minutes with me,” she grumbled. “Don’t worry, he’ll be here in a minute. He took Elodie over to Mila and Koran’s for the night.”

      “I am sorry, my Empress. I did not mean to insult you.”

      “Racar, call me Zoey. And I get it. I’d have that look on face too if our roles were reversed.”

      The door from the hallway slid open and Racar couldn’t help the shudder of relief that filled him as the Emperor entered.

      The Emperor’s gaze immediately went to his mate. “Zoey, what are you doing? You’re supposed to be staying off your feet.”

      She was? He frowned, taking another look at the Empress. Her cheeks were flushed, eyes unusually bright, and she didn’t look all that well.

      He grasped hold of her hand to take her pulse. “How long have you been feeling unwell?”

      She blew out a breath. “Oh, I don’t know. Since I got pregnant.”

      “Zoey,” Dex said in a low, warning voice. But he walked over to stand behind her and she leaned back on him tiredly.

      “I’ve felt pretty crappy for the last few days. Moroco has been here and checked me over. He told me I needed to rest more and avoid stress. Not sure how a person is supposed to rest when they have a toddler.”

      “By letting others help, as they have all offered to,” Dex told her.

      Zoey grimaced. “I know, I know. But I’m pregnant, not an invalid. I should be able to take care of my own child.”

      “Your pulse is very fast. Moroco is keeping an eye on your blood pressure?” He wished he had brought his bag with him.

      “Yeah, he comes and takes it twice a day,” Zoey said tiredly. “It’s a little high.”

      “He is right, you need to rest. Keep your feet up. Drink plenty of fluids.”

      “Which is what I’m doing. But when you drink lots, you have to pee lots, which is what I got up to do.” She sent them both an irritated look.

      “Racar, please excuse us for a moment,” the Emperor said to him.

      He barely had time to nod his head before the Emperor had Zoey in his arms and was carrying her to the bathroom. He paced up and down the room as he impatiently waited for them to return. They came back a few minutes later, Zoey still in Dex’s arms. He set her on the couch and poured her a glass of water. “Drink.”

      She gave a tired nod.

      “So, Racar, what is so important you had to come tell us tonight?” Dex turned to him.

      “I have found it,” he told them both. “I’ve found a way to prolong human mates’ lives.”

      The Emperor’s eyes widened and he sat beside Zoey. She reached for his hand, clasping tight.

      “Really?” she whispered, tears in her eyes once more.

      “I did not mean to make you cry,” he said frantically as tears dripped down her cheeks.

      “These are happy tears.”

      Dex gave him a resigned look. “I am certain you are used to the fact that these human females cry when both sad and happy.”

      He frowned. “Ellie does not cry happy tears.” When was the last time she’d smiled?

      Zoey’s face tightened. “How is Ellie? I know this has been hard for her. Have you figured out why the mating bond hasn’t formed between the two of you?”

      “Maybe. I think it could be tied with my discovery. See, it was Ellie that led me to the solution.” He paced back and forth as he talked, unable to stay still. There was a sense of urgency beating at him, telling him he needed to be somewhere. “It was the java worm.”

      “The java worm?” Dex asked. “What do you mean?”

      “Do you remember when that java worm nearly killed Ellie?”

      Zoey wrinkled her nose. “Ew, yes. That was too gross to ever forget. But what does it have to do with anything?”

      “As I was trying to determine why the mating bond had not formed between Ellie and myself, I discovered some strange things in her bloodwork. As I investigated further, I found that Ellie has not been aging at the same rate as other human females.”

      “And you think it’s due to the java worm?” the Emperor asked.

      He nodded. “Yes, I believe so. The excretion it left changed Ellie’s DNA slightly; it has slowed down the aging process. And it may also be the reason why the bond has not formed between us.”

      “Wait, so, you’re telling us the cure is worm poo?” Zoey asked. “And if you give us this worm poo, which, gross, our bond to our mates may break?”

      He shook his head. “No. Well, yes. Perhaps if it is given in too great a quantity. But even with the worm inside her, I could sense that we were mates. I believe that if the bond has already formed, the java worm’s excretion will not be able to break it. The bond alters the human females’ DNA too much. The java worm’s excretion could not undo that. But still, it would have to be administered very carefully and in small doses so that we could ensure it did not make anyone ill.”

      “And what if a human female comes into contact with the worm before the bond is formed?” the Emperor asked.

      “Then that could well be a different matter,” he said grimly. “It could well interfere with the bond.”

      “So, do you think the mating bond will never form for you and Ellie?” Zoey asked sadly. “How is Ellie taking that news? She must be devastated. You as well.”

      “It could still be possible for the bond to form. I have not discovered what happens once the excretion of the java worm completely leaves a human’s system. Perhaps then the bond may form. I do not have all the answers yet.”

      “So, once it has left Ellie’s system, the two of you could possibly mate?” Zoey asked.

      “Possibly.”

      “Guess that’s some hope, then. Poor Ellie. I bet she doesn’t much feel like celebrating her birthday. I’m sorry we couldn’t make the party.”

      Horror filled him. “Oh, stars.”

      Zoey’s eyes widened. “You forgot it was her birthday?”

      “I am supposed to be at her party now.” How could he have forgotten?

      “Oh shit, you haven’t told her about any of this, have you?” Zoey asked.

      He shook his head. “I came straight here. I should go and tell her now.”

      “Won’t her party be in full swing?” Zoey asked. “Maybe you should wait until tomorrow.”

      “Yes. Yes, you are right. I should go now.”

      “You really should. I hope you’ve got her a really good present to make up for being so late.”

      He just stared at her.

      “Oh crap, you guys are so shit at this relationship stuff. You haven’t got anything, have you?” Zoey gave him an exasperated look.

      “No. She will understand. I have been busy.”

      Zoey shook her head. “Want some advice, my friend?”

      “All right.”

      “Start practicing your groveling.”
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      The Empress’ words rolled around in his head as he made his way to Blue and Safan’s house. Ellie would understand why he was late. And why he had forgotten to get a gift.

      Ellie always understood.

      But still, worry filled him. And as he grew closer to Blue and Safan’s house, that worry grew. It was quiet. Too quiet.

      He went to the door and pressed his hand against the pad next to it to request admittance. He had to wait a moment, then the door slid open. Surprisingly, no one greeted him. He walked in to find the place empty, except for Safan, who sat on the sofa, watching something on the screen on the wall.

      “Safan? What is going on? Is the party over?” He looked around for Ellie as if suddenly expecting her to appear.

      Safan looked over at him, his face cool, gaze shuttered. “We canceled it.”

      “Why? Ellie was looking forward to it.”

      “Was she? Not sure there is much that Ellie looks forward to these days.”

      “What does that mean?” he asked, moving forward. His stomach tightened into a knot.

      “Ellie is not happy.”

      He sat on the end of the sofa; his legs unable to hold up any longer. “She told you this.”

      “No. But it is not hard to see. She rarely smiles. She never laughs. She was looking forward to this party, but when you did not show up, she decided to cancel it.”

      Stars.

      “I forgot.”

      “You forget a lot of things, unless it is to do with your research.”

      “I know I get caught up in work. But Ellie has always supported my work. She has always understood if I get sidetracked and forget things.”

      “Ellie is very kind. That does not mean she deserves to be neglected. Or forgotten. Or made to feel less.” Safan glared at him.

      “I have not done those things,” he growled at the other male.

      “Have you not? Two weeks ago, it was Tane’s birthday. You did not show up to the dinner we had for him. Three weeks ago, Keely cut her arm and you did not even come to check on her.”

      “Ellie said it was fine that I did not come to that dinner. And she did not tell me about Keely until she had left the medical ward. She said she did not want to disturb me.”

      “Doesn’t mean that she did not need you,” Safan told him. “That she does not need you to be there for her. To reassure her that, even though the mating bond has not formed, you still want her.”

      “She knows that.” She had to know that.

      “Does she? Difficult to know that when you are never around to tell her.”

      It hit him hard. Breathing became difficult. His stomach tightened into a knot. “I have failed her. I promised myself that I would be there for her. That I would not fail her again. And I have. I was trying to work out why the bond has not formed.”

      “And now you may have lost the reason you were working so hard for.”

      “W-what? No. Where is she?” Terror filled him. Lose her? He could not lose her.

      “They’re at their thinking rock.”

      That made no sense to him. “What? What is a thinking rock?”

      “Stars, you do not know?” Safan shook his head. “It is a rock they all go to when they need to think. Have some time to themselves.”

      “Ellie has never told me this.”

      “I wonder why,” Safan said dryly.

      “Where is this rock? I must go to her. Explain.” Urgency filled him. He needed to see her now.

      Safan sighed. “You cannot go to the rock. It is their place.”

      “I am her mate. You are Blue’s mate. It is our right to be with our mates.”

      “See, that is what you have got to learn. The thinking rock is their place. Not ours.”

      He did not understand. “But they should not keep things from us.”

      “Why? Because they have had to give us everything? They live here for us. They follow our rules, well, mostly. For us. And you cannot give them this one thing of their own?”

      He swallowed. His mouth dry. “Can we go and wait for them?”

      “That we can do.” Safan stood. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Yes.”

      “If the mating bond never develops, will you still want her? Because if the answer to that is no, then you need to let her go.”

      “I will never let her go, no matter what.”

      Safan nodded. “I had hoped that was your answer. Now you just need to convince Ellie of that.”
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      She stared up at the stars glistening in the distance.

      Her friends sat around her, silent, keeping her company. After she’d realized that Racar wasn’t coming to the party, she’d decided to call it off. She just wasn’t up to pretending to be happy, to be having fun. That everything was all right.

      Because it really wasn’t.

      “Ellie?” Keely asked, leaning her head against her shoulder. “Talk to us.”

      “About what?”

      “What are you thinking?” Jack asked.

      “I’m thinking that this isn’t actually the worst birthday I’ve had. It’s not even in top five. Which is pretty pathetic if you think about it.”

      Tane was sitting on her other side. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close.

      “Sorry,” she murmured. “Guess the sort of party I really wanted was a pity one. I’ll snap out of it in a minute.”

      “Who said you had to?” Blue asked from behind her.

      “No one wants to be around someone who feels miserable and sorry for herself all the time. Do they?”

      “You’re entitled to be sad, Ellie,” Blue told her. “And mad. I’d want his balls on a platter.”

      “That can be arranged,” Tane said darkly.

      She chuckled, but even she could hear how forced it sounded. “I don’t want Racar’s balls. It’s not his fault I’m not his mate.”

      “You are his mate,” Blue insisted.

      “No. I’m not. And it’s time I stopped dreaming and woke up to the reality. I’m not his mate. Before we had sex, when he thought I was his mate, he was so attentive. He still worked, but he did as much as he could from home. He came home at night. He saw me. Now I’m back to the faceless woman who does his laundry and fills his autocooker. I can’t remember the last time he slept beside me.”

      “What a fucking dick,” Keely said.

      “Jerk,” Marc added.

      “Asshole,” Tane said.

      “Cocksucker,” Jack and Blue said together.

      “Hey,” Blue complained. “You’re always stealing my insults.”

      Ellie wished she could smile. “Guys, don’t blame Racar. He made a mistake. Now he doesn’t know how to remedy it. I guess he’s too nice to tell me that I’m not actually his. I need to let go of him. Walk away. For both our sakes.”

      “I’m so sorry, babe,” Keely told her.

      “Me too.” More than they could know.

      “What do you want us to do?” Marc asked.

      “Well, I guess you could help me move my stuff. Can I move back in with you, Keely?”

      “Of course you can. We can make a pact to live together until we’re old and gray.”

      “Que might have something to say about that,” she said.

      “Que can bite my ass,” Keely replied.

      “Ooh, he might like that,” Blue teased.

      Ellie snorted at Keely’s noise of disgust.

      “Are you going to start baking again?” Jack asked.

      She tensed.

      “We noticed you haven’t made anything in a while, babe,” Keely told her.

      “We’re worried about you,” Blue added.

      They were all touching her. She was nestled in against Tane’s side. Keely rested her head against her shoulder, the others gathered close in behind her, lending her their strength.

      “Yeah. Maybe. Guess I could think about opening my stall again.”

      Perhaps.

      “You don’t have to rush into anything, baby girl,” Tane told her. “But when you do want to get back into it, you’re going to let us help.”

      “Yes, sir,” she teased. She let out a sigh. “I love you guys. I don’t know where I’d be if I’d never met you. I don’t know why you took me with you, but I’m so glad you did.”

      “You really don’t know why?” Blue asked with surprise.

      “No. It’s not like I really add anything to the group. I’m not a fighter. Or good with people. Or a leader. Or good with machines and computers.”

      “Jesus, I can’t believe you don’t know,” Blue told her. “Ellie, honey, you’re the reason we’re all together. You’re the glue.”

      “You’re the reason we’re a family,” Jack added.

      “Without you, we’d probably have all parted ways long time ago,” Keely said.

      “Baby girl, you’re our heart.”

      “Ain’t no us without you,” Marc said. “Shit, that sounded so corny.”

      They all burst into laughter.

      “Really?” she whispered when all noise died away.

      “Really,” Blue told her. “So don’t be thinking you owe us shit or that you need to do something you don’t want to do because you want what’s best for us. We go with you.”

      She had to wipe away the tears dripping down her face. She turned and buried her face in Tane’s shirt. “All my life, I wanted a family. Somewhere I belonged. I’m so glad I finally found mine.”

      “Us too,” Keely told her quietly.

      She breathed in deeply. “I like it here. It will be hard seeing Racar each day. He may not have feelings for me, but I still love him. But somewhere out there is his actual mate. I have to let him go so he can find her.”

      It would tear her in two, but it was the right thing to do.
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      He couldn’t sit still and wait. He walked back and forth in front of Safan, who sat on a rock wall patiently waiting.

      “Should we not go and get them? What are they doing? It is not safe for them to be sitting on the side of the cliff in the dark.”

      “They are fine,” Safan replied.

      “Ellie could slip and fall to her death.”

      “Tane and Jack would not let that happen.”

      Tane and Jack? Tane and Jack were not her mates. He was. He should be with her. Just as he was about to go looking for her, he heard them coming along the pathway. They came into his view. Ellie was tucked in against Tane’s side once more.

      Jealousy reared and he had to stop himself from storming over there and ripping her out of his arms.

      “They are family,” Safan reminded him quietly. He stood up and moved beside Racar. Whether to support him or so he could grab hold in case Racar decided to forcibly remove Tane from Ellie’s side, he wasn’t sure.

      “Safan, what you doing here? Everything okay?” Blue looked over at her mate then to Racar. “What are you both doing here?”

      “Racar turned up for Ellie’s party,” Safan explained. “He grew concerned when she was not there.”

      “That so,” Keely drawled. “Funny, he hasn’t shown much concern for her wellbeing previously.”

      “Keely,” Ellie said in a soft voice.

      He only had eyes for Ellie; he did not care what the rest of them thought. “Mate, I must speak with you. Are you ready to return to our home?”

      She flinched at his words. He was not sure what he had said to cause such a reaction. He took a step towards her and held out his hand. She did not move. Fear struck him. Would she not come with him?

      Finally, she took a step forward and slid her hand in his. “We need to talk.”

      “Yes,” he replied, relief filling him. “We shall talk at home.”

      “Yes. All right.”

      “Let us know when you need our help,” Tane told her.

      What help did they speak of? What help did Ellie need that he could not give her?

      “All right. Thank you, guys. Love you.”

      They all said their goodbyes and then he started to lead her back to their home. She slid her hand from his, which he did not like. He realized he had no idea what she was thinking. But he could feel a distance between them.

      They walked into their home and Ellie went immediately to the autocooker, ordering two glasses of Sola. She handed one to him then wandered out to the balcony, where she sat on one of the loungers. He followed her out, wondering at her quiet sadness.

      “My mate, I am so sorry for forgetting your party tonight.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Do not call you what?”

      “Your mate. Don’t call me your mate. We both know I’m not.”

      He turned the other lounger around and sat, facing her. She continued to stare out, the moonlight highlighting her delicate features. Features that seemed to be even more pronounced. Had she lost weight? How had he missed that?

      “You are my mate.” He reached for her hand and she snatched it away. His heart raced. What was happening?

      “You are mad at me for forgetting the party.”

      “No, I’m not. And let’s be honest with each other. You forgot my entire birthday, did you not?”

      He found himself wanting to squirm since the first time he had left the academy. “Yes, I did. I can only apologize and ask your forgiveness.”

      “I forgive you.” The words came quickly and his heart lightened.

      “Thank you, it will not happen again.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you forget again.”

      “It does not?”

      “No one expects you to remember the birthday of a woman who you thought was your mate, but turns out wasn’t. Least of all me.”

      It hit him like a blow to the gut. He could not stand the emotionless way she spoke, as though what she said did not matter to her.

      This was not Ellie. Not his Ellie.

      “Ellie, what has happened?”

      “Nothing. That’s it, isn’t it? Nothing has happened. There is no mate bond. We are not mates, Racar. At some stage, we have to just admit that to ourselves and go…go our separate ways.” There was a hitch to her voice this time. At least he knew she was not as unaffected as she sounded.

      “Go our separate ways?” he whispered.

      “I’m going to move back in with Keely. It’s for the best. Then you don’t have to feel bad for forgetting things. And I won’t keep hoping that things might change. That the bond might suddenly appear. That you might remember that I’m here. That you might notice me.” She turned to stare at him. “I tried. I stayed because I love you. I want you. I want a family with you. But I deserve better than coming second place. You want a mate. You thought that was me and it wasn’t. It’s okay, Racar. I understand. I’m not your mate and you have no real feelings for me.”

      “I have feelings for you,” he protested. He felt frantic at the thought of losing her.

      “In the beginning, maybe. You were there for me. But after it became clear the bond wouldn’t form, you threw yourself back into your work. You stopped being here, with me. Because I’m not yours.”

      “I was working on my research. You said you understood.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “I did. And I told myself that your work is important, that I shouldn’t interfere. But that’s just bullshit.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, your work is important. But so am I. I matter.” She pointed at herself.

      He was so shocked by her words that his heart stopped beating. “I made you feel like you did not matter?”

      “You’re clever and gorgeous and smart and I know you have an important job. But that job shouldn’t mean more to you than your mate. And I’m sure it wouldn’t, if I was that mate. It’s time we stopped pretending.”

      “Ellie, you matter.”

      “Racar—”

      “No, you listen to me. It is my turn to talk,” he said fiercely. Because if he did not get this out, he was certain he would lose her. And he could not stand that. “I have made mistakes. Big mistakes. But I was working for us.”

      “I know you’re trying to find a way to extend the human mates’ lives, but I’m not a mate—”

      “I was trying to work out why our bond hadn’t formed,” he interrupted. “And I believe I said it was my turn to talk. You will let me speak.”

      She narrowed her gaze at him, but nodded.

      “You are my mate. I know you are. I just could not understand why the bond would not form. So I have been working as many hours as I can to uncover that reason. I think I may have found it.”

      She sucked in a breath but did not say anything.

      “It is the java worm.”

      “What?” She stared at him in shock.

      He explained his findings to her.

      “You think that worm poo is the answer to slowing how fast humans age? And I haven’t been aging at a normal rate because it’s still in my blood?”

      “Yes, but I think they need to be bonded to their mates first or it may interfere with the bond like it did us.”

      “So it’s the worm’s fault we haven’t bonded?” She rubbed at her head as though she had a headache. He wanted to offer to get her a pain inhibitor, but he needed to explain this all to her first.

      “Yes, and I am hoping that when the worm excretion fully leaves your bloodstream, then the bond will form. So, you see, that is why I have not been here as I should have been. But you are my mate.”

      She was silent for a long moment, then she let out a bark of laughter. He might have felt relieved if there had been any humor in the noise.

      “You ever heard of the saying, too little too late?”

      “What?” He understood the words. But they could not be true. “What are you saying?”

      She gave him a sad smile. “I’m saying I’m moving back in with Keely. I love you, I probably always will. But I cannot be with you any longer. I cannot come second place. I’ve had it all my life. I can’t live that way any longer.”

      “What do you mean?” Panic filled him. “You cannot leave.”

      “I can. I am.” She sighed. “I grew up without a family. My parents were druggies who overdosed and left me an orphan at three. I was put into the foster system. It’s where different families take on kids who have no one else and take care of them. Some foster families are great. Some are not. Luckily, I had this lovely family who wanted to adopt me. I was small and quiet and still young enough to be a good option. For two years, I lived with them. They had two kids and things were great. Until my foster dad lost his job and they could barely afford to feed four mouths, let alone five. I didn’t even eat that much. I didn’t ask for things. I was so good. But still, I had to go.”

      Stars. She was killing him. He knew he risked being rejected, but he could not stop himself from picking her up and settling her on his lap. He wrapped his arms around her, thankful that while she didn’t melt into him as she would have a few weeks ago, she did not push him away either.

      “I got sent back into the foster system. Only this time, I was a bit older and I’d withdrawn into myself after losing my family. I had issues. I had panic attacks. I’d just scream and hyperventilate then pass out. I still have them sometimes, well, you’ve seen that. So I wasn’t that appealing. Two adoptions fell through. And by the time I was ten, no one wanted me.”

      He wanted to protest that, to make her stop telling him all of this. But he needed to know it. Much as it might be tearing him apart to listen to her pain.

      “I went from foster home to foster home. Some of them were not good places to be. As soon as I turned eighteen and had some money together, I left. I lived on the streets for a while, before I managed to find someone willing to give me a job. I worked long hours for little money. Lived in this tiny, rat-infested apartment and wondered what the hell the point of my life was. Finally, I knew I couldn’t do this anymore and I saw an opportunity to leave, to work on a different planet. I took it. Only that became my worst nightmare when I ended up captured and put into slavery.”

      He knew this part of the story. “That is where you met your friends.”

      “Yes. Thank God, I met them. They changed my life. They kept me safe. I can’t tell you how many times Jack or Blue stepped between me and one of the slavers intent on teaching me a lesson for not working fast enough. How many times Tane did his work and mine when I was too exhausted to keep going. They saved me. Not just because they took me with them when they escaped, but because they became my family. The one thing I always wanted.”

      They were her family, not him. It stabbed at him. But for the first time, he didn’t feel jealous.

      “I am so sorry, my mate.”

      She stiffened in his arms. “Racar—”

      “No, please, listen. Just listen. Thank you for telling me all of that. I know I have made a mess of things. That I have neglected you. You who are more precious than anything.” He looked off into the distance. Then he sighed. “I thought I was doing the right thing. I have not told you of my family. I cannot remember much of my mother. I was young when she died. I remember her laughter, her scent, but little else. Three years later, my sister died.”

      “Oh, Racar.”

      He could sense her sorrow. Her sadness.

      “I loved my sister with everything in me. I was devastated when she died. I swore then that I would do whatever it took to make sure that my mate did not die, that she never left me. It is why I have worked so hard to discover the reason our bond did not form. Because I cannot lose you. I can see now that I was concentrating on the wrong thing. That I should have been here for you.”

      “Oh, Racar.” She dropped her head against his chest.

      “Please do not leave me,” he begged.

      “I don’t know if it’s going to work. What if the bond doesn’t form?”

      “It will. But even if it doesn’t, I want you, Ellie. I want you, no matter what.” She was silent for a long moment. His heart raced. Dread filled him. “Please give me another chance. You will not regret it. I need you, Ellie. I promise I will never do anything to hurt you again.”

      He waited, his breath caught in his chest. What would he do if she said no? If she walked away from him? How would he recover?

      She stared at him. Her face unreadable. A fear like nothing he’d known before stabbed at him.

      Then to his shock, she nodded. “All right. Let’s give this another chance.”
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      He was losing her.

      Oh, she was still with him physically. Still living with him. Sleeping beside him. He made certain he did not spend all his time working. The next day after she nearly walked away from him, he had arranged to have the day free to spend with her, even though he had just had a break-through in his research. She had looked so shocked by that, it hurt.

      When he had come home early to share the evening meal with her the next day, she looked like she might cry.

      It shamed him.

      But even though she was still here, there was distance between them. A wall she was not letting down. And he did not know how to reach her. They had sex. They talked. Ate together.

      But there was always this distance.

      Finally, not knowing what else to do, he reached out the people who knew her best.

      He looked around at the group of people in his office. “Thank you all for coming.”

      There was distance here as well. A coldness. They watched him carefully. From Tane, there was outright hostility.

      “We’re only here for Ellie, not you,” Keely told him.

      “I know.” He nodded. “But I feel I owe you all an apology as well.”

      Surprise filled their faces.

      “I could not understand why she needed her friendship with all of you when she had me. I thought she should have only me. It took me a long time to realize that you are her family. That you had her first and that I was the one who needed to earn your acceptance, not the other way around.”

      Blue nodded, crossing her arms over her chest. “All right. Fair enough. Now what do you want?”

      “I am losing her,” he said simply. “She is with me, but there is distance between us. I fear she will leave me.”

      “And you would care?” Keely asked.

      “Of course I would,” he said fiercely. “She cannot leave me. I am nothing without her. I love her.”

      Blue raised her eyebrows. “You love her? Thought most of you guys didn’t believe in love.”

      “I know that I love her.”

      “Took you long enough to realize that,” Marc said.

      “I always knew it. I just did not know how to say it. How to express it.” He grimaced. “I am not good at communication.”

      “We got that,” Keely said dryly.

      “Please, will you help me?”

      They all looked around at each other. Blue took in a deep breath. “I’m gonna lay it out for you straight, Racar.”

      “Lay what out straight?” he said in confusion.

      Keely snorted. “She means she’s gonna be honest with you. Don’t know why she had to say it first. Blue doesn’t mince words.”

      “Mince them?”

      “Jesus help us,” Tane muttered. “Listen, we don’t think you’re good enough for Ellie.”

      “You took advantage of her,” Marc accused.

      “And Ellie is ours to protect. She was ours before she ever was yours. And she’ll be ours no matter what,” Jack told him quietly.

      “I know this.”

      “Do you?” Blue asked. “Do you accept it? That you can’t shut us out? Have her all to yourself?”

      “It would make her miserable to lose all of you. I want Ellie to always be happy.”

      “You want her to be happy?” Keely asked. “Even if that means losing her?”

      He sucked in a breath. He hoped they would help him. But if they could not… “Even if it meant I lost her. Ellie comes first.”

      “All right, there’s hope for you yet,” Blue told him. “Thing is, if we thought Ellie would be happier without you, then we wouldn’t help you. In fact, we’d do all we could to get her away from you.”

      “Still might,” Tane told him. “’Cause she’s not happy now.”

      “I know.” He hated to admit it, but it was only the truth. “What do I do?”

      They looked at each other again. Keely cleared her throat. “You really want her, even if the mating bond never forms?”

      “Yes. I love her.”

      Keely leaned forward. “Then you need to show her. Words aren’t enough. She needs a grand gesture.”

      “A grand gesture? Like what?”

      “Well, I have an idea…” she told him.
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      Ellie sighed as she walked through the marketplace. She paused for a moment as she came to the spot where her stall had once been. It had been a lot of work, but she missed it. For some reason, though, she just didn’t feel like baking anymore. She just couldn’t seem to find that energy and drive she’d had before.

      She walked away, heading towards the dress shop. Keely had sent her a message to meet her there. The last thing she felt like was shopping, but she didn’t want to disappoint her friend.

      Sadness weighed her down. Even though she’d agreed to give things another go with Racar, things just weren’t right between them.

      And it was all her fault. That shield of hers was up. Protecting her. And she couldn’t seem to tear it down.

      “Ellie, over here!” She paused at the sound of Keely’s voice, spotting her next to an empty shop, a few buildings down from the dress shop.

      “Hey, I thought we were going to get you some new dresses,” Ellie said as she came closer.

      “Nah, I don’t need any more clothes.”

      Ellie gaped at her. “All right, who are you and what have you done with my friend?”

      Keely just rolled her eyes, then she grabbed her arm and pulled her towards the empty store. “What are you doing? Where are we going? Why did you send me that message if we’re not going dress shopping?”

      “Because I needed some excuse to get you here. Ta-da!” She stopped in front of the store and clapped her hands.

      Ellie looked around. “Um…what?”

      “This is it. Your new bakery.”

      Ellie blinked. Looked over at her friend. “Keely, we had this talk already. I’m not opening a bakery. I don’t have the funds. I’m not sure I even want to bake anymore.”

      “Well, you better start baking again,” Blue said from behind her. “With all the effort we spent putting this together, it better not go to waste.”

      She turned, saw Blue and Marc standing behind her, both of them grinning.

      “Guys, I appreciate the thought, I do. But—” The door suddenly opened, interrupting her.

      Jack stuck his head out. “Are you guys going to stand out here all day yapping or are you coming inside?”

      “Jack, there’s no point, I can’t…” Her voice trailed off as Jack reached out and grabbed her hand, dragging her inside.

      She hadn’t been able to see through the windows because they were all covered up, so she had no idea about what she might find inside. She’d figured it would be some dusty empty shell.

      She hadn’t expected perfection.

      She turned, staring at everything, trying to take it all in. There was a counter that gleamed, as well as empty display cases. One half of the room was set aside for booth seating and small tables and chairs. Along one wall was a mural, a scene that could have come straight out of Paris. Sidewalk cafes with people sitting and eating and drinking.

      The wall behind the counter that separated this space from whatever was beyond had just one word painted on it in flowing gold script against a pale blue background.

      Ellie’s.

      “We didn’t know if you’d want to stick with the original name or go for something else,” Tane told her as he walked towards her, rubbing his hands clean on a rag.

      “You painted this?” she whispered.

      “Yep. I can easily paint over the name and change it if you don’t like it. The mural would take me a bit longer to change.”

      She blinked back tears. “You guys did all this for me?”

      “Yep,” Keely told her, grabbing hold of her arm and pulling her forward. “So, we better get free cake for life.”

      “You know you would anyway.”

      Keely took her through the door behind the counter, which was frosted, so you couldn’t see past it and into the most beautiful kitchen she’d ever seen. It was clean, brand new, with three huge cookers.

      “How did you do this?” she asked them. “When?”

      “Been planning it for a while,” Marc told her. “Only we didn’t have the money.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “Where did you get the money? You didn’t ask Safan, did you?”

      “Nope,” Blue told her. “Although he’s a bit pissed that we didn’t go to him. This is bankrolled by someone else.”

      “Racar,” she guessed. He would be the only person to do this for her.

      “Actually, no,” Blue told her. “It was the Empress.”

      “What? Why?” She gaped at them.

      “Apparently, she got rather addicted to your cupcakes,” Keely told her. “And she’s been in a bad mood ever since your stall closed. When she heard us talking about setting this up, she told us she was going to bankroll it. And she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. And since she’s the Empress, we couldn’t tell her no. She told us that being an empress had to have its perks and getting her way about this was gonna be one of them.”

      “Oh my God. But what if I can’t pay her back?” She placed her hand against her stomach, trying to still her nerves.

      “I don’t think that will be a problem, baby girl,” Tane told her. “People are going to flock here.”

      “Which is why you’re going to have to hire staff to help,” Blue told her. “Now, I’d offer—”

      “No,” everyone said quickly.

      Blue put her hands on her hips. “You have all got to get over it. It was one lot of food poisoning.”

      “So what do you say?” Tane asked. “Is this your bakery, baby girl?”

      “This is my bakery.” She looked around at them with a huge smile. “Thank you!”

      They all took turns hugging her tight.

      “It’s good to see you smiling again,” Keely told her.

      “It’s good to smile again.”

      Suddenly, the sound of music filled the room. “What’s that?”

      “Hmm, I have a feeling that could be for you,” Blue said mysteriously.

      “What?” she asked. “Guys, I’m not sure I can take any more surprises. What’s going on?”

      “Can’t tell you,” Keely told her. “But I think it’s a surprise you’ll like. I hope so anyway.”

      She walked out of the kitchen with some trepidation and followed the music outside, holding her hand over her eyes to shield them from the glaring suns of Zerconia. She blinked, trying to bring her vision into focus as she felt her friends walk up behind her.

      “What…what is that?”

      “Wow, he really took the concept of grand gesture and ran with it, huh?” Blue said.

      “What?” she asked. “Wait, is that Racar?”

      It was. He was walking slowly towards them. Behind him were three Zerconians playing instruments, the music hauntingly beautiful, like nothing she’d heard before. They came to a stop but Racar kept moving forward, towards her. Around them, people stopped and stared.

      “What is he doing?” she whispered.

      He stopped a few feet away.

      “Racar?” she asked.

      “Ellen Marianna Hanson,” he started to say.

      Her heart started to beat rapidly. He couldn’t…he wouldn’t…would he?

      “You are the most beautiful, kind-hearted, generous female I have ever met. Whenever I see you, my heart beats a little faster. I know you may not believe me, but I spend much of my time thinking of you, wishing I was with you. I have made mistakes. I have taken you for granted. I have made promises I have not kept. I am not a perfect male. Not even close. But I love you.”

      He reached into a pocket and pulled out a ring, which he held up to the light. Around her, she heard people start talking. Some were sighing and smiling, others were frowning and tight-lipped with disapproval. She didn’t care. All she cared about was this man.

      “You love me? I thought you didn’t believe in love?”

      “Turns out, I was wrong. It sometimes happens.” He gave her a self-deprecating smile.

      When he dropped to one knee, many people gasped in shock.

      “What is he doing?” one warrior asked.

      “Ellie, will you please agree to be my wife? I will promise, and this time I mean it, to always be here for you, always love you, and never forget your birthday again.”

      She let out a surprised sob. She took a few steps forward until she was standing in front of him. She looked down at the ring. It was gorgeous. The stone was large, multi-faceted, and it seemed each facet was a slightly different shade of blue. It was like nothing she’d seen before.

      “Racar, you do not have to do this.”

      “Yes, I do. I want you tied to me. If the mating bond never forms, it matters not. But I do want you bound to me. I want this marriage, because the love I feel for you goes beyond a mating bond. I want you, Ellie. I choose you. Will you choose me too?”

      Could she choose him too? Could she take this final step and let down the walls she’d built to protect herself from further hurt? Suddenly, she realized there was never any guarantees. She’d wanted the security of the mating bond to give her the sense of safety and home she’d never had as a child.

      But Racar was all she needed. He made her feel safe. He was her home.

      She looked around her at everyone watching. He didn’t have to do this here. Didn’t have to make this so public. It was a statement of sorts. He was showing her he meant it. He loved her. Wanted her. Was choosing her. She dropped to her knees, let out a deep breath, and said…

      “I choose you.”
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      Ellie didn’t think she’d ever been this happy. Finally, she had everything she had ever wanted.

      A man. A home. A family.

      And she was getting married. She could scarcely believe it.

      She hurried along the path towards home. She’d ended up staying at Blue’s longer than she should have and it was starting to grow dark. Racar wasn’t going to be happy with her for being out on her own in the dark. He had some very set opinions on her safety. And walking around at night on her own was a big no-no as far as he was concerned.

      Hopefully, he wouldn’t be home yet.

      “Finally, I find you on your own without that pack of pathetic creatures you call friends.”

      Ellie froze as someone stepped out of the shadows in front of her. For a moment, she thought her eyes were playing tricks on her.

      Because why would Gerlica be holding a blaster on her?

      “Gerlica? What are you doing?”

      Ellie hadn’t even seen or spoken to her since that day when Gerlica had approached her as she’d walked to the marketplace.

      “What am I doing? I would think that would be obvious. I am going to shoot you.”

      “W-what?” Had she lost her mind? “Why would you shoot me?”

      “Because Racar deserves so much better than you. You’re not his mate. Not his true mate. You need to go so he can find her. Someone worthy of him. How could you ever have thought you were his mate? Look at you. A human creature. Tiny and pale and pathetic. You do not even belong here. None of you do.”

      What the fuck was going on?

      “You could not even do the decent thing and die. The java worm should have killed you. That’s what Jett’s research said. But no, you just had to keep on living.”

      What was she talking about? Shock filled Ellie as she pieced everything together. “Wait? You had something to do with the java worm?”

      “Of course I did. My mate studies them. He has some in a special cage in his office. He discovered that they could be poisonous to humans if they ingested them, but put it at a low risk because they only live in the desert. So I took one and put it in the drink I gave you. Stupid fool. Did you really think I would apologize to you? Apologize to a human? Never!”

      She couldn’t believe that Gerlica hated her so much she wanted to kill her. And all over an apology? It just didn’t make sense. There had to be something wrong with her.

      “The worm should have killed you, but you just would not die. At first, I was furious it hadn’t. But then I found out that there was no mating bond between you and Racar and I felt that was fitting. For you to be humiliated and rejected. He should have pushed you away! Instead, he obviously felt sorry for you and kept you around. So now it has been left to me to take more drastic measures to get rid of you.”

      “All right, so you obviously have a few screws loose. What is your problem? It was an apology. That’s hardly a reason to kill someone!”

      Psycho bitch.

      “And for your information Racar loves me. We’re getting married.”

      “Married,” she spat out. “Some ridiculous human concept. How can he be satisfied with that when he could have a Zerconian female mate? You did not think that your marriage had any chance of lasting, did you?”

      “Well, it will if you don’t kill me.”

      The other woman threw back her head with laughter. Shit. Crap. This was her opportunity to strike. The other woman was bigger, no doubt stronger, and she had a blaster, but Ellie had motivation. And the element of surprise. It was obvious that Gerlica thought she had the upper hand, but Ellie had been trained to defend herself by Tane. Maybe she didn’t like to fight, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t.

      She tackled the other woman around the waist, throwing her to the ground. Her breath whooshed out of her lungs as she slammed against the bony, bigger woman. The blaster went flying out of Gerlica’s hand as Ellie straddled her body. She pulled back her hand, balling it into a fist and slamming it into the other woman’s face.

      Ow. Shit. That hurt.

      It was also damn satisfying.

      Suddenly, Ellie went flying as the other woman let out a scream and shoved her off. She slammed against the ground and took a moment to recover her bearings. By that time, Gerlica was on her feet. Her hair was a mess, her clothing stained, the look on her face pure evil.

      “Do not touch me!”

      Ellie rolled as the other woman kicked out at her. She was just lucky Gerlica didn’t know how to fight for shit. As she moved, she caught a glimpse of the blaster. She rolled twice more and grabbed it. Then she turned, sitting up and directed the blaster at Gerlica. She fully expected the other woman to freeze. But either she didn’t see the weapon in Ellie’s hand or she just didn’t care, because she didn’t stop.

      “Stop or I’ll shoot!” she yelled.

      Still, she didn’t stop. Ellie didn’t want to actually shoot her. That wasn’t something she needed on her conscience. But she also had no intention of letting Gerlica hurt her. She let off a warning shot, blasting the ground in front of Gerlica’s feet.

      “I will kill you!” Gerlica screamed.

      “Stay where you are or I really will shoot you, crazy cow.” Without taking her gaze off the other woman, she lifted her right hand away from the blaster and brought her communicator up to her mouth. Her entire body shook with reaction, but she still managed to keep the weapon aimed at the other woman.

      “Blue’s mortuary,” Blue answered. “You kill ’em, we chill ’em.”

      “Um, Blue. I have a problem.”

      “What is it?” Blue asked sharply.

      “Gerlica just tried to kill me. And I have a blaster aimed at her.” And she was a few seconds away from completely losing her shit.

      “I’ll be right there. Just keep the blaster aimed on her. All right?”

      “Oh, you don’t need to worry about that.” She had to yell over Gerlica’s crazed screams. “But could you do me a favor and contact Racar for me?”

      He was going to lose his shit.

      Blue snorted. “Chicken.”

      “You bet I am.”
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        * * *

      

      She watched as Racar paced back and forth across the bedroom, every so often he turned his red, enraged gaze on her. She was exhausted, sore, and wanted nothing more than to go to bed and sleep.

      But first, she had to soothe her terrified mate.

      Blue had gotten to her quickly. Tane, Safan, and Jack had turned up soon after. Safan had thankfully taken control of the situation, calling Gerlica’s mate as well as Racar. He’d taken her statement before Racar had gotten there.

      Which was just as well, because as soon as Racar arrived, she was embarrassed to admit that she’d fallen apart. Racar hadn’t been able to get a sensible word out of her as she’d sobbed against his chest.

      When she’d finally managed to calm down and tell him what happened, she had been worried that maybe the Zerconians wouldn’t believe her claim that Gerlica had she attacked her.

      She need not have worried. Gerlica seemed to have completely lost all hold on her sanity. She’d been raving about how Ellie needed to die. How all humans should be wiped out. She’d felt sorry for Gerlica’s mate, Jett, who seemed like a really good guy. He’d been horrified by what his mate had done. At how she’d stolen one of his java worms in an attempt to kill Ellie. He’d actually apologized to Ellie and Racar, like it was his fault his mate was batshit crazy.

      It had taken a while to sort everything out before Racar had been able to bring her back home. He’d actually insisted on carrying her, and truth was, she hadn’t felt up to walking. He hadn’t said a word for the entire journey home.

      But she knew it was coming.

      When they arrived home, he’d carried her into the bathroom and stripped her clothes off, inspecting every inch of her. She’d had a few scrapes and bruises from where she’d tackled Gerlica, but on the whole, she was in pretty good shape.

      You know, for someone who’d nearly been murdered by a crazy person.

      Then he’d climbed into the cleansing unit with her, holding her against him. After they were both dry, he’d wrapped the pale green dressing gown around her then picked her up once more and carried her into the living room, setting her gently on the sofa.

      Soon after, her friends had arrived. He had surprised her by not protesting. Instead, he’d gotten them all drinks and hovered close by but hadn’t interfered as they’d fussed over her, each of them needing to check that she was all right. When she’d started yawning, they’d all left.

      And still he hadn’t said a word to her. He’d just picked her up and carried her into the bedroom, setting her on the masic.

      But then the pacing had begun.

      “Racar—” she started to say.

      “You should never have been walking around alone at night,” he snapped. “How many times have I forbidden that?”

      She let out a relieved breath that he was talking.

      “Yes, I know. But I didn’t mean to stay so long at Blue’s. We got involved in the wedding planning. And it was just beginning to get dark when I left. Besides, this place is safe. Hardly anything happens here.”

      She knew it was the wrong thing to say as soon as it came out of her mouth. His face grew stony, his eyes flashed red. He was furious.

      “You were almost killed! She had a blaster aimed at you!”

      “Yes, but I’d like to point out that I got the blaster away from her. I’m not hurt. She didn’t harm me.”

      “She could have killed you!” he yelled.

      “Racar, I’m all right.”

      “I could have lost you!”

      Her insides melted at his pain. “Racar, I’m all right.”

      “What would I do if I ever lost you?” The pain on his face almost broke her. She knelt at the edge of the masic and opened her arms. “Racar, come here.”

      He shook his head, but he moved towards her. She wrapped her arms around him. “I’m all right. I’m here. I’m yours. I’m not going anywhere.”

      His hug was so tight, it bordered on pain, but she welcomed it. “You cannot ever leave me.”

      “I won’t,” she whispered. “I won’t ever leave you. I love you.”

      He shuddered once then drew back to look down at her. The red had faded from his eyes, she was glad to see.

      “I love you also, my mate. Always. But never, ever scare me like that again.”
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      Ellie stood on the balcony and stared at the lake.

      Strong arms slid around her waist, pulling her back against a wide, muscular chest. “What do you think of Ulrika?” Racar asked her. He brushed her hair to one side then laid a kiss on the side of her neck.

      “It’s beautiful.” She sighed as her body started to stir. They’d gotten in late last night and had just climbed into bed to sleep, both of them exhausted after all the work they’d had to do to get away.

      The wedding had been arranged amazingly quickly, but doing something in such a short timeframe had taken a lot of work. Now they had time to relax and enjoy each other. She’d delayed the opening of her bakery until they returned, knowing she wouldn’t have time to get away once it was open. She glanced down at her ring. She was married. She was his wife. And they were on their honeymoon.

      “I asked your friends about what happens on a honeymoon,” he said as he reached under her nightgown and ran his hand up her stomach to cup her breast.

      “Did you just?” she asked, her breath coming faster as he lightly pinched her nipple. He continued to kiss down her neck to her shoulder. A shiver of arousal ran over her.

      “Yes. Keely was most forthcoming.”

      She groaned. “I’m not sure you can trust what she says.”

      “She said that we were to fuck like bunnies. When I asked her what that meant, she said we had to fuck a lot—”

      “Oh God,” she groaned as he twisted her nipple. A mix of pain and pleasure filled her.

      “Which means, my mate, that you have far too much clothing on.”

      He reached down for the hem of her nightgown and whipped it off her head.

      “Racar!” she said, trying to cover herself with her hands. “What if someone comes past?”

      “I hired out the cabins around us. No one is close by.” He turned her and then, grabbing her around the waist, lifted her up onto the railing.

      “Racar, what are you doing? Shouldn’t we go inside?”

      “No. We should not.” He leaned down and took one hard nipple into his mouth, sucking on it.

      “Oh. Oh.” Her breath came in sharp pants as she ran her hand through his hair. “Take your clothes off.”

      He shook his head. “Not yet. Put your hands behind your back and keep them there.”

      She narrowed her gaze at him. “Just how much advice did you get from Keely?”

      “Let me just say that if Que ever manages to mate her, he will be a very happy male.”

      “Racar!”

      “Trust me?”

      “Always,” she replied straight away.

      “Then put your hands behind you and spread your legs wide. I will not let you fall.”

      “I know you won’t.” The railing was flat and wide, so she didn’t have to worry about slipping off as she widened her legs. She clasped hold of her left wrist with her right hand behind her back so she wasn’t tempted to reach out and touch him.

      “Very good,” he told her in a satisfied voice. He moved to her other nipple, suckled on it lightly before he commenced kissing his way down her stomach.

      She was already so turned on. So wet. Ready for him.

      He knelt and started to kiss up her thigh. Her legs shook. Her breath sawed in and out of her chest.

      “Racar, please!” she begged as he laid kisses along the top of her mound.

      “Patience, my mate.”

      She no longer worried about him calling her that. No longer felt like a fraud. She was his. Just like he was hers. Were things perfect? Of course not. But she was happy. And as long as they kept communicating, she knew they could do this.

      Finally, he moved to her pussy. But instead of laying his mouth on her there as she so desperately wanted, he used his fingers to spread her lower lips apart.

      “I have not studied you here nearly as much as I should have,” he muttered. “Be warned, I intend to have my mouth here as much as possible for these next few days.”

      “Oh fuck.”

      “Yes, fuck. That is exactly right.” He leaned in, took in a deep breath. “The scent of you is so delicious, it makes my mouth water.”

      The things he said to her, they were a little dirty—and a lot sexy. He took a long, slow lick of her.

      “Yes, delicious.”

      He swirled his tongue around her tight bud of nerves, making her cry out. His hands came to her thighs, keeping them open while holding her in place as he ran his tongue over every inch of her pussy. He lapped at her, teased her clit, then he moved lower and thrust his tongue deep inside her.

      “Racar!”

      It wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. She wanted his cock inside her. Possessing her.

      “Please, take me inside. Fuck me.”

      “No.”

      No? She let out a low growl of frustration as he moved his tongue back to her clit. “I need to come!”

      “I am a dutiful mate and husband. What my mate needs, she gets.” He moved one hand away from her thigh, then speared her with two fingers, thrusting deep.

      She cried out, throwing her head back in pleasure as he drove his fingers in and out of her passage, his tongue tapping at her clit, circling it, pressing against it until she felt her orgasm rise.

      “Racar!”

      He moved faster, obviously sensing how close she was. She screamed as she dived over the edge into bliss, her passage pulsing around his fingers, and she wished like hell he was inside her.

      “Racar. Racar. I need you. Please.”

      He pulled her up, settled her against his bare chest. She wrapped her legs around his waist as she ran kisses across his muscular chest.

      “Please, please,” she begged as he laid her on the huge bed inside the cabin. It was a proper bed, not one of those floating masics the Zerconians were so keen on sleeping on.

      He took a step back and hastily pulled off his pants. And then his cock was free. She knelt and reached for him, running her hand up and down the slick shaft.

      “Come here,” she commanded.

      “According to Keely, I am supposed to be the one making the demands.”

      “Keely does not run our marriage or our sex life. And you cannot tell me you don’t want my mouth around your cock.”

      His eyes widened. “No, I cannot tell you that.”

      “Then come closer.”

      He stood right next to the bed, which put him at the perfect height for her to suck him off. She licked the head of his shaft then ran her tongue down him, the scent of him surrounding her, driving her arousal even higher. She wrapped her hand around the base of him, not that she could fully get it around him.

      “So big. So gorgeous. I want to taste you.” She took him into her mouth and he let out a low groan.

      She sucked as she pulled back up, pressing her tongue against the slit at the head of his cock.

      “I want to come inside you.”

      “You will. In my mouth.” She took him back into her mouth.

      She loved doing this for him. Giving him pleasure. Listening to the way his breath quickened.

      “No.”

      Suddenly, he pulled back then before she could protest, and she found herself on her back, her legs spread with him settled between them.

      “Damn it, I wanted to make you come.”

      “You will,” he told her in a rough voice. “But I will come inside your passage. Not your mouth. Not this first time.”

      “This is not our first time,” she reminded.

      “It is the first time with my wife.”

      She softened. Tears filled her eyes. “I did not mean to make you sad.” His eyes widened, and he appeared alarmed.

      She smiled up at him. “I’m not sad. I’m happy.”

      He grinned. “Those are happy tears.”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I am glad you can have happy tears.” He kissed each one away as it dripped down her cheeks.

      “Me too.” She sighed.

      He lifted of her then, grabbing her hips, rolled her over. “Hey!”

      He slapped her ass. Just once. But it stung. She glared at him over her shoulder. “That hurt.”

      He grinned. “Let me kiss it away.”

      She had to laugh. She hadn’t seen this playful side of him before. And she liked it. Still, she was going to need to have words with Keely about what she told Racar. Keely might like things a little rough in the bedroom, but that wasn’t exactly Ellie’s thing. Although with the way Racar was kissing the bottom cheek he’d just slapped, she might rethink things.

      “Up on your knees, clasp hold of the headboard. I wish to enter you from behind.”

      She climbed onto her knees then took a firm hold of the headboard.

      “Part your legs,” he commanded, moving in behind her. His cock pressed against her back as he reached around and cupped her breasts, rolling her nipples between his fingers and thumbs. It was almost too much, she was still so sensitive from her last orgasm. But just as it got to the point of pain, he stopped. He pulled back then she felt his cock nudge at her entrance.

      She took a deep breath and relaxed. He was a big guy and she hadn’t taken him in this position before. He slowly filled her, stretching her.

      “Okay, my mate?”

      “Yes,” she told him, turning her head to look at him. He kissed her lightly on the lips. “Better than okay. It feels good. Really good.”

      “To me, also. Turn around and face the headboard then let go with one hand and reach down to play with your sensitive nub. I wish you to make yourself have a release.”

      “What?” she asked, surprised. They hadn’t done this before.

      He gave her a sharp nip where her neck and shoulder met. “You heard me. I want you to find your release as I join with you.”

      “Oh hell.” But she didn’t delay any longer. She reached down and started circling her clit with her finger. She moved slowly, gently to begin with. Then as he started to thrust inside her, his movements deep and hard. She moved her finger faster. Her heart raced. Oh God.

      “That is it, my mate. I can feel you clench down on me. Come with me inside you.” He played with her nipples as he spoke, his huge dick possessing her, claiming her.

      Her orgasm rushed at her, catching her by surprise and stealing her breath. Then she let it out on a huge scream. “Racar!”

      “Yes, my mate! Now!”

      She heard him roar behind her, felt him coming inside her, and then darkness rushed at her, taking her under. Then she knew no more.

      

      As she lay there, unconscious, he tucked her in against him with a smile. She was already his. She wore his ring, which he had to admit gave him a great deal of satisfaction. He did not understand why more Zerconian males did not do that. Gave their mates a symbol of their love, devotion, ownership.

      Not ownership as in slave and master, because she owned him just as much as he did her.

      But now, they had it all. They were husband and wife.

      And now they were mates as well.
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      “What happened?” He tried to keep his voice calm, not wishing to frighten her.

      She licked her lips. “Two nights ago, I was out searching for…something and I wasn’t paying attention the way I should have been.”

      “Because you were searching for something?” What did that mean? What exactly had she been searching for?

      “Yes,” she replied. Not elaborating. “I turned to run but one of them grabbed me, slammed me up against the wall, and put his hand around my neck so it was hard to breathe. When he moved his hand I managed to yell. Mr. Angelo, who owns a local bakery, heard me as he was putting the trash out. He and his grandsons came to my rescue.”

      There was a lot she was leaving out and he did not like it. What was she doing out at night on her own where someone could attack her?

      “Why did you not have a male with you?”

      “What?” She stared up at him.

      “Why was your male not with you?”

      “Oh. Well. I don’t have a boyfriend or husband.”

      “Who do you live with?”

      “I could live on my own, you know. This isn’t the eighteenth century, I don’t have to walk around with an escort.”

      “It seems that would not be such a foolish idea.”

      She licked her dry lips. “Yeah, well, I’m thinking of investing in some pepper spray.”

      Pepper spray? Oh yes, he had seen one of those reality television shows where a bounty hunter had used pepper spray. He supposed pepper spray was a good idea. But a blaster would be better. He opened his mouth to offer her one then remembered that humans did not carry them.

      “You should get a gun.”

      She gaped up at him. “A gun? Are you crazy? I can’t get a gun.”

      “Why not? There is a gun shop about ten minutes from here. You could purchase one on your way home.”

      “Um, maybe because I don’t know the first things about guns. I’ve never fired one or loaded one. I don’t even know how to put on the safety. I’m more likely to shoot myself than anyone attacking me. Do you know how many guns get turned on their owners? I bring out a gun and any attacker will probably take it off me and shoot me. And lastly, I don’t believe in guns.”

      He stared at her, completely lost for words.

      Didn’t believe in guns? What weirdness was this?
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