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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “What do you think you are doing? You will get down from there! Now!” 
 
    Oh shit. Busted. 
 
    Saffron glanced down at a clearly furious Moroco. The glare he aimed her way was hot enough to melt the polar ice-caps. 
 
    The ones that were still left, anyway. Climate change had taken care of most of them back on Earth and Zerconia was too hot for any ice or snow. Why was she thinking about this when she had an angry Zerconian scowling at her? 
 
    Because she had an angry Zerconian scowling at her and as usual when he was around, her body wavered between wanting to kick him or kiss him. 
 
    Both choices would be a bad idea.  
 
    “You know you’re supposed to knock before you enter someone’s house, right?” she snapped, figuring her best defense was a good offense. 
 
    “Why would I knock?” 
 
    Patience, Saffron. Patience. 
 
    “Because it’s polite? Because you can’t just barge on into another person’s place? What if I’d been dancing around naked?” 
 
    His eyes widened. 
 
    Okay, that probably wasn’t the best example to use.  
 
    “Do you do that?” 
 
    “What? Walk into people’s houses? No, I knock.” 
 
    “Dance around naked.” 
 
    Yeah, she knew that was what he’d meant, but she’d been hoping he’d get the hint and drop the subject. Grabbing hold of the top of the chair she’d been standing on, she climbed down. As soon as she was safely down, he moved back, as though afraid she’d brush against him. 
 
    Anyone would think she had some horrible disease. It was kind of hard not to be insulted by how much he obviously didn’t want to touch her. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Moroco?” 
 
    “The skinny girl who talks too much was leaving as I walked up to the door. She allowed me entrance.” 
 
    “The skinny girl’s name is Ashley. Ash-lee.” 
 
    He waved that off impatiently as he placed his bag on the coffee table.  
 
    “What were you doing on that chair?” 
 
    Crap. What could she tell him? Not the truth.  
 
    “Dusting the ceiling.” 
 
    He gazed up, clearly in disbelief. Considering the ceilings were at least ten feet high, it was pretty safe to say she hadn’t really been about to clean them. 
 
    Besides, who the hell cleaned ceilings? 
 
    “You had no cleaning supplies.” 
 
    “Just checking to see if I could reach. I can’t. I repeat, what are you doing here?” 
 
    He frowned, his face darkening. 
 
    “Jesus, who stole your sunshine this morning?” 
 
    “Stole my sunshine?” 
 
    “It’s a saying. It means you’re grumpy. You have a face like a thundercloud.” 
 
    “And you think I have no good reason to be angry? You did not to come to your scheduled appointment this morning, meaning I have had to rearrange my day to visit you. Is such rudeness typical of all humans or just you?” 
 
    She ground her teeth together.  
 
    “And when I arrive here, you are standing on a chair. Something you have been forbidden to do.” 
 
    “I wasn’t forbidden to stand on chairs,” she snapped, scowling at him. “And I don’t like the word forbidden.” 
 
    He shook his head. “This is my fault.” 
 
    “That I’m now angry at you? Yes, it is.” Arrogant, know-it-all, thinks-he’s-better-than-everyone-else doctor. Honestly. “Don’t they teach you bedside manners when you are training to be a doctor?” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “So that you could reassure your patients that everything will be okay?” 
 
    “Warriors do not need reassurance.” 
 
    “But you don’t just deal with warriors, right? Shouldn’t doctors have some level of patience?” 
 
    “I am patient.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she replied skeptically. 
 
    “I have far more patience now than I did previously.” 
 
    Jesus. That was a scary thought. 
 
    “You were told not to do anything strenuous while recovering from being shot. I did not realize I had to supply a list of things that you could and could not do. Obviously, it was a mistake on my behalf to think that you would have the intelligence to know that climbing onto a chair, from which you could easily fall and hurt yourself, was a foolish idea!” 
 
    “Are you calling me stupid?” She stepped closer to him, feeling ridiculously triumphant when he took another step back. She knew he wasn’t actually scared of her; he just had this dislike of touching her. Except to examine her. And then, he always put on gloves.  
 
    It might be a little insulting if she cared what he thought of her. Which she most certainly did not. She was the first to admit she wasn’t a people person. She didn’t have much time for anyone other than her sister, Sophie.  
 
    Moroco gave her a condescending look before reaching into his bag to grab a pair of gloves. They weren’t like the latex ones used back home. These sort of molded themselves onto his hands until you couldn’t even see them. And there wasn’t any of that gross smell or feeling that latex had. 
 
    “Not stupid. Just lacking the same intellect that other races have.” 
 
    Right, so stupid. “Races like yours, you mean?” 
 
    “Exactly. Sit on the sofa. I will examine your wound.” 
 
    “I don’t have a wound. It’s completely healed.” A few weeks ago, Sophie’s ex-boyfriend Maxwell had shot her before he’d attempted to force Sophie to leave with him. “Your medical machine fixed me all up. Which is why I didn’t need to come to my appointment this morning. I explained all this to your yes-man.” 
 
    “Yes man?” 
 
    “Aston. ‘Yes sir, no sir, how high would you like me to jump, sir’.” She tried to imitate Aston’s deep rumble. 
 
    Did Moroco’s lips just twitch? Surely not. 
 
    “That shit would annoy the hell out of me, but I guess you probably like him kissing your ass.” 
 
    “I do not allow him to kiss my ass!” he boomed. 
 
    A gasping noise made them both turn and Saffron winced as she saw Ashley standing there. Not skinny, redhead Ashley, but blonde, short Ashley. 
 
    That’s right, she lived with two Ashley’s. And they were each as ditzy and shallow as the other one. This is why you shouldn’t piss off the person who assigned housing.  
 
    Blonde Ashley opened her mouth then closed it. She looked like a fish. Saffron barely managed not to tell her that. She had promised her sister to make some effort to get along with everyone. Sophie and Toriq had offered her a room at their place, but she’d refused. She was happy her sister was happy, but being constantly surrounded by all that mated bliss would make her break out in hives.  
 
    But she figured that promise didn’t extend to Moroco. As far as she could tell, no one got along well with the prickly healer. He had the ability to push her buttons quicker than anyone else she’d ever met—and she’d met her fair share of irritating people. 
 
    “Could you give us some privacy for a bit?” she asked blonde Ashley. “Moroco just came over to check my wound.” 
 
    “Sure. Sure.” She kept her gaze on Moroco as she stepped slowly away. As though he was a predator she was worried would pounce. 
 
    Finally, she disappeared and Saffron turned to Moroco. 
 
    “That was weird.” 
 
    He shrugged. “All of you humans seem odd to me. Now, sit. I shall check your wound.” 
 
    With a sigh, she sat. 
 
    “What is that?” Moroco asked, pointing at the tree branch beside her.  
 
    She sighed. “It’s a Christmas tree.” Sort of. It was the worst Christmas tree she’d ever seen. “The Ashleys insisted on having one.” 
 
    Personally, she didn’t think much of Christmas. They’d never had much growing up, so Christmas had really been just another day. And now, well, she didn’t see the point of celebrating. She’d hoped that being here on Zerconia meant she wouldn’t have to put up with all that Christmas bullshit.  
 
    No such luck. 
 
    The Empress had a thing for Christmas and had arranged a celebration dinner for everyone to attend. Saffron had gone for a few hours, not wanting to piss Zoey off, then snuck home. At least the madness was over for another year. 
 
    “Christmas,” Moroco muttered as she pulled her loose shirt up to reveal the slight scar. “Yet another human custom I do not understand.” 
 
    “Preaching to the converted there, buddy.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” She pointed at her shoulder. “See! All healed. It looks amazing considering it’s only been a few weeks. That regeneration machine is amazing.” 
 
    Too bad it couldn’t fix her back. Although, it hadn’t been too bad lately. 
 
    “It should not have scarred at all. If you had not lost so much blood or there had not been such a delay in getting you to treatment you would have completely healed. Luckily, our drugs are far superior to your human drugs.” 
 
    “Of course, they are.” Everything about humans was inferior in Moroco’s view. 
 
    Moroco frowned as he grew closer. “Then these visits would not be necessary.” 
 
    “Aw, but then I’d miss out on these lovely chats with you, you big charmer.” She stared down at the wound. “Getting shot sucks.” 
 
    “I have heard this word, ‘sucks’, it means bad?” 
 
    “Yeah, basically. If something sucks it’s not good.” 
 
    He gave her a look she couldn’t decipher. “Then the best idea would be not to get shot in the first place, would it not?” 
 
    Damn it. She hated when he talked to her like she was three years old. 
 
    “Well, of course it would be a good idea not to get shot in the first place. It’s not like I meant to get shot, you know.” 
 
    He made a grumbling noise under his breath then stood and pulled off his gloves. “You have healed well.” 
 
    “Then I guess growling at me about being up on that chair was unnecessary, huh?” 
 
    He glared at her. “You could still fall and hurt yourself.” 
 
    She sighed. “All right, what is it?” 
 
    “What is what?”  
 
    “What has got your knickers in a twist? You’ve been grumpy at me ever since I got shot, before that actually, so don’t try to say it’s just about me climbing a chair.”  
 
    “I do not wear underwear.” 
 
    “Huh?” What the heck? 
 
    “I do not wear underwear; therefore, they are not in a twist.” 
 
    “Right, of course you don’t.” Jesus, she didn’t need to know that. She wasn’t sure what it was about this guy. He was a prickly asshole, with little-to-no-manners and bossy as all hell and yet the thought that he didn’t wear underwear under those oh-so-tight leather pants was kind of…well…fascinating. Arousing. 
 
    What was wrong with her? What did she care if he went commando, wore tighty-whities or pink and purple striped bungee-smugglers? 
 
    “You are staring at me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    His gaze narrowed and she thought she saw a flash of amber. But that couldn’t be right. Zerconian eyes changed color with some strong emotions. Purple was happiness, red was anger, blue was sorrow, and amber was arousal. But the last thing Moroco felt towards her was arousal, right? 
 
    “You were staring down at my shaft. Were you trying to imagine what it looks like?” 
 
    She actually felt her jaw drop open and she stared at him in stupefaction.  
 
    Get it together, Saffron. Think of something witty to say. Something to hide the fact that staring was pretty much what you were doing. 
 
    “Was not.” 
 
    Yep, that was brilliant. Her wit and intellect were definitely on display today. 
 
    He raised one eyebrow. “It certainly looked that way to me. If you wish to see it, you only have to ask.” 
 
    “Wh-wh-wh…” Okay, things were rapidly spiraling out of control. Had she entered some weird alternate reality?  
 
    He tilted his head to one side. “Then again, perhaps I should make you beg?” 
 
    Beg? Was he serious? 
 
    “I am not begging!” Finally, she found her voice again. Funny, she’d never had that problem in the past. He’d done the impossible. He’d rendered her speechless. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “What a shame. I should like to see you beg.” 
 
    “I think you better leave.” She crossed her arms over her chest. So he could see she was serious. And to hide her hardening nipples. 
 
    From the way he stared at her chest, she thought she might have been too late. He picked up his bag.  
 
    “Yes, I believe it best that I leave now. I do not want you to think that I reward bad behavior.” 
 
    Reward bad behavior? 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “You seem to have a propensity to go against orders given for your health and safety. These behaviors should be discouraged not rewarded.” 
 
    Was this guy for real? 
 
    He turned and walked out of the room.  
 
    “Wait. Hey, you can’t just walk away after saying something truly idiotic like that! Are you seriously trying to tell me that you’re punishing me? For what?” 
 
    Wait, that’s not what she’d meant to say. She should tell him that she wouldn’t be interested in him if he was the last guy left in the universe. 
 
    Only, that wasn’t true, was it? 
 
    “As if you have any right to punish me for anything! I’m not a child who needs someone to correct their behavior!” 
 
    He turned and she caught a flash of something out of the corner of her eye. It looked like blonde hair. Great. Just what she needed, an audience listening in. 
 
    “I am well aware that you are not a child.” He stepped towards her. She forced herself to stand her ground. She raised her chin and glared up at him, hoping he couldn’t tell that her heart was beating rapidly. 
 
    He loomed over her, not touching her but intimidating the hell out of her nonetheless. Saffron was used to being shorter than everyone else. But Moroco wasn’t just tall, he was huge. His shoulders were wide, his biceps bulged against the tight top he wore. A lot of warriors wore vests that left little to the imagination, but Moroco always wore tops that covered his chest and yet at the same time, made you itch to see what was underneath. The man was ripped. Huge. Gorgeous. 
 
    And a total prick. 
 
    “A child would have the good sense to listen to those who knew more than she did. A child would be more obedient. A child would learn from her mistakes.” 
 
    He did not just say that. 
 
    She opened her mouth and he leaned in closer. She hastily closed her mouth as his eyes flared red. Oh shit. He was really angry. And she was here alone with him. Well, one of the Ashley’s was here, but she hardly counted. Yet, she wasn’t as scared as she should be. She should be screaming for help or trying to run. Instead, she stood here, frozen, unable to believe the crap coming out of his mouth. 
 
    Why the hell wasn’t she more frightened of him? He could hurt her without even breaking a sweat.  
 
    “You continue to make foolish, stupid decisions that place your health and safety in danger.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, I was standing on a chair, not trying to climb some mountain or jump out of a plane. Will you get over yourself!” 
 
    “You left your house without an escort. Without my permission. As your minder, it was up to me to protect you and I failed because you could not follow a simple order for your safety. You were shot! You could have died!” 
 
    Okay, so it seemed he was still a bit pissy about all of that. He’d been assigned as her temporary minder a few weeks ago after Maria had been murdered. And yeah, she’d completely disregarded the order given to all women not to walk around unescorted. But she hadn’t been about to call him to ask permission to see her own sister.  
 
    “I am a grown woman. I don’t need a minder.” 
 
    “Obviously, you do since you ended up shot!”  
 
    All right, it was kind of hard to argue that, but still, she should give it a go. 
 
    “On Earth” 
 
    “I do not care what happens on Earth!” he roared. 
 
    She rubbed at her ears. “Jesus, man, you need to learn to use your inside voice.” 
 
    “Here on Zerconia, you follow our rules. You follow my rules.” While he hadn’t stepped back, he did lower his voice. 
 
    “You aren’t my minder anymore. You aren’t in charge of me.” 
 
    He snorted. “Thank the stars for that.” 
 
    His relief kind of stung a little. She knew she was a pain in the butt. People didn’t tend to like her. She was short-tempered, she rarely thought before she spoke, and she wasn’t that interested in other people’s petty problems. 
 
    But for a moment there…she’d kind of thought he wanted her. After all, he had offered to show her his cock. 
 
    And she was betting that he had a magnificent cock. 
 
    “You need to learn caution, to think before you act, to obey those who are charged with your care.” 
 
    Okay, enough was enough. She was about to tell him where he could shove his opinions— forcefully—when a siren blasted through the room. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” she asked, startled. 
 
    Blonde Ashley ran into the room, giving up the pretense of hiding while she listened in on their conversation. And wasn’t that just great. Saffron just loved providing plenty of material for the gossip mill. 
 
    Moroco grew grim. Well, grimmer than usual. “It is an emergency siren. Both of you must stay inside. Place the house into lockdown mode. It will mean no one can enter or leave. Once the siren has been turned off, then you are safe to leave.” 
 
    “Lockdown mode? What’s that?” Ashley asked, her voice rising to a high pitch that was worse than the siren. 
 
    “Emergency siren?” Alarm filled her. “What’s going on?” Her first thought went to Sophie, and she moved towards the communicator at the door. Nothing happened. She turned back to Moroco, fear slicing through her. “I can’t get through to Sophie.” 
 
    Moroco shook his head. “All communications except through the emergency channel will be suspended.” 
 
    “But what about Sophie?” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment. “Toriq will take care of his mate.” 
 
    Yes, she supposed so, but just because Sophie no longer needed her didn’t mean she didn’t worry about her sister. She’d taken care of Sophie all her life; it was hard to turn that off. 
 
    Moroco pressed something on the communicator attached to a strap around his wrist.  
 
    “I will show you how to turn on lockdown mode,” he told her, turning towards the door. 
 
    “What? Where are you going? What is going on?” Ashley grabbed hold of his arm. 
 
    Saffron had to bite back a growl. The urge to snatch Ashley’s hand off his arm was almost impossible to control. 
 
    Holy shit, Saffron. Get yourself under control.  
 
    Obviously, she needed to get laid. It was the only explanation she could think of for this weird attraction to Moroco. She felt a surge of satisfaction as he shrugged off Ashley’s hand and gave her an irritated look.  
 
    “I am needed.” He brought up something on the communicator screen by the front door. “Press here after I have left and the house will go into lockdown.” 
 
    “What about Ashley?” Ashley said. “She’s out there alone. What if there is a psychopath running around murdering people? Or a wild pack of animals? She’s probably frightened. Anything could happen to her.” 
 
    Her concern might have been more believable if there hadn’t been a note of excitement in her voice.  
 
    “I have a headache.” Saffron rubbed at her temples. 
 
    “Once the house is in lockdown, the noise of the siren will quieten,” Moroco told her. 
 
    “It’s not the siren that’s the problem.” She glared at blonde Ashley who now had crocodile tears running down her face. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    Ashley turned to scowl at her. “Ashley is my friend! I’m worried about her. Everyone knows that you have no friends, so I guess you wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    She knew the other woman meant it as a dig but Saff didn’t care about her lack of friends. She had her sister. 
 
    Except now she had to share her with Toriq. And when Sophie needed something, she would go to him first, not Saffron. She didn’t need Saffron any longer. They would drift further and further apart until… 
 
    She was alone. 
 
    Ashley turned to Moroco. “You have to find her!” 
 
    He stared down at her in horror and took a step back. Saffron nearly smiled. Obviously, he was not a man who could cope with tears. Good to know. “I am certain she is fine. If I see her, I will direct her to safety.” 
 
    “But you can’t leave us here!” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake, you just told him to go rescue your BFF, how is he supposed to do that if he’s here?” 
 
    Moroco’s communicator buzzed and he looked down at it. “Sophie is fine. Toriq said she is at home.” 
 
    He’d asked after Sophie for her? That was actually kind of sweet. And totally unexpected. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Enough talking. I must go.” He turned to her and pointed his finger. “Set the security on to lockdown mode and remain here. Do you understand me? You will stay here where it is safe. I will not be disobeyed in this, Saffron.” 
 
    And now he was back to being the jerk. She had a vision of biting that waggling finger. Damn, that would be satisfying. Instead, she gave him a disgruntled look. “Just go.” 
 
    “Wait.” Ashley reached for him again. That girl was just asking for a slapping. “You’re just leaving? Aren’t you supposed to take care of us?” Tears dripped down her face. Damn her for being an attractive crier. Saffron wasn’t. She got snotty, she hiccupped, her face grew blotchy and her nose went bright red. 
 
    Bat. Bat. Bat went Ashley’s eyelashes. She did have amazing eyelashes. Quite dark for someone who was supposedly blonde, but then Saffron had her doubts whether the carpet matched the drapes. Did women still have carpet nowadays? It was so long since Saffron had bothered to think about her personal grooming down there that she didn’t know. 
 
    Jesus, who cared? Wasn’t like she was going to get laid anytime soon. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Saffron bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling. Moroco turned to Saffron. “Take a pain inhibitor if that headache continues and remain inside.” He left with another firm look aimed her way.  
 
    Saffron placed the house on lockdown mode. A loud beeping noise sounded, then all the windows closed, shutters coming across them. Lights flickered on throughout the room and thankfully, the siren noise did fade. 
 
    Blonde Ashley turned to her. “Why are you throwing yourself at him? Everyone knows you don’t want a mate.” 
 
    Wait, what?  
 
    “Me throw myself at Moroco?” She started laughing as she turned and walked into the kitchen. She needed a drink. She didn’t care that it was only eleven in the morning. She poured herself a glass of minca. It wasn’t as nice as sola, but her budget didn’t extend to sola. Actually, her budget didn’t extend to anything. If the Zerconians hadn’t been paying her living costs, she’d be homeless and hungry. It was a scary thought. She hated being reliant on anyone. 
 
    She’d come to Zerconia because it had been the easiest way of leaving Earth, and Maxwell, Sophie’s psycho ex. 
 
    But Maxwell was dead now. Sophie had a huge-ass warrior to take care of her every need. And Saffron had no real reason to stay here. She should leave on the next transporter heading for Earth. After all, she’d come here under false pretenses. She had no intention of becoming a mate to one of these Zerconian warriors. She never had. Of course, she hadn’t expected Sophie to mate with one of them either. 
 
    Could she really leave her sister? Her pregnant sister? 
 
    But how could she stay? 
 
    “I see the way you look at him. You’re brave to go after someone with his background, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “God, are we still talking about this?” she asked, pretending to feign boredom as she stared at the contents inside the cooling unit. She wasn’t at all hungry. Her stomach was tied up into too many knots to even think about eating. The siren continued to blast outside. The fact that it was muted made it no less alarming. What was going on out there? Concern filled her. No doubt whatever it was, Moroco would be in the thick of it. 
 
    Not that she cared about him.  
 
    “Everybody knows you didn’t come here to find a mate,” Ashley stated, as though it was a terrible crime. 
 
    “Well, whoop-dee-do.” Saffron was really growing tired of the other woman. She shut the cooling unit’s door. 
 
    “You’re here mooching off the Zerconians when you have no intention of mating any of them. I’ve heard they’re getting ready to tell you to leave.” 
 
    They wouldn’t, would they? Even though she’d been just thinking about leaving, she felt a surge of alarm at the thought. No, of course they wouldn’t. She was Sophie’s sister. Toriq wouldn’t allow them to send her away. But what could he do if the Emperor ordered her to go? 
 
    “You know that fucking him doesn’t mean you get to stay, right?” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? I’m not going to fuck Moroco.” And if this cow kept this up then Saffron was going to teach her what happened to mouthy bitches in her neighborhood. Blonde Ashley practically cried when she broke a nail. 
 
    Saffron had grown up fighting. And fighting dirty. It really wouldn’t be a fair fight. 
 
    But she didn’t give a shit about fair. 
 
    “I get why you chose him. He’s got to be desperate for sex by now.” 
 
    Ashley gave her the once-over, making it clear that she pretty much thought he would have to be desperate to sleep with Saffron. For God’s sake, she wasn’t some ogre. With the right clothes and some make-up she could actually look presentable. She just wasn’t interested in dressing up for some man. They were way more trouble than they were worth. What did she need a man for? Sex? She had a vibrator if she got horny and it didn’t pester her for cuddles afterwards or want reassurance about how big it was and how it was the best. 
 
    Men. So needy. 
 
    “Are you implying that he would have to be desperate to have sex with me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She laughed. She couldn’t help it. Even when red started to fill Ashley’s cheeks, which wasn’t a good look for someone with such pale skin. She wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Wow. You are such a bitch. I don’t want Moroco.” 
 
    Liar. Liar. 
 
    She turned away, ready to end this conversation by leaving.  
 
    “Did you know that he had a mate?” 
 
    She paused. It felt like a stab to her gut. He’d had a mate? Why hadn’t he said? Why had no one told her? 
 
    Ah, maybe because the only time he talks to you is to scold you or remind you how stupid you are. And why would anyone else tell you that? It’s not like you’re interested in him. 
 
    “None of my business.” She forced herself to keep moving to her bedroom even though she longed to press Ashley for details. What did she look like? What was her name? Where was she now? 
 
    “He killed her.” 
 
    All right. Even she couldn’t ignore that. She spun on her heels. 
 
    “He didn’t.” He was an asshole. Prickly as hell. Bossy. But she knew, deep down, that he wouldn’t have harmed someone in his care. Especially not a mate. 
 
    “Did he tell you that? And you believed him?” Ashley looked at her with fake-sympathy. Poor little Saffron, falling for the big, bad Zerconian’s lies. Saffron snorted to herself. She was nobody’s doormat. 
 
    “He hasn’t said anything to me.” Not about his mate and certainly not that he had killed her. “But he would never harm his mate.” 
 
    “That’s not what I heard. I heard he disobeyed the Emperor and took her off-planet. She never came back.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean he killed her.” Saffron turned away again. This conversation was ridiculous. 
 
    “That’s not what her family thinks. They think he killed her. They wanted him put on trial. Instead, the Emperor sent him to the Academy.” 
 
    “Because the Emperor didn’t believe he killed her.” 
 
    “Because he’s a good healer and the Emperor didn’t want to lose his skills,” Ashley retorted. 
 
    “So he gets away with murdering someone because he’s a good healer? Does something seem a little off about that?” 
 
    Ashley just looked confused. Lord help her. 
 
    “Listen to me.” Saffron strode closer to the other woman, making her face grow cold. She knew a bit about intimidation tactics. She didn’t care what this woman thought of her, but spreading lies about Moroco was not something she could just stand by and let happen. “You’re going to stop spreading lies about him, you understand me? Bad enough the poor man lost his mate but now he has people spreading rumors that he killed her? If I hear you saying that he killed her again I’m going to rearrange that oh-so-perky nose for you.” 
 
    It was a bluff. But when Ashley paled and took a step back she knew it had worked.  
 
    “You can’t threaten me!” 
 
    “Wasn’t a threat, sweetheart. It was a promise.” Oh dear, this was almost too easy. Then Ashley’s eyes filled with tears. And this time she thought they were real tears. 
 
    Wonderful. 
 
    “It’s okay for you, your sister is mated to one of them. You’re not going to be forced onto that transporter in a few weeks to head back to hell.” Because of all the excitement around here lately, the transporter headed back to Earth had been delayed several times and was now scheduled to leave mid-January. 
 
    “I thought you said they were getting ready to ask me to leave.” 
 
    “That was a lie and you know it.” 
 
    Actually, she hadn’t known it.  
 
    “He was my last hope until I heard he’d already been mated.” 
 
    “What? Moroco was your last hope? You and Moroco?” She bit down on her lip to hold back a laugh. It was just so ridiculous. But the miserable look on Ashley’s face stopped her. 
 
    She was serious. 
 
    “You thought you and Moroco were a good match?” 
 
    “We don’t have to be a good match, do we? Just a match. If I have a mate I can stay. I don’t have to return to Earth.” 
 
    “There are hundreds of other warriors.” 
 
    “And none of them are my mate.” Ashley frowned. “I felt sure one of them would be. But I touched them all. Nothing.” 
 
    Seriously? She’d touched them all? 
 
    “Well, that’s…um…dedication.” Very weird dedication. Actually, it was kind of creepy. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to think of a way to get him to touch me. Today is the closest I’ve ever gotten to him. I thought maybe I should injure myself. Like you did. Then he’d have to touch me.” 
 
    “Wait a darn minute.” She held up her hand. “First of all, I did not injure myself. I was shot. Second of all, were you seriously considering injuring yourself just so he’d touch you? That’s-that’s—”  
 
    What to say that wouldn’t sound insulting. Idiotic? No. Ridiculous? No. Absolutely fucking insane? Hmm, tempting but perhaps not. 
 
    “Really not a good idea,” she finished lamely.  
 
    “I know that now. He’s already had a mate. Apparently, he’s one of the few Zerconians to survive losing their mate. But if he’s not my mate that means none of them are.” A look filled the other woman’s eyes. Something desperate. And real. 
 
    Oh, shit. The last thing she wanted was to feel sorry for this woman. She was self-centered, shallow, and an idiot. But there was some reason why she was desperate to find a mate.  
 
    Saffron sat on one of the stools at the kitchen bench. The siren continued on and she didn’t want to think about what that meant. Surely, they weren’t under attack. Wouldn’t someone have come to warn them? Not knowing what was going on was really killing her. 
 
    But hey, she had a distraction now. Trying to figure out why blonde Ashley was so desperate for a mate. 
 
    “You don’t want to go home?” 
 
    Ashley let out a laugh that sounded all too sad and desperate. And real. For once, Saffron didn’t believe she was playing a part. “More like I can’t go home.” 
 
    “Why? You wanted for armed robbery or something?” 
 
    “What? No!” Ashley’s eyes widened and she took a step back. “Are you?” 
 
    “Jesus. It was a joke. And no, I’m not wanted for armed robbery.” Why was she trying to talk to this woman?  
 
    “I can’t go back because my family disowned me.” 
 
    “They disowned you? Why?” And she did realize this wasn’t the nineteenth century, right? She wasn’t suddenly a social pariah because her family gave her the boot.  
 
    “Because I got pregnant.” 
 
    She looked down at her the other woman’s very flat and toned stomach. Saffron tried to accept herself for who she was, flabby stomach and all. Sometimes she still had flashes of envy, though. All her life, she’d heard about how beautiful Sophie was, how lovely. She got it. She was round, pudgy, her nose was too big, her mouth was too wide and her boobs were definitely more than a handful. Sometimes it had been hard not to resent Sophie for getting all the good genes. But Sophie was so genuinely nice it was hard to hold a grudge against her for long. 
 
    “Um, so where is the baby?” 
 
    “It was a false positive.” 
 
    Alright then. “So, why did they kick you out?” 
 
    Ashley gave her a look of disbelief. “Because I told them I was pregnant. That I’d been sleeping with Denny Dennison.” 
 
    “Awesome name.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Nothing.” What sort of backward family did this woman come from? “Look, I’m sure it really hurt having your family reject you when you probably needed them most. But you know what, screw them.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come on, if they’re going to kick you out when you’re pregnant then they’re obviously not much of a family.” 
 
    “My dad is mayor of our town. We have a nice house, lots of money, social status. That all went away when they kicked me out.” 
 
    Saffron rubbed her head. “So, you go back and you make something of yourself and you show them that you don’t need them and they’re the losers for rejecting you.” 
 
    The other woman looked thoughtful. She tapped her chin. “You know, you’re right. I jumped on this transporter because I was broke and scared. But I could just as easily find a guy to take care of me back home as I can here. A rich guy. I mean, look at me. What man wouldn’t be thankful to have me on his arm?” 
 
    “Um, that’s not what I—” 
 
    “Thanks, Saffron. You know, I always thought you were a real bitch. Ashley and I begged not to have to room with you. But you’ve turned out to be okay. I’m going to go research some possibilities. I’ll get some money from my trip here from the government when I get home. I’ll use that to live on while I find myself a man. Yeah, that’ll work. Better than mating with Doctor Death anyway.” She shuddered. “I can’t believe I was actually considering sleeping with him. What a relief I don’t have to.” 
 
    Yes, Saffron figured he’d feel the same way if he knew. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Moroco stood next to Toriq and Koran as they all stared at the crashed spaceship, which had smoke rising from its front. Its nose was buried deep into the desert sand, the outer shell dented and scratched. It was a small ship and not meant for long space travel.  
 
    Armed warriors had formed a perimeter around the ship in case this was some sort of threat. Unlikely, considering the size of the ship, but it was better to be cautious. 
 
    “Be careful,” Koran warned. “This could be a trap. A diversion. Or it could be rigged to explode.” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “You in the ship, you have come to Zerconia without permission. Come out with your hands in the air.” Koran’s voice boomed, but there was no movement. 
 
    Koran waited a minute more, then nodded to six warriors, one of whom carried a laser drill. “Go.” 
 
    Two warriors stood back, blasters raised while the others worked on forcing their way through the door. A wave of smoke assailed them and Moroco’s eyes watered.  
 
    Once the smoke dissipated, three of the warriors entered the ship.  
 
    Morocco stepped forward. Toriq reached out and grabbed his arm, shaking his head. 
 
    Irritation filled him. He might be a healer, but he was also a warrior. And he didn’t need protecting. Toriq raised one eyebrow at his obvious irritation. 
 
    “Just wait one minute while they finish checking the ship.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, they could be dying. I am in no need of your protection, Toriq. I can look after myself.” 
 
    “I have no doubt of that. You will still wait.” 
 
    He ground his teeth together. He’d never been very good at following orders. That was part of the reason he’d ended up at the Academy.  
 
    Finally, one of the warriors, it looked like that fool Argus, came out. “Two beings are in the cockpit, both are unconscious.” 
 
    “May I?” Moroco said sarcastically to Toriq. 
 
    Toriq nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    Moroco shook his head and strode into the ship. He moved cautiously into the small cockpit. Thankfully, the smoke was dissipating and visibility was increasing. He studied the being closest to him. Covered in light green fur, the creature was slightly built, with pointed ears and a flat-squashed nose. 
 
    What was a Seraquin doing here? Seraquin’s were troublesome creatures, given to mischief and mayhem. They didn’t have a home planet and tended to make their home wherever they liked. And once you had an infestation of Seraquin’s they were difficult to get rid of. 
 
    He quickly grabbed his med-wand out of the bag and ran it over the beast. No heartbeat. No sign of life. He sighed. “This one is dead. Pull him free so I can get to the other one more easily.” 
 
    Argus hastily dragged the Seraquin away, whacking Moroco in the nose with his elbow as he went past. 
 
    “Stars!” Moroco clasped hold of his nose as blood poured out of it. He closed his eyes at the intense pain. 
 
    “I am sorry…I d-didn’t mean…” Argus stammered out. 
 
    “Toriq!” Moroco roared. “Get him out of my sight.” 
 
    Someone hastily pulled Argus away while Moroco grabbed a clean cloth from his bag and held it to his nose to stop the blood flow. He didn’t have time for anything else. Not if he wanted to ensure his next patient lived. 
 
    “Want me to send for Racar?” Toriq asked. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Moroco didn’t take much notice of what his other patient looked like as he ran his med-wand over the still body. It beeped and he checked the readout. “This one is alive. But bleeding internally. Let’s get him to a regeneration chamber.” 
 
    “Uh, Moroco, I don’t think a regen will help him,” Toriq said in a strange voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Moroco took a good look at his patient and drew in a sharp breath. How had he missed it? This creature was nothing like the Seraquin. For a start, it was huge. Much bigger even than Toriq, who towered over most. But that wasn’t the truly alarming thing. Moroco had met plenty of creatures bigger than he was. 
 
    But none of them were as dangerous as this being. 
 
    With silver skin that glittered in the sunlight, he had similar facial features to Zerconians. Two eyes, one nose, one mouth, two ears. Two arms. Two legs. But there the similarities ended. 
 
    “It’s a Sky Warrior,” Toriq stated the obvious. 
 
    Moroco just grunted. 
 
    Two wings sprouted from the Sky Warrior’s back, covered in beautiful, black feathers. One wing looked slightly crooked and damaged. Morocco winced. He didn’t know a lot about Sky Warriors, but he did know that their wings were like another limb. A broken wing was going to be painful. 
 
    A feather drifted through the air and landed on Moroco’s nose, pulling him out of his daze. 
 
    “We’re going to need something to transport him!” he called out. “And someone call Racar and tell him to ready the medical center for a Sky Warrior.” 
 
    Around him, everyone grew quiet. 
 
    But then he heard the whisper. “A Sky Warrior. Is he serious?” 
 
    “Moroco does not joke. Ever.” 
 
    “Stars save us. A Sky Warrior. Here.” 
 
    “You know what that means,” another one whispered back. “Where there is one, more will follow.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Moroco, report.” 
 
    Moroco tried to hide his fatigue as he stared at the Emperor of Zerconia. Dexanon Xa’a was a strong warrior. As far as leaders went, Moroco guessed that he was adequate. He appeared to be fair and just, although he had made the questionable decision to allow humans access to Zerconia.  
 
    Moroco didn’t agree with letting other races come here. It brought too much risk. He thought they had learned that lesson a long time ago. Now, they had Joyadans and humans living here, and even more humans visiting. Already, there had been an attempt to harm the Empress and a human male had snuck onto the planet, killing one human female, injuring Saffron, and kidnapping Sophie.  
 
    And now a Sky Warrior had crashed on their planet. Things like this would not have happened during Dex’s father’s reign. Sure, some warriors had found a mate among the humans. But was it worth it when you took into account the trouble the human females brought with them? Not to mention how unprepared they were for life on Zerconia.  
 
    Take Saffron for example. That female had no idea that when an order was given that she should obey. It was perplexing. Frustrating. He should have refused to be her minder when she had been assigned to him. 
 
    So, why didn’t I? 
 
    He still could not believe that he had offered to show her his shaft. That had been a big mistake and one he would not repeat. He had merely wished to frighten her. Although he hadn’t gotten the response he had been prepared for. She had acted outraged, but he had seen a glimpse of arousal in her gaze. 
 
    It matched his own. He only had to be in her presence to feel aroused by her. She affected him like no other had since Fancia died. To ensure that he was not tempted by her again, he would have to avoid her completely. He would pass her care on to Racar. He was a perfectly good healer. He would ensure she was fully recovered. 
 
    His gut burned at the thought. Stars. 
 
    “Moroco? Are you well?” 
 
    He’d forgotten about the Emperor. What was wrong with him? Now that female was even interfering with his job. No, best he stay away from her entirely. 
 
    “I have stopped the internal bleeding and set the break in the wing. He is too large to fit in our regeneration chamber.” 
 
    The Emperor frowned. “Will he survive?” 
 
    Moroco resisted the urge to shrug. “I can’t tell you for certain. All I can say is that Sky Warriors are strong. His vitals are good.” 
 
    “It would be a very bad thing for him to die, Moroco.” 
 
    “I know this. I will do all that I can to keep him alive.” 
 
    “His pack will be looking for him.” 
 
    Moroco nodded. “I have briefed everyone to be on alert. He is well sedated.” The last thing they wanted was a group of angry Sky Warriors descending on them. Sky Warriors traveled in packs of six. They were known as merciless, tough, and cold. Their only loyalty was to each other. 
 
    Dex nodded. “I will be informing everyone that there is a Sky Warrior in medical and to stay away.” 
 
     “The humans as well?” he asked, thinking of Saffron and her propensity to get into trouble. 
 
    “Yes, for the foreseeable future they have been warned to go nowhere alone and have been placed under a curfew.” 
 
    “They have not been assigned minders again?” he asked casually. It wasn’t that he wanted responsibility for Saffron. Not at all. She was trouble. Pure and simple. 
 
    “I don’t see the need for minders when there is no real threat at the moment, so you will be relieved that you have not been charged with Saffron’s safety.” 
 
    Yes, of course. 
 
    That was what he felt. Relief. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    This was a stupid idea. 
 
    Really stupid. 
 
    As in the stupidest idea she’d ever had. And she’d had a few over the years. 
 
    Going to meet with Ricky, the asshole who’d pushed her down a flight of stairs, alone was the biggest one that sprang to mind. This might almost rival that one. 
 
    She peered out from behind the building closest to the medical center. She felt a little silly sneaking around like some sort of super spy. But they’d all been warned to stay away from medical and the last thing that she wanted was to get caught. That would involve explanations. And she wasn’t certain that she could explain what she was doing to herself let alone anyone else. 
 
    The coast seemed to be clear. 
 
    Okay, now she sounded like some cheesy private investigator. She shook her head at herself. She should just march on into medical and demand to speak to Moroco.  
 
    Except she wasn’t certain he’d even see her. Three days had passed since he’d come to her place to check her wound and the only communication she’d had with him was a message that Racar would be taking over her care. 
 
    Screw that. If he didn’t want to see her again then he could tell her to her face instead of sending her a cowardly message. 
 
    Why do I care? He means nothing to me. 
 
    Except, she couldn’t stop thinking about him. Couldn’t stop playing their conversation over in her head.  
 
    And she was leaving. 
 
    She’d made the decision to return on the transporter that was headed to Earth in ten days. And despite the fact she was fully healed, she needed medical clearance. So here she was. She chose to ignore the fact that Racar was now her healer and she could have just commed him. For some stupid reason, she wanted to see Moroco. She didn’t really know why, but she couldn’t ignore the urge. 
 
    So here she was. 
 
    She hadn’t told Sophie she was leaving yet. She didn’t want to leave her sister, but she was beginning to feel like she was a bit of a third wheel. It was obvious that Sophie was making this her home; she didn’t need Saff anymore, so there was no reason to stay, right? 
 
    She wasn’t going to stay where she wasn’t needed.  
 
    Even though the thought of going back to Earth on her own was daunting as hell, she didn’t have much choice. She had nowhere else to go. 
 
    The two Ashleys were eager as hell to get home. If they didn’t stop chattering on about how much they were looking forward to getting their nails done and a spray tan then she was going to steal a blaster and just shoot herself in the foot.  
 
    Surely, that would get her a quiet room in medical. 
 
    Nice and close to Moroco. 
 
    Saffron. You’re an idiot. 
 
    This would be much easier if she knew where he lived. But it wasn’t as though she could just go around asking. People would start to wonder why she wanted to know. She’d worked hard to make everyone believe she hated that asshole. And it hadn’t been that hard to act that way. 
 
    Most of the time.  
 
    But then there was the rest of the time. The times he surprised her by doing something kind. Like checking up on Sophie for her the other day when communications went down. He wasn’t the complete asshole he pretended to be. She also knew he wasn’t the murderer many people thought he was. Idiots.  
 
    Her feelings towards Moroco were no longer as cut and dried as they once had been. Maybe it was true what they said. Sometimes there was a very thin line between hate and love. 
 
    And wasn’t that a disturbing thought. 
 
    Still channeling her inner spy, she crept forward and walked around the outside of the building. She’d never looked for another entrance, but surely there had to be one. Ah-ha. There. A door. 
 
    Of course, she’d probably need a code or there would be some sort of facial recognition security attached…the door slid open as she approached. 
 
    Well, that was kind of disappointing. 
 
    She snuck inside. 
 
    *** 
 
    Moroco was worried. 
 
    And he hated worrying. In fact, he never worried. Worry was a stupid emotion. No, he wasn’t worried. He was concerned. 
 
    He couldn’t understand why the Sky Warrior wasn’t waking. His internal bleeding had stopped. His broken wing was healing. In fact, it was healing at a fast rate. He hadn’t realized that their species had accelerated healing but it was the only explanation he could think of for how quickly the bones were knitting together. 
 
    His vitals were good. Steady. But he wasn’t waking up. Morocco rubbed his hand over his face as he sat in the sleeping chair in his private office. He’d been here day and night, not wanting to leave while the Sky Warrior was here.  
 
    He laid his head back and closed his eyes. He just needed to catch a short nap then he’d check on his patient. 
 
    He was just drifting off when he heard his door open. He’d left instructions with his staff that he wasn’t to be disturbed unless there was an emergency or something changed with the Sky Warrior. Even then, no one would enter without announcing themselves first. 
 
    So, whoever this was, they weren’t one of his staff and they weren’t trying to be quiet. He kept up the pretense that he was asleep. 
 
    Just a little closer…just a little closer. 
 
    As he was getting ready to move a sweet, familiar scent hit him. It couldn’t be. What was she doing here? He opened his eyes just as she stuck her face mere inches from his.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” he snapped. 
 
    “Eek!” She jumped back, placing her hand over heart, her face growing pale. He should probably feel bad for scaring her. But she was the one who had been sneaking up on him. “You scared me! I thought you were asleep.” 
 
    “I was trying to sleep. Until you interrupted me.”  
 
    “Oh. Sorry. I wasn’t sure if you were sleeping or dead.” 
 
    “That’s why you were close enough to kiss me?” 
 
    “I certainly wasn’t going to do that!” There was a note to her voice that made him raise an eyebrow in interest. Hmm, did she want to kiss him? Maybe he should kiss her. 
 
    No. No, that would be a foolish idea. Right up there with pulling her into his arms, raising her skirt and slipping inside her. The last thing he needed was to join with a human female. Especially this human female. 
 
    He had already decided to stay away from her. And she wasn’t supposed to be here. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Saffron? Were you not told to stay away from medical?” 
 
    A look of guilt crossed her face and then she frowned at him. “I, well, I…um…needed to see you for a minute.” 
 
    Alarm filled him. “Is it your wound? Has it grown red? Is it painful? Why did you not call for me? I mean, for Racar. He is your healer now.” And why hadn’t Racar told him there was a problem? Stars, he shouldn’t have handed over her care to the other healer, even though his feelings towards her were becoming problematic. 
 
    He moved to his bag and grabbed his gloves, pulling them on.  
 
    “My wound is fine.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “I need medical clearance to leave on the transporter headed to Earth soon.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Huh?” She stared at him in shock.  
 
    Why had he said no? Wasn’t this a good thing? He would no longer need to avoid her until she found a mate. She would leave, and his life would go back to normal. 
 
    Boring. Lonely. 
 
    She placed her hands on her hips, glaring up at him. “There’s no medical reason I can’t be on that transporter. So I need you to sign whatever documents you need to and get it done, buster.” 
 
    Buster? 
 
    “Why have you not spoken to Racar about this?” She looked guilty for a minute. What was going on here? “I am surprised you wish to leave. I thought you would stay with your sister. She is in a delicate condition. I hope you did not upset her with this news.” 
 
    Pregnant females were to be kept calm and unstressed. Toriq would not be happy if this news had upset his pregnant mate. 
 
    That guilty look returned. 
 
    “You have not told her?” he guessed. Interesting. “Why not? I thought she would be the first person to know.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t leave without medical clearance. So sign whatever papers you need to and I’ll get out of your hair.” 
 
    “My hair? How could you be in my hair? It is not long enough for you to step on.” His dark hair was kept short and neat.  
 
    “Look, you’ve made it more than obvious you don’t want to be around me, so I’d think you’d be eager to be rid of me.” 
 
    Yes, he had thought that as well. 
 
    “So give me medical clearance and I’ll be gone, never to be seen again.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    An alarm buzzed on his communicator. The Sky Warrior. His vitals were increasing. He turned and rushed out of his office. 
 
    “No? What do you mean, no?” 
 
    “No, I’m not giving you clearance. Return home.” 
 
    “Hey! Where are you going? Stop running away from me when I’m talking to you.” 
 
    “I am not running away.” Preposterous. Although he could have sent someone else to check on the Sky Warrior or he could have sent Saffron to Racar for medical clearance to fly. Since there was no real reason she couldn’t. But then, she should have gone to Racar in the first place. There had to be a reason as to why she had come to him and he had to have time to think about that. 
 
    He stopped and turned towards her. She came close to banging into him. So close that her scent surrounded him. Sharp and sweet. His cock hardened. “I need to see to a patient. Return home. Now. You are not supposed to be here. Ask Racar to arrange an escort for you.” 
 
    “I don’t need an escort. I need you to tell me why you’ve been avoiding me.”  
 
    He raised one eyebrow. “I am not avoiding you. I merely have more important things to deal with.” 
 
    The outrage that filled her face quickly drowned out the small hint of hurt he’d glimpsed. Good. Because for some reason he couldn’t stand the idea that he’d hurt her. Trying not to think about that too hard, he turned and walked into the Sky Warrior’s room, certain that would end the conversation. He came to a sudden stop.  
 
    “More important? More important?” Saffron half-yelled from behind him. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Stars, why couldn’t she have done what she was told for once? With his heart rate increasing rapidly, he half-turned and pushed her back. 
 
    “Leave. Now.” He made certain to make his voice as ugly and cold as he could. 
 
    “I will not. I want medical clearance to fly. The sooner I have it, the sooner I can get away from you.” 
 
    He didn’t risk looking down at her. No, taking his eyes off them right now could be a very bad idea. Especially with Saffron in the room. 
 
    He heard the door slide shut behind them. 
 
    “Saffron. Leave. Now.” She needed a lesson in obedience. Desperately. And as soon as he’d gotten them out of this situation safely, he was going to take great pleasure in teaching her what happened when she went against his orders.  
 
    One of the three Sky Warriors who stood by the unconscious Sky Warrior shook his head. He then spoke in clear Zerconian. “The little creature stays.” 
 
    “Who are they?” Saffron asked from beside him. “Are they angels? And what is that smell?” 
 
    Sky Warriors did have a distinctive scent. Not unpleasant and something you quickly grew used to. 
 
    The one to the right of the speaker studied her in a way Moroco didn’t like, running his gaze over her in a leisurely manner.  
 
    “Stay behind me,” he growled, stepping in front of her. 
 
    She dug her finger into his back. “Hey! You make a better door than a window!” 
 
    What did that mean? He didn’t have time to ponder the meaning of her words. He kept his gaze on the one who had spoken. He had to be the leader. 
 
    “You speak Zerconian.” 
 
    “When we learned that Marcun had landed here we uploaded your language.” 
 
    “Uploaded the language?” Saffron asked. He felt her move around from behind him once more. “You can do that? Wow, that must make life so much easier. Who are you guys?” 
 
    “Saffron, obey me!” 
 
    “Jesus, do you have to be such a prick all the time?” she grumbled. “I shouldn’t have woken you up from your nap, obviously it makes you cranky. Well, more cranky than normal.” 
 
    The one he thought was the leader frowned. “You were napping while our packmate lies here, injured?” 
 
    “I can assure you he has received the greatest of care. You have not made your presence known to the Emperor. Why is that?” 
 
    “Because we have no wish for anyone to see us,” the Sky Warrior replied. “Except now you have. And her. Who is she? She is not one of you.” 
 
    He pondered what to say. If he told them she was no one would they let her leave? Probably not now that she had seen them. That meant he had to figure out some way of protecting her. He still didn’t like the way one of them was staring at her. 
 
    “She’s mine.” 
 
    “Ah, she is a pet, then?” 
 
    “Hey! I’m not his pet. I’m a person.” Saffron dug her finger into his side. 
 
    The leader narrowed his eyes and Moroco risked a look down to see Saffron was once more peering around him. 
 
    “Your pet is very disobedient. You should punish her more often.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “I have had that thought many times.” 
 
    “What?” Saffron scowled at him. “Nobody is punishing me!” 
 
    “I shall send her away,” he offered. It was worth a try. 
 
    “No.” The leader shook his head. No one moved, but the tension in the room grew. Their facial expressions didn’t change and yet he knew that if he made a wrong move he was dead.  
 
    And so was Saffron. 
 
    “She has seen us now. She stays.” 
 
    Moroco guessed they didn’t want her to sound any alarms. All right, so they wished to remain unseen. Fine. He’d help them leave. Quickly. 
 
    And then once they were gone he was going to teach Saffron a few long overdue lessons in minding him. And he would enjoy every minute. 
 
    “Your packmate is stable. He can be moved. He had internal bleeding, which I repaired. As you can see his wing was broken. It is healing at a fast rate. By rights, he should be awake now.” 
 
    “He has gone into a healing sleep,” the leader told him. “He will come out when he is fully healed.” 
 
    “Then there is no reason why he cannot be moved. You may take him with you.” 
 
    And get far, far away from Saffron. He hated that he felt so much at a disadvantage. It wasn’t a familiar feeling. Moroco might be a healer, but it didn’t mean that he wasn’t a good fighter, and he preferred to be in control of every situation.  
 
    “We will take him with us.” 
 
    Good. 
 
    “But to ensure his continued health, you will come with us. You and your pet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Fuck! 
 
    Saffron had no idea what was going on but she knew that going with these guys was the last thing she wanted to do. She couldn’t believe that they thought she was Moroco’s pet. What the hell? 
 
    Did she look like some dog? 
 
    She glanced around Moroco at the guy who lay in the bed. He looked just like these other dudes. Strange silver skin, black wings, huge. Really huge. They all wore rusty red colored plates over their chests, like plates of armor. 
 
    How did they tell each other apart? She couldn’t see much difference. The guy who spoke seemed a little taller than the two guys behind him but other than that there wasn’t any other way to tell who was who. She got another whiff of their scent. Rain on a hot pavement. That’s what it reminded her of and she felt a sense of longing for home.  
 
    “I will come with you, but my pet stays.” 
 
    She ground her teeth together. Don’t react. Don’t give them the satisfaction. She knew Moroco was trying to protect her. She might have thought it sweet, if he’d made the slightest bit of effort to explain that she wasn’t his pet. 
 
    “No. It comes with us. It can obviously speak and we do not need your people delaying us from leaving. Not when there are those who hunt us.” 
 
    “Tie her up and gag her,” Moroco suggested. 
 
    What the hell? Was he serious? She glared at his back. Just wait until she got him alone… 
 
    Coming to see him had been such a bad idea. Madness. Right now, she could be back in the small house she shared with the Ashleys. And Moroco would be facing these guys alone. He would disappear and she would’ve had no idea where he’d gone. That would have tormented her. There was no way she could have left Zerconia without knowing he was okay. 
 
    “No. Anyone could come in here and find it.” 
 
    It. She took a deep, slow breath. She just had to keep her cool. Surely, there would be an opportunity to escape. These guys had to get themselves, their unconscious friend, as well as her and Moroco to wherever their ship was hidden, that wasn’t going to be easy to do without being detected. Especially in broad daylight. 
 
    Come to think of it, she wondered how they’d managed to get in here without anyone noticing. It wasn’t like they blended in.  
 
    “Get Marcun ready for teleportation.” 
 
    “Wait,” Moroco yelled, grabbing hold of her shirt. “I don’t know if she can teleport safely!” 
 
    What did that mean? Teleport safely? 
 
    Then suddenly, she was spinning. Pure agony engulfed her, it felt like she was being ripped from limb to limb. When she thought she couldn’t stand it anymore—and boy those people who said you would pass out if the pain was bad enough were wrong—she landed against something cool and hard. 
 
    Her body shook. Long, hard shakes that made her feel like her teeth were going to rattle right on out of her jaw. Her stomach lurched and she gagged, heaving. 
 
    “Easy. Easy.” A warm hand landed against her back, rubbing. “Just take small, shallow breaths. It will get easier. Your body has had a shock.” 
 
    She knew she should recognize that voice but she couldn’t seem to get her brain to think. She grabbed hold of her head, whimpering as razor-sharp whips of pain slashed her head. Where was she? What the hell had happened? 
 
    She felt truly, truly awful. Another tremble rocked her body. Heat filled her, making her gasp followed by cold shivers that made her feel like her very bones were rattling. 
 
    “Easy. Nice, slow breaths. In and out.” 
 
    She might not recognize the voice. But it was calm and soothing. Eventually, the pain grew to a manageable level, the trembles slowing so there was more space between each one. She raised her head to stare into his face. Moroco. 
 
    Everything flooded back. 
 
    “W-where?” she got out. 
 
    He looked around, his face pale. There was a pinched look to his mouth, and he grimaced slightly as though in pain. “The Sky Warrior’s ship, I presume.” 
 
    It came flooding back. Sneaking into medical. The freaky angel things. Pet. Then indescribable pain. 
 
    Oh, fuck. 
 
      
 
    Moroco took one deep breath, then another. A shudder worked its way through his body and he fought the urge to lose what little food he had in his stomach. When he had first come out of teleportation, he’d been confused. Uncertain where he was. And in a lot of pain. 
 
    It had taken him a few seconds to realize that those whimpering noises he heard were coming from the small body curled up a few feet away from him. Then it had all come back to him in a rush. 
 
    A furious Saffron following him into the Sky Warrior’s room. Horror filling him as he realized they weren’t alone. Being transported, his fear that Saffron wouldn’t survive. 
 
    He cursed the weakness filling his body as he rubbed her back, talking to her calmly, quietly. This was only the second time he’d experienced teleportation and the pain was almost unbearable. Zerconian bodies weren’t made for that sort of travel and from the way Saffron reacted he could tell that human bodies weren’t either. 
 
    Although thank the stars she had survived it. Many species wouldn’t have. 
 
    Fury filled him. They hadn’t even known that she could be teleported. They could have killed her.  
 
    He studied her. Her face looked deathly pale. There were dark smudges under her eyes, her cheeks sunken. Her eyes were bloodshot, her face drained of color, her lips cracked and dry. 
 
     “What the fuck did those assholes do to us?” 
 
    Moroco brushed a piece of hair back from her face, his fingertips brushing against her skin and realized he was still wearing the gloves he’d put on to examine her.  
 
    “They teleported us onto their ship,” he said grimly. He studied her critically. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Like I’ve been on a five-day bender and just woke up.” Another shudder worked its way through her and he grabbed hold of her as she shook and moaned. His anger grew. Once they got out of here and he got her someplace safe, he was going to return and murder these assholes. Slowly. 
 
    “Bender?” He looked around them as he spoke. Gray walls greeted him. The room was small and dark with just one light overhead. There wasn’t a bit of furniture, no storage containers, nothing that might provide some means of escape. Not that he was feeling up to fighting his way out of here right now. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I feel awful.” 
 
    “Yes. You look awful.” 
 
    “Thanks. I can always rely on you to be honest, can’t I?” 
 
    She was frowning now. She was upset with him? But for what? 
 
    “Yes. I am always honest. Would you prefer I lie?” The look on her face indicated such. 
 
    “Sometimes, a little white lie to spare someone’s feelings isn’t a bad thing, you know.” 
 
    “Lie’s do not have color.” Had he somehow injured her feelings? “Human females are confusing.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard your opinion about us often enough. You think we’re all inferior idiots.” 
 
    “I do not believe I said that.” 
 
    She gave him a look. Another shiver racked her body and he ran his hand up and down her back. She moved away from him. “Don’t.” 
 
    “I am trying to help you.” 
 
    “Well, just don’t.” 
 
    Were those tears in her eyes? Alarm surged through him. What would he do if she started to cry? He did not know how to fix tears. He could fix injuries, illness, something that was broken. But feelings were out of his realm of understanding. 
 
    “You are in pain. You feel ill. I am a healer. It is my job to heal you.” 
 
    “And I’m telling you that I don’t want you to touch me.” She took a deep shuddering breath. “They teleported us? What does that mean?” 
 
    “I do not know that you would understand.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, Moroco. I get it. I’m stupid. You don’t have to ram your opinion down my throat. Just explain it to me in little teeny tiny words so I might understand.” 
 
    He had not meant that he thought she was too stupid to understand. “You are angry at me.” 
 
    “Give the man two hundred dollars and let him pass go.” 
 
    “Will you speak sense?” She was not the only one who was angry. If she had just listened to him, she would not be in this predicament. 
 
    “I meant that nobody really understands how they transport. Not much is known about the Sky Warriors.” 
 
    “Sky Warriors. Cute name. Can they really fly with those wings?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why does no one know much about them?” Another shiver racked her body and she whimpered, leaning over and dry heaving. He longed to help her. But she had told him not to touch her. He hated to see her in such pain. 
 
    “As close as I can understand it, they change the molecular make-up of our bodies and that is why it is so painful.” 
 
    “You don’t seem to be in pain.” 
 
    “A warrior does not reveal his pain to others.” 
 
    “You’re not a warrior. You’re a healer.” 
 
    “I was trained as a warrior first.” 
 
    Sweat coated her face, and strands of dark brown hair were now stuck to her forehead. Her face was flushed and red. And still, he thought her beautiful. He had to stop thinking like this. She was impulsive. Foolish. Annoying. 
 
    “So now we’re on their spaceship? Because they want you to take care of their injured friend? Why bring me?” 
 
    “Because you would be able to tell the others what happened. They wanted to make certain they got a fast getaway. Their ship must have been just outside our airspace. I am surprised they could teleport so far.” 
 
    It was no wonder they were having such a bad reaction if they had teleported them that far, although he was beginning to feel much stronger. 
 
     Saffron groaned as her leg started to spasm. “Oh God. Oh God.” She reached for her calf, whimpering, her cries filling the room. 
 
    “It is a cramp.” 
 
    “I know it’s a cramp! Do something!” she yelled. 
 
    “That would involve touching you.” 
 
    “Then touch me. Touch me.” 
 
    He reached for her calf, pushing her skirt out of the way and pressed into the spasming muscle, massaging it. 
 
    She screamed. “No! Stop! Stop!” 
 
    He shook his head. “I must keep up the pressure. It is painful, I know. But the pain will fade soon.” 
 
    “Painful! It’s not fucking painful! It’s excruciating. Stop, please, stop!” 
 
    He had to harden himself to her pleas, surprised at the urge to give in to her. This was what was best for her and he didn’t shy away from doing what had to be done. But he still didn’t enjoy that he was adding to her pain. 
 
    Finally, the cramping muscle eased out.  
 
    He ran his hand up and down her calf soothingly. 
 
    Her breath came in shuddering gasps and she wiped her hand over her face with a grimace. “Gross. I don’t suppose you have a tissue?” 
 
    Fluid was leaking from her eyes and nose and it appeared to making her uncomfortable. He grasped hold of the bottom of his shirt and quickly wiped her face clean. She attempted to shy away, but he held the back of her head until he had dried her face. 
 
    Red stained her cheeks once more and she glanced away. “T-thanks. For helping with the cramp and well, wiping my face. You were very…um…thorough.” 
 
    He nodded. He prided himself on being thorough. He looked at her leg once more. “Lie back.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “We need to stretch out your muscles. Lie on your back.” 
 
    “I’m only wearing a skirt.” 
 
    “I am a healer. I have seen legs before.”  
 
    “No, I mean I’m only wearing a skirt. I don’t have underwear on. There’s nothing on under my skirt. It’s been a bad week for laundry.” 
 
    He frowned slightly. 
 
    “I suppose you never run out of clean clothes,” she grumbled as she lay back and tucked the front of her skirt under her ass. He turned his gaze away. “You probably have all your chores set for different days. Monday is laundry. Tuesday is cleaning the bathroom. Wednesday is making soap. Thursday is cleaning the floors. There, I’m covered now.” 
 
    “Why would I make soap?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Ignore me, I’m babbling.” 
 
    He grabbed her right leg then pulled it up and holding it straight, pushed it gently forward. 
 
    “Oh. Oww.” 
 
    “You are very tight.” 
 
    “That’s what men like, right?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Sorry. Being crude. Don’t mind me. I tend to get mouthy when I’m being held prisoner. What can I say? Fear makes me talkative.” 
 
    “You talk a lot no matter what the circumstances.” 
 
    “That’s me, a regular chatterbox. Ouch! Easy!” 
 
    “We must stretch out the muscles. Had I known you were so tight, I would have recommended stretching exercises for you before now. How often do you exercise?” 
 
    “Um, have you looked at me? Do I look like I exercise?” 
 
    He studied her. “I do not understand. How is looking at you supposed to tell me whether you exercise?” 
 
    “I’m fat, Moroco. Surely you have to have noticed the extra sponge I’m carrying.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You think you are overweight?” 
 
    “I don’t think it, I know it. Look, I know I’m not a beauty. Sophie got all the looks and I’m perfectly okay with that.” 
 
    How could she think so poorly about herself? She was beautiful. She had long, dark hair that was thick and lush. Brown eyes that sparkled, especially when she was in the middle of a temper, and curves he had admired too many times to count. He did not like this view she seemed to have of herself, that she was somehow less attractive than her sister. Personally, Sophie was too fragile for him.  
 
    “I’ve tried so many diets but none of them ever work. In fact, half the time I end up fatter than when I started.” 
 
    “Diets? You restrict your food intake?” 
 
    “That’s generally what a diet is. Ow, ouch. That’s hurting.”  
 
    He eased off on the stretch, realizing that he’d been pushing too hard. He stepped back and she sat up slowly. “Thanks, that feels better.” 
 
    “You should not be restricting your diet, you will do that no longer.” 
 
    “I will? You know you have a real knack of making everything sound like an order.” 
 
    “Because when I speak to you it is an order.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “And you wonder why you and I clash.” 
 
    “I do not wonder about that. We clash because you are disobedient and reckless. You should have obeyed me earlier when I told you to leave the room in medical. Now, we find ourselves here.” 
 
    “That’s not my fault,” she protested. “Even if I hadn’t been there they would have taken you. And then you would be here alone.” 
 
    “Which would be vastly preferable!” Then he wouldn’t have to worry about her getting hurt. He wouldn’t have to protect her. He wouldn’t have this fear filling him at the thought of something happening to her that he couldn’t prevent. 
 
    “Right. Of course, because you’d much rather be here alone than with me.” 
 
    Yes. He bit back the word, seeing the way she hunched over as though in pain. “You being here is a complication.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She tightened her arms around her legs, which were pulled up against her chest. She looked so small, so defenseless. Normally, he had little care for how his words affected others. It wasn’t as though he spoke to many females, especially human females, and other warriors did not care that he was abrupt and bad-tempered. 
 
    But he did not like that he had hurt this little female. 
 
    He sighed. “I now have you to worry about as well.” 
 
    “I get it. I fucked up. You wish I wasn’t here. Next time, I’ll run away and let you get taken by the big, bad aliens on your own, okay?” 
 
    She understood. Good. “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m not some weak idiot who you have to protect. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    She obviously had no idea of the danger they were in. Perhaps that was for the best. It would stop her from being too fearful. He was not a man who enjoyed hysterics or tears. He shuddered at the thought. 
 
    “What’s wrong? You look like you’re going to vomit or hit someone. I’m not sure which.” 
 
    He watched her attempt to move around, saw her wince with pain. 
 
    “You should be doing stretches every day.” 
 
    “I’ll take that under advisement. In fact, I could get started right now. Not like there’s anything else to do around here. They could at least provide us with a bathroom.” She looked around, her eyes growing wide. “We’ve really been kidnapped, haven’t we?” 
 
    He could see that this was just starting to sink in. 
 
    “Yes, we have.” 
 
    She stood, swaying slightly. He reached for her, clasping hold of her arm to steady her. “Easy.” 
 
    “Sorry. Guess I stood too fast.” She looked up at him, those beautiful brown eyes filled with alarm. “How are we going to get out of this?” 
 
      
 
    Saffron could feel herself starting to panic. Logically, she knew that panicking wasn’t the answer, it wasn’t going to help anything. But still, she couldn’t seem to stop the fear coursing through her. Those other alien dudes had been freakishly cold. She could tell they wouldn’t think twice about killing them. In fact, she was kind of surprised they hadn’t killed her rather than bring her along. 
 
    “You are frightened.” 
 
    Duh. “Yes. Aren’t you?” 
 
    He shook his head, looking calm. “No. They need us. They would not have brought us with them if they intended to kill us.” 
 
    “They need you. I’m just a pet. Seriously, in what realm would I be considered a pet?” 
 
    “Indeed. I found that difficult to believe, also.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “After all, any pet of mine would be much more obedient and well-behaved.” 
 
    “Hey, what? Obedient? Well-behaved? Are you kidding? No, of course you’re not kidding. You never kid.” She ran her hand over her face. “I can’t believe that the only reason you think I wouldn’t be your pet is because I’m not obedient enough. I’m a person. Not an animal.” 
 
    “There are many races who keep other species as pets. Who would probably keep a human as their pet.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open. All right, she had to stop doing that. She knew it wasn’t attractive.  
 
    “I can’t believe this. So, they really do think I’m your pet?” 
 
    “Yes, a very disobedient one. What did you think you were doing, following me into that room?” 
 
    “I was angry at you! You were refusing to listen to me.” 
 
    “That is no excuse for the way you disobeyed me. As soon as you saw there were strangers present, you should have deferred to me as your minder.” 
 
    She raised her hands again. “There you go again. You aren’t in charge of me!” 
 
    “Until we are rescued or I find a way to free us, you will do exactly as I say. No more doing whatever you wish and foolishly putting yourself at risk. Understand?” 
 
    “I understand that you think pigs are about to fly.” She snorted. 
 
    “What? Why do you wish to speak of flying pigs?” 
 
    “I’m saying that in your dreams will I obey you. I have a mind of my own. You guys all think you have to look after the little woman. I know how to look after myself; I’ve been doing it a long, long time.”  
 
    “This is a situation you know nothing about. Sky Warriors are dangerous. One wrong look from you and they could kill you without a qualm.” 
 
    He moved closer to her and she had to force herself to hold her ground. “I am male. I am stronger. I have more fighting experience. And they believe you are my pet. Do you know how close I came to having to punish you in front of them? Is that what you want?” 
 
    “You’d enjoy that, wouldn’t you?” she muttered. 
 
    “Believe me the idea of it is growing more attractive by the minute.” 
 
    Asshole. 
 
    “Do you want them to find out that you’re not my pet? Because I can tell you what they’ll do then. They’ll either separate us or they will kill you. Is that what you wish?” 
 
    “Of course it’s not,” she replied, but her voice had lost its strength. Be separated from him? Fear filled her at the thought of being alone here. 
 
    “Fine. I won’t argue with you when they’re around, is that what you want?” 
 
    “No. What I want is for you to obey me without argument, whether they are close by or not.” 
 
    She snorted. “Don’t ask for much, do you?” 
 
    “You are not making things easy for me. You cannot lead them to believe that you mean nothing to me.” 
 
    Ouch. Wow, he knew how to pack a punch. 
 
    “When we are around them I’ll be an obedient little pet who will hang on your every word. Happy, now?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest. I will be happy once we are safe and free.” 
 
    “Your people will come for you, right?” Fear sent chills through her or was that the reaction to being transported? Right now, she wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “Yes. But as they have no idea where we are, it will likely take them awhile. Our best hope is that once their packmate is well that the Sky Warriors will drop us off at a port and I can call for help.” 
 
    “So what do we do in the meantime?” 
 
    “You do nothing. You will trust me to get us out of here.” 
 
    “I don’t trust anyone but Sophie.” 
 
    “Then you will have to start. I will not let any harm come to you, Saffron.” 
 
    Warmth filled her. “I’m surprised you care.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    Right. Because she meant nothing to him. Coming to see him had been a bad idea. In more ways than one. Now she was stuck on a strange spaceship, headed God knows where. 
 
    And she had to pretend to be his obedient pet. 
 
    Someone, somewhere was definitely pissed off at her. 
 
    “You really think they’ll kill me if they know I’m not your pet?” 
 
    He swung around to her. “That is the last time you say that you’re not my pet, understand? From now on, that is exactly what you are. It’s not a pretense. It is our reality until we are safe. Because if you forget and allow them to see that you are not under my protection then yes, they could easily kill you. It is obvious you are not Zerconian. They may not believe you have the protection of Zerconia. Sky Warriors are very loyal to each other, but they do not like or have time for other races. They would not understand that the Emperor might go to war with them over you.” 
 
    Saffron was pretty certain he wouldn’t go to war over her. 
 
    “If you are my pet you have my protection.” 
 
    Part of her wasn’t certain that he wasn’t punking her. Except Zerconians didn’t really joke around.  
 
    “I know this will be difficult for you.” 
 
    “You have no idea.”  
 
    “But you need to try, Saffron. I am serious. You keep disobeying me and they might wonder why I am not punishing you. If they insist that I punish you in front of them then we are both going to be placed in a difficult and uncomfortable situation.” 
 
    Great. Just wonderful. This situation just kept growing more and more impossible. 
 
    “If I’m your pet then you can’t act like touching me will give you some terrible disease.” 
 
    He frowned. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You practically jump away from me every time I come close to you. Which is weird, considering you offered to show me your cock.” 
 
    “That was a mistake.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t worry. I got that message loud and clear. Is it some sort of phobia?” she asked, curiously. Or did it have something to do with his mate dying?  
 
    Although part of her wasn’t sure she wanted to know. Not that she thought he had killed her. She just wasn’t sure she could stand listening to him talk about the woman he’d loved. It would be self-torture, knowing how little he thought of her. 
 
    You mean nothing to me.  
 
    He pulled at something on his wrists and tugged a pair of gloves off. She hadn’t realized he was still wearing those things.  
 
    “I do not have a phobia of touch.” 
 
    “Good to know. What are you doing?” she asked as he lay down on the cold, hard floor and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Sleeping.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Yes, now. I have had very little sleep these past few days and I will need to be at full strength to deal with all of this. Provided you remain quiet long enough for me to fall asleep.” He opened one eye and glared at her. “Do you think you are capable of doing that?” 
 
    “Yes, of course I am.”  
 
    Maybe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    She was bored. And lonely. And scared. 
 
    Morocco had been asleep for what felt like forever. And she’d spent that whole time watching him. Wasn’t like she had much choice. There was no way she could sleep. She was too wound up, and the cold, hard floor wasn’t exactly tempting.  
 
    She guessed he didn’t feel aches or cold like most mere mortals. But it was a good chance to study him. This was the first time she’d ever had the chance to just look at him.  
 
    He wasn’t the most handsome man she’d ever seen. There were some gorgeous Zerconian warriors. He wasn’t the biggest either. Toriq had half a head on him and he was wider through the shoulders. He was built though. When he was awake he had this aura of confidence. Of strength. That didn’t dissipate even when he was asleep. But those lines on his face softened and made him look younger. More approachable. 
 
    What was it about him that she found so damn fascinating? Men had never interested her that much. Yet, she had these dreams about him, dreams she was never going to tell him about. But boy, were they sexy as hell. 
 
    She knew one night with him would blow her mind. All that intensity aimed at her would be out of this world. Maybe that was why she’d searched him out today. Because she knew she was leaving and she wanted one memory to keep her warm during the cold, lonely nights and days that followed. 
 
    But he doesn’t want you. 
 
    She sighed. What a mess. That run-in with Ricky made it hard for her to trust men. Her libido wasn’t dead, but it had definitely been buried deep. Until Moroco had walked into her life. Ramroaded his way in. With his insulting manner and arrogant demands. And sexy body. 
 
    She shook her head. Instead of daydreaming about what he looked like under those clothes she should be thinking of some plan to escape. 
 
    Except how? 
 
    Sophie was going to be so worried once she discovered she was gone. A knot tightened in her stomach. She was the one person who would actually care if something happened to her. And wasn’t that a sad reflection on her life. 
 
    “Could you sigh a little quieter? You’re keeping me awake.” Moroco sat up, startling her. 
 
    “I thought you were asleep.” 
 
    “I would be if you would stop making so much noise.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She wasn’t really.  
 
    He studied her for a moment. Whatever he saw made him sigh. Her stomach rumbled and she blushed at how loud it sounded.  
 
    He frowned slightly. “You need food.” 
 
    “I’m all right.” 
 
    “I am fairly certain they will not starve us, but I do not know how often they eat. They may not realize that we eat more regularly.” 
 
    She drew her legs up against her chest, hugging them tightly in an effort to comfort herself. She had the sudden wish that he would hug her. 
 
    I would have to be losing my mind to ask him for a hug. 
 
     She had her pride after all. She was supposed to be the strong one.  
 
    Plus, she really didn’t think she could deal with being rejected right now. So she simply sat there and stared at him. 
 
    He stood and pushed one arm up high over his head then bent over. All right, watching him stretch should not be so damn sexy. 
 
    But it was.  
 
    All those thick muscles, the deeply tanned skin, the intense look on his face, made her pulse race.  
 
    Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad to ask him to touch her. One thing might lead to another and…what did it matter if he didn’t truly care about her? You didn’t have to care about someone to fuck them. 
 
    She’d been taught that very early on. 
 
    “Moroco, I—” 
 
    The door slid open, interrupting her. 
 
    “You. Come.” One of the Sky Warriors pointed at Moroco. 
 
    Oh God, he wouldn’t leave her, would he? 
 
    “Where are we going?” Moroco asked. 
 
    “To eat.” 
 
    “My pet is hungry.”  
 
    The Sky Warrior turned to look at her as if just remembering she was there. “Bring it.” 
 
    Oh, she’d bring it all right. 
 
    She stepped forward with a scowl. Moroco grabbed onto her arm, squeezing hard. When she glared up at him, he gave her a meaningful look. 
 
    “Stay behind me, pet, and mind your manners,” he said in a low drawl that sent shivers of arousal across her skin.  
 
    Ah, crap. That’s right. She couldn’t bring it. She was the pet. The obedient pet. Fuck. This was going to be torture. 
 
    She followed Moroco as he walked behind the Sky Warrior. Actually, this wasn’t a bad position to be in, she reasoned with herself. Sure, she might have to pretend to obey one asshole so a bunch of bigger assholes wouldn’t kill her. But at least no one was likely to pay her much attention, right? All their attention would be on Moroco and she could just blend into the background. Maybe she could even figure out some way out of here. 
 
    She peered around her in interest. The rest of this spaceship looked just like the room they’d been locked up in. Gray and drab. These guys needed a makeover. She snorted softly to herself. 
 
    “Eyes down, pet,” Moroco ordered. 
 
    She raised her eyes to his briefly and he scowled at her. “Do I need to send you back to our room without any food?” 
 
    What? No! He knew she was starving. 
 
    Ah, shit. She went back to her original thought. 
 
    This was going to be torture. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    They followed the Sky Warrior into a surprisingly large and light room. It was by far the nicest part of the spaceship she’d seen. Not that she’d seen that much, considering she’d had to keep her eyes down. 
 
    Damn Moroco anyway. She was certain he was playing this up. On some kind of power trip. 
 
    He’s trying to keep me safe. Just do what he says. I don’t want to be the cause of something happening to him, do I? 
 
    That thought sobered her up like nothing else. 
 
    A large table filled the center of the room. There was easily enough room for twenty people, even though there were just six place settings. She stepped forward to pull out a chair then abruptly realized she was supposed to stay behind Moroco. With her head down. This being subservient shit was really going to kill her.  
 
    Moroco sent her a little nod. Great, now she had his approval for being a good little pet.  
 
    Woof-woof. 
 
    A door opened down the other end of the room and four other Sky Warriors walked in. She should have asked Moroco more questions about them. Like where their weak spot was and how to kill them.  
 
    Useful things like that. 
 
    “You brought the pet?” one asked. Well, it was more like a grumble. 
 
    She guessed he was the leader. 
 
    The one who had escorted them here nodded. “She is hungry.”  
 
    Another one gave her the once-over. This time, she was only too pleased to drop her gaze. These guys gave her the creeps. 
 
    The one she thought was the leader looked over at Moroco. “Does it need to be fed often?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What about water? Toileting?” 
 
    Toileting? Really? 
 
    “It needs water regularly to survive and toilets the same as I do.” 
 
    The Sky Warrior made a snorting sort of sound. “Sounds like a lot of work. Do you require a cushion for it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    One of them moved from the room. 
 
    A cushion? Why? Was that a dig at her height because they didn’t think she’d be able to see over the edge of the table once she was seated? But wait, there were only six table settings and seven of them counting her and Moroco. 
 
    Was someone going to put another setting out for her? 
 
    The one who had left returned with a large gray cushion in his hands. Seemed to be the color of choice around here. He pulled out a chair then dropped the cushion on the ground. Moroco moved forward and sat then pointed at the cushion at his feet.  
 
    “Kneel pet.” 
 
    Oh hell no. That was just going too far. 
 
      
 
    Moroco was aware that he was too tense and forced himself to relax. As though he did not have a care. 
 
    As though he hadn’t been kidnapped, wasn’t being held by a group of deadly, ruthless Sky Warriors. And that he wasn’t responsible for keeping Saffron safe. This is why he had been keeping his distance from her. The last thing he wanted was responsibility for a fragile female. To hold her life in his hands. 
 
    He quickly glanced back at her, saw the way her face reddened as she fought the urge to tell them all exactly what she thought. He knew he was asking the near-impossible of Saffron. She was not used to guarding her words or following orders.  
 
    Moroco readied himself for what might come. If she exploded, he had to be prepared. Because there was no way he would allow anyone to harm her.  
 
    It was only because he was responsible for her that he cared. He would look after any female that he found herself in this position with. Not that he could imagine being in this position with another woman. 
 
    Most women, he was certain, would be crying by now. They would demand he take care of them.  
 
    They wouldn’t kneel at his feet without a word. 
 
    A sigh of breath escaped him. Then he glanced around sharply to make certain no one else heard, but they were all too busy grabbing at the food being placed on the table. Their manners were atrocious. Food flew between them, each of them snatched at it, tearing into it like animals.  
 
    A hand slipped around his calf and squeezed. He glanced at Saffron but she kept her head down so he couldn’t tell if she was scared or mad. 
 
    He was betting on the latter. 
 
    Two of them reached for the last piece of food on one of the platters and a fought broke out. A sharply barked order from their leader calmed things, then he looked over at him. 
 
    “Aren’t you eating?” 
 
    Eating? He thought it was a feeding frenzy. But he bit back that response and nodded, reaching out to place some of the food that was left on his plate. In truth, he wasn’t really hungry anymore, but he knew he needed to feed Saffron. The human body needed nutrition. She couldn’t go long periods without taking in sustenance as he could. He drew apart something that looked to be some sort of meat and held it down to her. 
 
    There was a moment of hesitance then she reached a hand up. He drew the food back quickly. “Take the food from my hand, pet.” 
 
    He honestly didn’t want to push her, but he couldn’t be seen as weak or indulgent right now. He had to gain the respect of these ruthless warriors. He had to appear strong or they might just decide to take his pet for themselves. 
 
    Although they’d be getting a whole lot more than they bargained for.  
 
    He almost smiled at the thought as she delicately pulled the meat from his fingers without touching him. It would almost be worth the grief she would give them. If he knew they wouldn’t harm her.  
 
    He fed her slowly, making certain he also ate so it wouldn’t look like he was taking care of her needs before his. It went against his every instinct. Her needs should come first. Her safety. Her health. Despite her bravado, she was still a delicate female who needed care. 
 
    “Your pet requires a lot of care,” the leader said. The others didn’t say much of anything, sometimes speaking in their own language but otherwise ignoring him. 
 
    “Yes. She is new.” Hopefully that would explain why she didn’t immediately jump to do his bidding. 
 
    “I thought as much.” The leader leaned over to study her. “Do you use it for your pleasure?” 
 
    He felt Saffron stiffen beside him. Please don’t let her speak. They were almost through this ordeal. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The leader seemed surprised. “No? Then what is the point of having it? It is too small to be a service pet, it requires much care, it is not particularly attractive, if you cannot use it for pleasure then what is the point?” 
 
    “I did not know Zerconians kept pets,” another said suspiciously. 
 
    Stars! He was losing them. 
 
    “She can be used sexually. We have not reached that stage yet. I must…prepare her to take me.” 
 
    That sounded plausible. 
 
    The leader nodded. “She is small.” 
 
    He turned to the other one who spoke. “Most Zerconians do not take pets. But I am not your typical Zerconian.” 
 
    “Where is it from?” the leader asked.  
 
    “Earth. She’s human.” 
 
    He could feel Saffron growing tenser by the minute with their conversation. He really needed to get her out of here before she exploded. 
 
    He hid a grimace as he realized all the anger building inside her was going to be aimed at him. 
 
    “Human? I have heard of them. I had heard they were a primitive race. I can see now that the rumors were true. They are rather inconsequential and are obviously poor fighters if they let their females be taken for pets. Or do their own males keep the females as pets as some races do?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.”  
 
    Saffron’s hold on him grew tighter and he knew he had to end this dinner. Now. 
 
    “Might I check on your packmate before I retire for the night?” 
 
    The leader nodded, still staring down at Saffron, who thankfully kept her head lowered. Then he said something in his own language. One of the others stood and came around to him. “Brogan will show you the way.” 
 
    Moroco stood and waved his hand at Saffron. “Come pet.” 
 
    “Leave her.” 
 
    He turned to the leader. “What?” 
 
    “Leave her. Acton will return her to your quarters.” 
 
    “We need bathing facilities,” he said to delay things while he tried to think up some way of insisting that Saffron stay with him without appearing worried. 
 
    “You need?” 
 
    Stars. Wrong word to use. 
 
    But he’d started this now. So he firmed his shoulders. “There is nowhere to relieve or wash ourselves in that room.” 
 
    The leader turned to one of the others who nodded. “Fine. You may have new quarters with bathing facilities. See how accommodating I can be?” 
 
    “Good. Thank you.” 
 
    “Now you will see to my packmate. And you will ensure that you are doing everything to ensure his health, are we understood?” His voice had grown colder, firmer.  
 
    “Of course, I would do the same for any of my patients,” he replied, feeling slightly offended at the implication that he wouldn’t do his absolute best.  
 
    Saffron placed her hand against his back, a subtle touch but he knew it was a warning to tread carefully. 
 
    “But you will attend to our packmate with more care and attention, will you not?” 
 
    “As long as my pet and I are treated well then I have no reason not to.” 
 
    Stars. He’d gone too far now. He could see it in the coldness in the leader’s eyes. The way he’d grown completely still, as though getting ready to pounce. Then he smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. 
 
    “You know, I might actually like you under different circumstances.” Moroco relaxed slightly. That didn’t sound like he was about to lose his head. “But these are not different circumstances, so tread very carefully, Zerconian.” 
 
    “Moroco.” He cleared his throat as Saffron made a slight noise. Yes, he knew he should probably remain quiet now. But he didn’t want to leave her alone with these warriors so he was doing everything he could to delay that. Including risking his continued good health. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My name is Moroco.” 
 
    The leader just grunted then waved his hand. “Go. See to Marcun. We will ensure your pet remains healthy.” 
 
    Stars. He knew he didn’t have much choice but to leave her. But it felt like he was being torn in two. Fear for her filled him, fueling his protective instincts and sending them into overdrive. He didn’t know if he had ever felt this protective over anyone. Including Fancia. 
 
    Determined to check on Marcun as quickly as possible, he moved faster, almost overtaking the warrior.  
 
    The sooner he returned to Saffron, had her under his watchful protection, the better. 
 
    He just hoped she stayed out of trouble. Oh stars. Saffron stay out of trouble? That was like wishing for a cure for mating madness.  
 
    Never going to happen. 
 
      
 
    Crap. She was in trouble. 
 
    She kept her gaze down, knowing it was probably better that she kept playing the part of the subservient little pet. 
 
    Oh, but it was hard. Really hard. 
 
    Besides, with her head down it meant that they couldn’t see her facial expressions. She was bound to give herself away. Hard to act obedient when you’re spitting mad. She just hoped Moroco would be okay, she knew he hadn’t wanted to leave her. That helped somewhat to ease the fear she felt as he’d walked away. She had no right to feel abandoned. It wasn’t like they really meant something to each other. And he hadn’t truly abandoned her. He was coming back. 
 
    He better come back. Because if he didn’t, she’d hunt him down and teach him that pissing her off was something he really, really didn’t want to do. 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    Shit. Fuck. She’d hoped they’d just do what they said they would and return her to that drab, dreary room. What to do? What would Moroco want her to do? 
 
    Keep calm. Do what they want. 
 
    It was almost as if she could hear his voice in her head. That low, gravelly tone that sent pleasure rushing through her body.  
 
    So she raised her head and stared up into the face of the one who did most of the speaking. It was becoming easier to tell them apart. There were subtle differences, nothing major, but once you knew to look for them they were there. The leader had a hint of green in his blue eyes. The one to his right had a larger nose. The one to the left of the leader had a scar on his right cheek. She couldn’t see the one behind her and she wasn’t turning to look. 
 
    She met the blue-green gaze of the leader, trying to keep her face calm. To show none of the fear beating through her.  
 
    His gaze narrowed. “As I thought. You are no pet, are you? Tell me. Why did you lie?” 
 
    Oh shit. Seemed like that had been a test. One she had failed spectacularly. What to tell them? 
 
    “No. I’m not.” 
 
    Yeah, that probably wasn’t the best thing to go with. She could have claimed ignorance. Could have reminded them that she was just new to this. Instead, she’d gone with the truth. 
 
    Just wonderful, Saffron. 
 
    “You both lied to us. Why?” The Sky Warrior’s voice had dropped an octave, his face twisting into a scowl. 
 
    “Because Moroco was trying to protect me.” It was a weird feeling, having someone look out for her. She didn’t need someone to watch out for her. And yet…right now she would give anything not to be alone. To have him next to her. Because when he was next to her, she felt safe. 
 
    This was crazy. She couldn’t trust him. She didn’t trust anyone but Sophie. But she knew he wouldn’t hurt her. So far, everything he had done was to protect her. She shook her head. Who would have known that the man who infuriated her so much would also be the only man she might ever possibly trust? 
 
    “Protect you? Why? You cannot tell me you are his mate?” There was a slight sneer to the words, a hint of disbelief.  
 
    Insulting asshole. Why couldn’t she be his mate? 
 
    Um, Saffron, focus.  
 
    Right. 
 
    “I’m not his mate. But we don’t have to be mates to be fuck buddies.” 
 
    “Fuck buddies?” The leader looked over at the others who all shrugged. “What is a fuck buddy?” 
 
    “Someone you have sex with but have no emotional attachment to.” 
 
    “Sex?” 
 
    “Wow, this is like teaching a bunch of third graders about the birds and the bees.” 
 
    “Birds and bees? We are not speaking of animals.” 
 
    “No, we’re talking about sex.” 
 
    “Sex?” he asked again. 
 
    She let out a deep sigh and rubbed at the headache forming in her temples. “Lord give me strength. Ah, I don’t know what you guys call sex. Not fucking. Screwing. Doing the ugly. Come on, Saff, think. Joining! Is that what you call it, joining?” 
 
    They just looked at her. 
 
    “You know, when part a gets inserted into part b.” She used her fingers to demonstrate, rather crudely. “That’s assuming you have a part a.” Kind of hard to tell what was under all that armor they wore. 
 
    “I call that fun,” the one with the scar commented. 
 
    She stared at him. Okay, she had not pegged these guys for having a sense of humor, but then seeing as he’d said that with a completely serious face, maybe it wasn’t humor. Perhaps that’s what they really did call it. 
 
    “And yes, we have a part a,” Big Nose said. 
 
    “More than one,” Scar added. 
 
    The one behind her remained silent, which was kind of creepy, but she didn’t dare take her eyes off the others to look at him. 
 
    “More than one. Holy shit, Batman.” She gaped at them. “All right. Well, however you like to have your fun. You know what I’m talking about, right? We call it fucking. So fuck buddies are friends you have fun with.” 
 
    “Fucking is fun?” the one that told her he called it fun said. 
 
    “Yes. Fucking is fun.” 
 
    “Fucking is fun,” another repeated. 
 
    “Right.” This really was the most bizarre conversation she’d had and she’d thought talking to Moroco was confusing. 
 
    “And that’s what I do with Moroco. I have fun. But nothing more.” 
 
    “Nothing more?” the leader asked. 
 
    “Well, we’re not mated.” She didn’t want to make it sound like he didn’t care about her, though, remembering Moroco was worried they might get rid of her or separate them if they thought she wasn’t important to him. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t care about each other. It’s just not a lifetime commitment.” 
 
    “And this is common on your Earth?” Scar asked. “To be fuck buddies.” 
 
    “I guess so.” She’d never had one so she couldn’t comment much from experience. “I think it’s hard for feelings to stay out of it though.” 
 
    “In our experience, it is hard for females to engage in anything without bringing their feelings into the things,” Big Nose stated. 
 
    “That’s a bit sexist. Sometimes it’s the male’s feelings that get in the way of things, you know.” 
 
    They just stared at her stonily. 
 
    “Anyway, I guess Moroco thought it was safer for me to pretend to be his pet in case you didn’t understand, you know, that fuck buddies could mean something to each other.” 
 
    Oh jeez, that sounded lame even to her ears. 
 
    “You must be very good at this fucking,” the one behind her said, making her jump. Jesus, she’d almost forgotten he was there. As she turned side-on, carefully keeping the others in her sights, she found herself swallowing heavily as she took the last one in. Cold. Powerful. Mean. This one made the others seem practically cheerful. 
 
    “I’m not sure about that,” she said lamely. 
 
    Icy widened his eyes slightly. “If you were not, why would he bother with such a strange looking creature?” 
 
    All right, she didn’t want to claim she was so great that they decided they wanted a test run to see if that was true. But he was right, why would someone as gorgeous as Moroco want her? 
 
    “I think he feels more for her than he lets on.” It was Scar who made that observation. 
 
    “What?” she asked sharply, letting out a nervous laugh. “That’s absurd.” Wasn’t it? 
 
    They all spoke amongst themselves for a moment. She thought about pointing out how rude that was, but figured she’d probably talked enough. Moroco was going to kill her once he found out.  
 
    That was assuming that these guys weren’t getting ready to do just that.  
 
    Finally, Scar turned to her. “Come.” 
 
    That was it? Come? As he walked away, she looked at the others but saw nothing on their faces to indicate what they were thinking. So she did the only thing she could think of, she started walking after Scar. 
 
    “Human,” one of them called out. She turned. She wasn’t sure which of them had spoken, but she thought perhaps it was the leader, so she looked towards him.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Are all humans like you?” 
 
    She frowned slightly. “What do you mean? Humans don’t all look alike if that’s what you’re asking. Many of them are more attractive than I am.” 
 
    “Do they all talk as much?” 
 
    She sniffed. Insulted. “No.” 
 
    She turned away. Asshole. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    She stopped at the doorway, holding her grin in check. “Some of them talk much, much more.” 
 
      
 
    Ioin Clacka, leader of the Clacka pack, one of the most powerful Sky Warrior packs in the universe, turned to his packmate, Sacaren.  
 
    The scar on his packmate’s face was one he carried with honor. His face had been sliced while protecting an injured packmate from a pack trying to take their territory. That had been…hmm, almost two hundred years past. 
 
    “Well?” he demanded. 
 
    “She is compatible,” Sacaren replied. 
 
    “Good,” Tecan said with a grin. “I like her.” 
 
    Ioin sent him a sharp look. “We are not taking this one.” 
 
    Tecan’s grin faded. “Why not? Sacaren said she is compatible. She is here. She’s got courage.” 
 
    “She talks too much,” Nax said coldly. 
 
    “So we gag her.” Tecan rolled his eyes. “Everyone talks too much for you.” 
 
    “She belongs to the healer,” Sacaren said. 
 
    “But you heard her. There are no feelings involved,” Tecan pointed out. 
 
    “That is true,” Ioin mused. “He might even be eager to get rid of her.” 
 
    “And why do we care if he lays claim to her? He is our prisoner,” Tecan said. 
 
    “It was not a good idea to take him,” Nax stated. “His people will come for him.” 
 
    “We will drop him somewhere soon,” Ioin declared. “Once we can be sure Marcun will fully recover. Then they will have no reason to come after us.” 
 
    “Unless we take the female,” Sacaren said. “I do not believe what she says. He cares for her.” 
 
    Ioin nodded. That was his read on things as well. “It was nearly impossible for her to pretend to be subservient. She would be too much trouble to keep.” 
 
    “But think of all the fun we would have taming her,” Tecan said. 
 
    Ioin shook his head. “No. We need someone more biddable, more submissive. Someone who will obey without question. Our world is too dangerous to bring a female in who will fight our dominance. This female would take too long to train.” 
 
    “Finding another human female isn’t going to be that easy,” Tecan said, looking disappointed. 
 
    “Why not?” Ioin asked. “We will simply go to Earth and pick one. Easy.” Perhaps, if these females were plentiful they might even get more than one. 
 
    “Then we shall train her,” Sacaren added. 
 
    “And then we will impregnate her,” Tecan said with satisfaction, rubbing his hands together. “The fun part.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
     “This is not the way we came,” Moroco said to Brogan, who was escorting him back from the injured warrior’s room. Unfortunately, there had been no change in the Sky Warrior’s condition, though at least his health had not deteriorated. Moroco didn’t want to think about what might happen should that occur. 
 
    If he was just in a healing sleep, then hopefully he would soon wake up. 
 
    And then what? Would the Sky Warriors let them to go? 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    Where was Saffron? Stars, let her be okay. He shouldn’t have left her. Not that he’d had much choice, but he should have thought of some way to stay with her. His guts tightened, his nerves stretching to breaking point. He did not appreciate all of this worry. This is what having a mate did to a male, she made him worry, made him fear. Made him vulnerable. 
 
    Wait. Mate? 
 
    Had he really just thought that? 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He swallowed heavily. Ridiculous. Saffron was not his mate. She couldn’t be. He didn’t want a mate. He never intended to mate again.  
 
    “Where is my pet?” 
 
    Brogan turned to give him a look. Moroco couldn’t decipher the expression on the warrior’s face. But he got the feeling something had happened. Something he wasn’t going to like. 
 
    Which probably meant it involved Saffron. Stars, he should have never left her. 
 
    “Where is she?” he demanded as the warrior stopped in front of a door and pressed his hand up against the pad beside it. The door slid open and the warrior stepped back. Moroco stepped forward. If they’d done something to her then he would murder them. 
 
    Slowly. Painfully. 
 
    The tight knot in his stomach eased as he saw her. She turned to face him. She looked pale. Scared. As he walked inside, the door slid shut behind him.  
 
    “Wait! Come back here!” he yelled, turning. He wanted some answers and he wanted them now. Like when they were going to let them go. And where.  
 
    “Moroco?” 
 
    He turned back to stare at Saffron. She had her arms wrapped around herself, her eyes wide as she stared at him. He noticed how she trembled. That more than anything, cut through his anger. 
 
    “Saffron? Are you well? Did they hurt you?” His alarm grew. “Saffron, tell me, did they harm you?” He would have to examine her. She hadn’t seemed like she was in pain, but then not all harm was visible. He swallowed heavily. What if they…oh stars, he should never have left her. “I will never forgive myself,” he whispered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He took a deep breath, pushing his worry aside. She needed him to be calm right now. He looked around. This was a different room than the one they’d been kept in before. This room had a large bed in the center. A small set of drawers was next to the bed. Otherwise it was bare.  
 
    “Is that a bathing area?” he asked, pointing over at a door. 
 
    “Ah, yeah, there’s a toilet in there anyway. I can’t work out the shower though.” 
 
    He nodded. “I am going to use the facilities. Strip and then climb under the covers. I will be in to examine you shortly.” 
 
    “Um, what?”  
 
    He kept his gaze averted from hers, not wanting to see the pain and anguish from what she had experienced in her eyes. Or the accusation.  
 
    He should have protected her. 
 
    “Please, do as I ask.” He rushed into the bathing area. 
 
    “Please?” she half-yelled. 
 
      
 
    Did he just say please? What the fuck…? 
 
    Saffron shook her head, trying to pull herself together. Something was going on here. She had no idea what it was but Moroco never said please. Ever.  
 
    But he wanted her to please get naked and under the covers.  
 
    Somehow she didn’t think it was because he had an overwhelming urge to have sex with her. 
 
    He walked back into the room, coming to an abrupt stop when he saw her still dressed, standing beside the bed, which was actually a proper bed. Not one of those floating mattress things the Zerconians were fond of.  
 
    “You have not undressed. You do not need to fear me.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s slow down a little here.” She held up both her hands. “I need a time out.” 
 
    “A time out?” 
 
    “It means let’s take a minute to regroup. Why do you want me to get naked and lie on the bed?” 
 
    “I wish to examine you.” 
 
    “Right, you said that. Why do you need to examine me?” 
 
    He was looking everywhere but directly at her. He didn’t answer. 
 
    “Moroco, look at me.” There was something about the way he held himself. He was so tense, almost on edge. She needed to figure this out quick. “Moroco, it’s going to be hard to examine me if you can’t even look at me.” 
 
    He moved his gaze. To her chin. 
 
    Okay, then. That was better than staring at the ceiling, she guessed. 
 
    “Moroco, I don’t need examining. I haven’t been hurt.” She figured that had to be what was going through his mind. At least it was the only explanation she could come up with. 
 
    “I know that females often feel shame after they are harmed sexually. But you must know that it is not your fault.” 
 
    “Moroco, you’re not listening to me. I was—” 
 
    “It’s mine.” 
 
    “Huh? How is it your fault? Not that anything hap—” 
 
    “I left you. I left you with them. I should have stayed and protected you.” 
 
    “Moroco, I have no idea why you think—” 
 
    “You were shaking. You were afraid.” 
 
    “All right. Time. Out.” She made a symbol like a T with her hands. Jesus, she wasn’t even into sports, but she really needed a moment to catch her thoughts right now. “You need to stop talking and you really need to stop interrupting me.” 
 
    “But I—” 
 
    “No!” she said sharply. “Listen to me. Really listen to me. I’m not trying to hide the truth from you. I’m not trying to pretend that nothing happened. Nothing did happen. I promise. All they did was talk to me, then they escorted me back here and left me. Alone.” 
 
    “The covers on the bed are wrinkled.” 
 
    “Because whoever had this room before us isn’t into making his bed. I’m thinking it’s not a good idea to actually sleep under the covers as Lord knows how long it’s been since they’ve been washed. Bachelors.” 
 
    “You were not harmed.” 
 
    She shook her head. “They never even touched me. Promise.” 
 
    His face grew pale and he abruptly sat on the bed, leaning his elbows against his thighs. 
 
    “You were really worried about me.” She grew warm and soft in the face of his agitation. “Behind that gruff man you’re really just a teddy bear, aren’t you?” 
 
    He glared up at her. “You are my responsibility. It is the only reason I was concerned. Had you been harmed under my care, it would have brought me great shame.” 
 
    “And that’s all that matters, right? The shame you would feel.” Jeez, would it hurt him to just pretend to like her? 
 
    His eyes widened. “You said they did not harm you.” 
 
    “They didn’t.” She waved her hand at him. “It’s just annoying that you can’t admit for one minute that you might care, just a little, about me.” 
 
    He remained silent. 
 
    She placed her hands on her hips. “Fine. Forget I said anything. You’re more stubborn than a two-year-old who wants the last cookie.” 
 
    “So why were you shaking when I returned? Why did you look so frightened?” 
 
    “Well, stupid me, I was actually worried about you. It’s this thing called caring, see? Although I don’t know why I should.” 
 
    “Why would you be worried about me? I can look after myself.” 
 
    “Clearly. I shall stop immediately.” 
 
    “Good.” He nodded, oblivious to her sarcasm. He stood. “So they just escorted you here? That is all?” 
 
    “Um, well, some other things might have happened.” It was her turn to look anywhere but at him. 
 
    He whirled to her. “Like what?” 
 
    “Well…ah…” she braced herself, “they might know that I’m not your pet.” 
 
      
 
    Fury and fear warred within him, each one vying for control. “And how would they know that?” He attempted to keep his voice calm but knew that he had failed when she flinched. 
 
    “Because I told them.” 
 
    He stepped closer to her. “Why would you tell them that?” 
 
    “They guessed! Sort of. And I didn’t know what to say. So I told them that we’re fuck buddies.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Fuck buddies. Oh, you probably don’t know what that means. Friends with benefits. You know, that we’re friends that fuck on occasion.” 
 
    “We are not friends.” 
 
    “Ouch. You really do know how to get a girl where it hurts, don’t you?” 
 
    He felt a flash of guilt, which he quickly squashed. Driving her away was the only way to protect them both. He did not like how worried he had been over her. He could not feel something for this female. 
 
    She had been worried about him. He didn’t like how good that felt. Even if it was completely unnecessary. He was a warrior. He could handle any issue. However, he guessed it was understandable that she might be developing feelings for him. She clearly saw him as her savior. Her protector.  
 
    Once this situation was over they would go back to their previous mutual dislike of each other. 
 
    Except, I felt attracted to her before we were kidnapped. 
 
    That was just sexual, nothing more. Disconcerting, but understandable. It had been a while since he had sought pleasure with a female. He usually waited until the need became too great to ignore before searching out some relief. But those encounters had been entered into with understanding on both sides that it was just about release. 
 
    Nothing sexual could happen between them. Not unless he made it very clear that was all it was, that there would never be anything more. 
 
     “Hurt? And here I thought you were strong.” He deliberately provoked her. Unable to deal with his guilt. And interest. 
 
    Anger flared in her eyes. That was better. He could deal with anger. Anger was something he understood only too well. 
 
    “I am. I had to be strong growing up in my neighborhood.” 
 
    Her neighborhood? “Why was that?” She spoke very little about her past and he had to confess to some interest.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Frustration bit at him at the way she closed him out. But was he any better? No, if anything he was more closed up than she was. 
 
     “Good. I have no interest in speaking of it. No doubt it would bore me.” 
 
    “Bore you?” Her mouth dropped open. He liked when she got that look on her face. One of complete shock. She lost that hard edge. The attitude that said she expected everyone to harm her so she was going to bite them first. 
 
    “Why did you tell them that we were fuck buddies? They will think you mean nothing to me.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, I managed to convince them that we care about each other, but that this isn’t a forever thing.” 
 
    He frowned. He didn’t like it. “You should have stuck with the pet story.” 
 
    “Why? So you could have me sit at your feet and feed me? Bet you got your kicks out of that.” 
 
    “I did not kick you!” He would never harm her.  
 
    “I don’t mean a physical kick. I mean that you enjoyed having me be subservient to you.” 
 
    “It was pleasant.” He made certain he put a wealth of satisfaction into his voice. As long as she was angry with him she wouldn’t be staring at him with that lost look. Then he wouldn’t be tempted to pull her into his arms and kiss her.  
 
    “Well, too bad, buddy. Because I am never kneeling at your feet again.” 
 
    He sighed. “That is unfortunate. The peace and quiet was very pleasant.” 
 
    “You are such a jerk.” 
 
    “You have told me this before.” 
 
    “Yes, but I thought…” 
 
    “You thought what?” There was something on her face. Some look he couldn’t quite decipher. 
 
    Her smile was brittle. Forced. “Doesn’t matter, does it? Now you have to put up with me pretending to be your lover rather than your pet.” 
 
    He grimaced. “That is going to be decidedly more awkward.” 
 
    “Why? Can’t imagine yourself having sex with me? Don’t you think you can pretend to be attracted to me?” 
 
    That part would not be difficult. 
 
    “Aren’t you the same man that offered to show me your cock? Why did you do that, anyway? It’s obvious you’re not interested in me at all, so why proposition me like that?” 
 
    It was obvious? To who?  
 
    He shrugged. “What can I say? It’s a long time since I had release.” 
 
    “Release? You mean, sex? You were horny, is that what you’re saying? You were horny and the fat, mouthy girl was your only option? Wow, you must be desperate.” The words were spat out bitterly, with more than a fair bit of pain coloring them.  
 
    He should find some soft words. It had been a long time since he had to care for a fragile female’s feelings. He wasn’t certain he remembered how. And it surprised him that she felt so insecure about her looks. 
 
    She always appeared so tough, so guarded, as though nothing got to her.  
 
    Yes, soft words were needed. 
 
    If only he knew any. “You are not fat,” he growled. 
 
    She snorted. “Am so.” 
 
    He stepped towards her. Her eyes widened in surprise and she moved back. 
 
    “You are not fat. I hear you call yourself such again and you shall end up over my knee.” 
 
    Her mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.  
 
    Satisfaction filled him at having silenced her. It didn’t happen often. Perhaps he should threaten to spank her more often if it gained this reaction. 
 
    He nodded to let her know he was serious then turned away, certain that the subject was dropped. 
 
    Something hit him in the middle of his back. It wasn’t hard enough to hurt, but it did startle him. He turned, looking down at the small remote now lying on the floor. He stared over at Saffron, hardly daring to believe what his brain was telling him. 
 
    She had thrown that at him. 
 
    She had thrown something at him.  
 
    She raised her chin, but he saw it tremble slightly, indicating her uncertainty. 
 
    “You threw that at me.” 
 
    “You threatened to hit me.” 
 
    “I never threatened to hit you.” He stared at her, shocked.  
 
    “What the hell is a spanking if it’s not hitting me?” 
 
    He took a step forward and she squeaked, jumping back. He paused. Had he frightened her? He studied her closely. He did not wish her to fear him, even though that might make his life easier. If she were afraid of him then he would not need to worry about keeping his distance from her.  
 
    “Do you fear me?” 
 
    “What?” She frowned. “No. Of course not.” 
 
    So, to some extent she trusted him. “Why did you throw that at me?” 
 
    She swallowed so heavily that he heard her. “You were being an asshole.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “How? How? You said you would spank me!” 
 
    “If you put yourself down again. I cannot allow that.” 
 
    “Why the hell not? It’s my body! I can say what I like about it. And I wasn’t putting myself down, I was telling the truth.” 
 
    He tilted his head to one side. She really did see herself as fat? “It is not the truth. You are not fat.” 
 
    “I have scales and a mirror. I’m fat by anyone’s standards.” 
 
    “Not by mine.” 
 
    She just stared at him for a moment. “This conversation is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Yes. It is. So you will cease with calling yourself fat and I will not have to spank you.” Even though the thought of her over his lap, her ass bare, squirming against his hard shaft was arousing. 
 
    “Are you one of those guys that gets off on hurting women?” There was disgust in her voice. But something else too. This time there was fear. Of him? 
 
    “Get off?” 
 
    “Yeah, you get pleasure out of hurting women.” 
 
    “I do not hurt women.” He said in a low growl. What sort of person would get pleasure from hurting another?  
 
    “A spanking would hurt.” 
 
    “A spanking corrects a behavior that is detrimental to a female’s health and wellbeing.”  
 
    She gaped at him. “Please don’t tell me that’s in some manual somewhere. A Zerconian idiot’s guide to keeping his woman under control.” 
 
    “Of course not. There is no manual.” 
 
    “Well, thank God for that,” she muttered. 
 
    “We are taught that at the academy.” 
 
    “What? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes.” Why would he joke about this? “Of course, Zerconian women would never do anything to endanger their health and safety so it is really a redundant teaching now.” 
 
    “Of course they wouldn’t. They are saints.” 
 
    “Not saints.” He knew that only too well. “But they know their mates only have their best interests at heart.” 
 
    “You guys are so sexist. You think women should just do what you say without question? I can’t believe my sister mated one of you.” 
 
    “Since the human females started mating with our males, the rules have changed.” Not for the better in his opinion, but he had little say on the matter. Unless he took a human mate of his own. 
 
    And that was not going to happen. 
 
    “Some rules have been relaxed, such as having a minder at all times.” 
 
    “Yeah, because some of your males have wised up and realized that women don’t like being treated like children. We can make our own decisions. We can look after ourselves.” 
 
    “Yes, you do such a good job of looking after yourself.” 
 
    “I do.” She placed her hands on her hips. “I’ve been looking after myself and my sister for a long time. I’ve kept us safe. I don’t need a man to look after me.” 
 
    “I disagree. Your sister was kidnapped and you were shot because you could not obey an order given for your safety.” 
 
    “You’re still pissy about that, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Pissy?” He didn’t know that word. 
 
    “You’re upset because I ‘disobeyed’ you. Boy, I can’t wait until you find a human mate. I hope she gives you hell. Arrogant asshole.” 
 
    “I am not taking a mate.” 
 
    “Oh right, yeah, I forgot. Sorry.” 
 
    Now she looked guilty and what had she forgotten? He frowned with confusion. “Will I ever have a conversation where I fully understand you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Will you ever lose the arrogant attitude? The belief that you’re always right? That you get to threaten to punish me just because I’m a woman and therefore weaker than you?” 
 
    “I have not threatened to punish you simply because you are a woman. But because you are a disobedient female who is under my care and therefore it is my responsibility to ensure that you remain alive and healthy!” His voice rose at the end and he had to work to keep his control intact. No one pricked his temper like this female did. “You disobeyed a direct order given for your safety while under my care and went outside of your house without a proper escort.” 
 
    “That was weeks ago!” 
 
    “You disobeyed me when I told you to leave the Sky Warrior’s room when we were in medical. You disobeyed me when I told you to stick to the story that you were my pet. They might well have killed you.” 
 
    He realized that his fear for her was now coming out as anger. He should step away, take a moment to calm down. 
 
    “Why the hell do you even care? I thought you’d be glad to get rid of me, you hate me so much!” 
 
    He leaped forward, not giving her a chance to run away. Grabbing her around the waist, he lifted her into the air until they were face to face. He studied her for a moment.  
 
    There was concern on her face. A hint of caution. But something else. Lust. 
 
    “I do not know why I care. I should not. I should let you flounder around. Let you suffer the consequences of your actions. I am not a noble man. I am selfish. I have little caring for others feelings or emotions. I prefer solitude. I can barely bring myself to obey my Emperor. I am not a good male. Not at all. I should push you away. But not right now.” His voice grew quiet. “Not right now.” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed her. 
 
    And it felt so right. More right than anything had ever felt before. He slid his tongue into her mouth, giving her no choice. Taking from her, drinking from her.  
 
    She met him at every touch. She ran her hands up his arms, over his shoulders, tangling them in his hair. He kissed her until he was breathless, until everything else around them faded. Eventually, he managed to pull back. He felt something odd change within him, but as he stared down at her, he ignored the feeling. 
 
    “Saffron.” 
 
    She looked up at him then her eyes rolled back in her head and she slumped against him. 
 
    That’s when he realized what that strange feeling was. 
 
    Oh stars.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Saffron came awake slowly and stretched. She yawned and forced her eyes open. She hadn’t had much sleep lately, with worrying over whether to stay or leave Zerconia and how Sophie might react to her leaving. 
 
    And how she would cope. Back on Earth. Without Sophie.  
 
    She rolled over, frowning slightly. Why was she lying on top of the covers? She hated sleeping without anything over her. And her bedding smelled odd. Like thunder and wet rain on a hot pavement.  
 
    She’d smelled that before…but where…oh shit. 
 
    She sat up suddenly, looking around. The Sky Warriors had that smell. It wasn’t a bad smell, not at all. But it was unique. 
 
    They were on the Sky Warrior ship, headed God knows where. Thankfully, this room had a bathroom. That it obviously belonged to one of those warriors had freaked her out at first.  
 
    She’d spent what had felt like hours, but in reality, was probably more like one, terrified that she would be separated from Moroco.  
 
    She’d been so relieved to see him walk through the door, that she’d nearly done the unthinkable and thrown herself at him. How stupid would that have been? It could have given him totally the wrong idea. Made him think that she actually cared about him. 
 
    Then they’d fought. He’d threatened to spank her. Ass. She’d like to see him try, she’d kick him so hard in the nuts he’d be singing soprano for the rest of his life. Except when he had grabbed her, instead of kicking him in the family jewels like she should have, she’d let him kiss her. 
 
    And whoa, what a kiss that had been. He’d taken charge, although she’d tried her best to keep up. She might be inexperienced, but she was a quick learner and she’d been determined to give as good as she got. 
 
    As he’d pulled away, a funny feeling had overcome her and she’d… 
 
    “Fainted! Holy fuck, I fainted! I’ve never fainted in my life.”  
 
    Something moved out of the corner of her eyes and she turned with a startled scream to see Moroco sitting down the end of the bed, facing her. Embarrassed by her reaction, she glared at him. 
 
    “You could have said you were there instead of frightening me half to death!” she snapped. She couldn’t believe that she had fainted and right after he’d kissed her. 
 
    Jesus, that was embarrassing. He must think she was a total weakling. 
 
    He stared at her, not saying anything. There was an odd look on his face. Resigned. Tired. So, unlike himself that she paused for a moment, worried. Moroco was always so animated. Sure, most of the time he had a scowl on his face, but he never looked defeated. 
 
    She swallowed heavily. 
 
    “Listen, that kiss meant nothing. Just a stupid reaction to our fight. We were both over-excited so let’s just forget that it happened. As for me…ah…falling asleep…well, don’t think that had anything to do with you. I mean, your kiss was good and all. I was just tired.” 
 
    There, that was as good an explanation as any other. She was so exhausted that as soon as he’d stopped pressing his tongue into her mouth, she’d been overcome by fatigue and fainted. 
 
    Sure, like that happened all the time. 
 
    “You did not fall asleep, you fainted,” he growled. “And my kiss was more than just good.” 
 
    “Trust a man to focus on the unimportant stuff.” 
 
    “Unimportant stuff?” 
 
    He stood. Uh-oh, maybe she should have thought before she spoke. She might not know much about men, but she knew they didn’t like it when you insulted their sexual skills.  
 
    “Whether or not the kiss was any good is beside the point here.” 
 
    “No. I think it is something that needs discussion. My skill at kissing is not the problem here. I am very skilled.” 
 
    “No, the problem is that I fell asleep after we kissed which is totally on me. No need for you to feel bad,” she reassured him. 
 
    “I do not.” His voice had taken on a cold chill and she actually shivered a little. 
 
    “Look, let’s just rewind the clock and forget the past few minutes didn’t happen.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “You have been asleep for two hours.” 
 
    She had? 
 
    “Wow, see I was just really tired. I didn’t faint.” 
 
    “You fainted. You didn’t even wake when I placed you on the bed or checked your vitals several times.” 
 
    He’d checked her vitals? As though he’d been worried she wasn’t breathing? 
 
    “And we cannot rewind the clock. Even though I might wish we could. What is done is done.” What did that mean? What was done? Why did he sound so fatalistic? “You are mine now.” 
 
    His? She didn’t think so. It was one kiss. Okay, it was a really spectacular kiss but just a kiss all the same. 
 
    “A kiss is not a contract, my friend.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s an old saying back on Earth. Just because a woman kisses you or gives you a look or whatever, doesn’t mean they want to have sex with you. Just because we kissed doesn’t make me yours.” 
 
    “Actually, it does. If you are my mate.” 
 
    She stilled. Did he really just say that? 
 
    “But I’m not your mate. I’d know if I was your mate. Right?” Panic made her voice rise. 
 
    “You may not recognize the mating bond straight away. As time goes on and your body changes, you will feel the bond. And it will become stronger once we join.” 
 
    After they joined? No. No. Yes. No. “But you feel it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You can’t feel it,” she countered, her mind scrambling to keep up. “I just fainted, that’s all. I’ve been under a lot of stress. I’m tired. I haven’t been sleeping much lately. I just needed a rest. I feel fine now. I bet if we kissed now nothing would happen. You’re probably imagining things.” 
 
    “It is not my imagination. We are mated. It is a large adjustment for human bodies to make. Especially, fragile, female bodies.” 
 
    “But I’m not fragile.” It was something she’d never been accused of being. At least not until she’d come to Zerconia. They seemed to think all females were fragile little creatures. 
 
    She didn’t need a mate. Especially not him. No matter how attracted she was to him. 
 
    “You’re mistaken.” 
 
    “I am not.” The lines around his eyes looked more pronounced. “You think I do not wish I was?” 
 
    Because he didn’t want her for a mate. Why would he? She was too loud, too rude, too independent. He wanted someone biddable and sweet. Someone who would obey him without question. A Zerconian female who knew the score. But wait… 
 
    “I can’t be your mate,” she said triumphantly.  
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because you’ve already had a mate. And you can’t have two mates, right? Isn’t that the way it works? There’s only one soul mate for each Zerconian?” 
 
    “That is right.” 
 
    She let out a sigh. “So you see? You were just mistaken. And I was just tired. Here, I’ll get off the bed and you can have a nap.” 
 
    “I am not going to have a nap,” he snarled. 
 
    “Are you sure? You seem a little cranky. Maybe if you have a nap you’ll be in a better mood when you wake up.” 
 
    “I am not going to be in a better mood after a nap.” 
 
    “How do you know unless you try?” She tapped the mattress. “Why don’t you just lie down and close your eyes. I’ll even sing you a lullaby.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Lullaby’s are songs that are sung to children. Sometimes it helps them go to sleep. They take naps when they’re cranky too.” 
 
    “I do not need a nap. I am not cranky due to lack of sleep, and I am certainly no child who needs to be sung to.” 
 
    “Fine. But don’t say I didn’t offer.” 
 
    “Why would I say that?” 
 
    So much for convincing him to sleep so she could have a bit of time by herself to process everything. To try to figure out why, for just that brief moment, she’d felt some elation at the idea of being his mate. She forced herself to laugh. “I can’t believe you thought I was your mate.” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    “But I can’t be…remember your mate...” She studied him closely. “Are you sure you’re okay? You haven’t suffered a blow to the head, have you?” 
 
    He reached up as though to touch his head then froze, frowning at her. “Why would you ask me that?” 
 
    “Because you seem to have some sort of amnesia about your mate.” 
 
    “I have no amnesia about my mate. Although I might wish I had, I am pretty certain there is no chance of me forgetting you.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean me. I meant your other mate. I mean, your real mate. What was her name? Fancy?” 
 
    “Fancia,” he told her. “Her name was Fancia.” 
 
    “How did she die?” she asked gently. She could see the pain on his face. “It must have hurt to lose her like that. Especially when she was so young. I know that a lot of mates die when their true mate does.” It was a testament to how strong he was that he hadn’t. Probably the reason he was such a grouch. “You must miss her every day.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t miss her at all.” 
 
    She blinked rapidly. “What?” He didn’t miss her? For all of these warriors’ faults, they adored their mates; they treasured them, coddled and protected them. She knew she’d feel completely smothered by their full attention, but some women thrived on that sort of devotion. Sophie certainly seemed to. “How can you not miss her?” 
 
    “Because she was not my mate.” 
 
    “But what do you mean? I was told…” 
 
    “I know what you were told.” 
 
    “Then how can she not have been your mate. Ashley said…” 
 
    “Ashley?” he asked as she trailed off. 
 
    She looked away guiltily. “Never mind.” 
 
    “Ashley is the female who speaks too much? How would she know anything about Fancia?” 
 
    She looked away, feeling guilty. “Some people were talking about you and her.” She sighed. “Ashley had some crazy idea that you might be her mate. Seems she’s gone through all the other single Zerconian males and none were her match. Then she heard you had been mated before so she figured you couldn’t be her mate.” 
 
    “Thank the stars.”  
 
    Her lips twitched. “Yeah, that’s kind of the reaction I thought you’d have. Anyway, she said she’d died.” 
 
    And that you killed her. Not that she would ever say that. Poor guy had lost his mate, he didn’t need to hear the terrible things people were saying. 
 
    “And did she tell you that I killed her?” 
 
    Okay. Well, she hadn’t expected him to come out and say it. 
 
    “Um…well…” 
 
    “Saffron, I may not have known you long but I have never seen you hesitate to say what you think.” 
 
    “They call you Doctor Death,” she blurted out. Then she smacked herself in the forehead. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s a stupid name. No one with any brains thinks that you killed your mate. Honestly, humans have this terrible habit of gossiping and spreading rumors and they don’t usually care if there is any truth to the rumor. Which, of course there isn’t.” 
 
    He sighed. “And where do you suppose they heard the rumor from?” 
 
    She was startled. “I hadn’t really thought about it.” But it had to originate from somewhere. 
 
    “Fancia’s family is still convinced that I killed her. They will not let it rest. I am not certain who gave me the nickname Doctor Death; I assume that came from the humans.” 
 
    “So, you knew about the nickname?” 
 
    He grimaced. “Yes. I have heard it whispered not so quietly behind my back.” 
 
    She couldn’t stand it anymore. She reached over and grabbed his hand. It was warm, large, slightly rough. A thrill went through her at the touch, which she tried desperately to ignore.  
 
    Moroco stared down at her much smaller hand as though it was an alien object. But he didn’t push her away. There was about a foot of distance between them, but their hands sat on the mattress, tangled together. 
 
    And it felt good. 
 
    She ignored that for the moment, wanting to hear from him what happened. “I’m so sorry. What really happened?” 
 
    He glanced over at her, but not as though he actually saw her. His gaze was unfocussed, his face cool. Calm. But she could sense the emotions rolling underneath.  
 
    “What was she like?” she asked. Part of her was dying of curiosity, the other part of her didn’t really want to know. What sort of female would engage this man’s attention? 
 
    Someone special. 
 
    “Beautiful. Tall and slim. Softly-spoken. Elegant. Everywhere she went, people stopped and took notice. Even if you had seen her a thousand times before, you couldn’t help but watch Fancia. She had this way of looking at you like you were everything. Like you could do anything.” 
 
    She swallowed heavily. So the total opposite of her. No one would ever call Saffron elegant and beautiful. And as for softly-spoken… 
 
    “You fell in love with her?” 
 
    He frowned. “In love? Love is not an emotion that warriors engage in.” 
 
    “Right. Sorry. My bad. So how did you come to mate her?” 
 
    “I admired Fancia. I was…” He stared down at his lap, looking uncomfortable. Then he blew out a breath and looked up. “I was attracted to her. I was blinded by her, I guess.” 
 
    “How old were you?” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “This was a long time ago. Not long after the Emperor closed our borders. So, I would have been around thirty.” 
 
    How old was he?  
 
    “She was everything I thought a female should be. Quiet. Graceful. Obedient. Many males wished to be her mate, but she was well-guarded by her family. As she should be.” 
 
    “So how did you get close to her?” 
 
    “I didn’t. She noticed me. She spoke to me and I felt like…well, I was young and foolish back then.” 
 
    Hard to imagine him that way. As anything other than cynical and gruff. But from the sounds of it, this Fancia had been a real eye-turner. 
 
    “I could not believe she was interested in me. As it turns out, she wasn’t.” 
 
    She tightened her hold on his hand. His voice was carefully guarded, no emotion slipped through, and yet the very lack of emotion told her that he was feeling something deeply. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Fancia had turned her attention to me because I was young. Because she could sense I was interested in her. Because she thought I could be easily manipulated.” 
 
    “What? You?” 
 
    “I was young, remember. I thought she was the epitome of a proper female Zerconian. I never, for a moment, thought she might have an ulterior motive. That she might wish to use me. Betray me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Moroco tried to keep his emotions from bleeding into his voice. She was the very last person he wished to tell this story to. The last thing he wanted was to see pity on her face. Or disgust. 
 
    But she was also the one person who deserved to know. 
 
    “Betray you? How did she betray you?” 
 
    He studied Saffron, wondering if she would ever try to deceive him. But if there was one thing he knew about the human female it was that she was very forthcoming. Sometimes too much so. She tended to speak before thinking.  
 
    She looked puzzled. 
 
    “I believed she wanted me. That she wished to mate with me. She told me that her father was too controlling and wanted to arrange her mating to a male that frightened her. That she wanted me to protect her. To care for her.” 
 
    Stars he had been young and foolish to fall for her lines. 
 
    “I felt so protective of her. She was so small and delicate. I could not stand the idea that her father might force her to mate with someone not to her choice.” 
 
    “But was the guy he was trying to force her to mate with wasn’t her true mate? Why would her father make her mate with someone she didn’t want?” 
 
    “He didn’t. It was all a lie.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes. I should have known. She acted so helpless, like she needed to be rescued.” And he had been completely taken by her. “I never thought to question her. I never thought about the fact that she must have snuck away from her minder or parents in order to meet with me in secret. About how that went against the image she projected of a dutiful Zerconian female. When I asked the name of the warrior, she teared up and I backed off. When I said I would speak to her father on her behalf, she grew so frightened, she shook. She clung to me and I felt like… 
 
    “Her knight in shining armor.” 
 
    “What? Zerconians do not wear armor.” 
 
    She shook her head. “On Earth, we have stories. About damsels in distress being rescued by knights in shining armor. Sleeping Beauty and Snow White were woken with a kiss. Rapunzel’s knight climbed her hair to rescue her.” 
 
    “Climbed her hair? Did that not hurt?” 
 
    “No doubt. Not the point. I get why you felt like you had to help her. She was hot. She was helpless. She came to you.” 
 
    “I was nobody. I was young. I had finished my training at the academy and was working as a healer under Thor’s father. I should have ignored her wishes and spoken to someone. Instead, I took what she said as truth.” 
 
    “Well, why wouldn’t you? She was obviously good at getting people to do what she wanted and she knew just what to say to get your attention. So, what was her real game?” 
 
    “Real game?” 
 
    “What did she really want? She didn’t want you, she chose you because you were young and she thought she could manipulate you.” 
 
    “She did manipulate me.” 
 
    “I bet no one’s managed to do that since.” 
 
    He smiled grimly. “No, she taught me a valuable lesson.” Not to trust, to never be manipulated again. 
 
    A sad look came over her face then disappeared. “So what did she want from you?” 
 
    “She wanted me to help her leave Zerconia.” 
 
    “Seriously? Why?” 
 
    “She told me that for us to be together it might be best if we left so her father would not discover what we were doing. Then we could come back mated and everything would be well.” 
 
    “Wow, she really was a piece of work huh?” 
 
    “She was a lot of work,” he agreed, remembering how demanding Fancia had been. How emotionally needy. At the time, he had thought it only right she lean on him so much. That she look to him for everything. Now…he could not imagine having a mate who was so dependent. If it was Fancia here instead of Saffron she would be in hysterics. She would be demanding that he fix this, that he take care of her, protect her. 
 
    Instead, Saffron sat, holding his hand, trying to offer him comfort. A warrior should not need comfort. 
 
    And yet he did not push her away. 
 
    “So you took her away?” 
 
    “I did. It meant going against my Emperor’s order, not ever something to be taken lightly. I did try to talk her out of this plan, but she burst into tears, fell into my arms and sobbed when I suggested I would speak to her father and sort this all out without having to leave.” 
 
    “That bitch.” 
 
    He felt his lips twitch at the outrage on Saffron’s face. Funny, he never thought he might actually find humor in these memories, yet Saffron’s clear dislike of Fancia was quite amusing.  
 
    “So I commandeered one of our smaller ships and in the middle of the night we snuck away. I knew there was a possibility we might not return. Both the Emperor and Fancia’s father would be furious with us. And rightfully so. But I thought that as long as we were together then we did not need anyone else. How foolish I was.” 
 
    “You were young. We all make mistakes when we’re young and stupid.” A dark shadow crossed her face and he wanted to know what mistakes she had made. “So then what happened?” 
 
    “As it turns out, we were not together long. Fancia demanded that I take her to Rushton, a planet not far from Zerconia. I had thought to get farther away before we landed, but she was very insistent. When we disembarked, she almost sped away from me. I ran after her, I didn’t know what to think. I actually thought something might have spooked her. I still thought she wanted me. Right up until the time that she jumped into another man’s arms.” 
 
    “What? How? Who? How could she even meet another man? Weren’t your borders closed to visitors?” 
 
    “They were. But Fancia’s father had been one of our ambassadors to another planet. He was recalled when the Emperor closed our borders, like many others. Fancia was forced to return to Zerconia with him, away from the man she had met and fallen in love with. That must have been difficult to be forced back to a planet she had not lived on for years, away from someone she loved.” 
 
    “What? No.” She held up her free hand. “Don’t try to defend that bitch, please. There was a lot she could have done differently. She could have spoken to her father about it; all right maybe he wouldn’t have listened, but then she could have gone to the Emperor.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It is unlikely that either of them would have done anything about it. Zerconian females are expected to mate within our race, there is so few of them and they are needed.” 
 
    “And if she’d told you the truth?” 
 
    He paused for a moment. He had never thought about what he might have done had she told him the truth. “I do not know.” 
 
    “She manipulated you, used your feelings for her and your youth just because she wanted this guy? Not cool. What did you do?” 
 
    “I tried to challenge him.” His grimaced. “Like I said, I was young and stupid. I thought I was strong and invincible. I was not. The other male was older, he had seen battles. He beat me until I was bloody and on the ground, then he and Fancia left.” 
 
    “Oh my God, they just left you like that? If I ever get my hands on that bitch I’ll make certain she wished she wasn’t alive.” 
 
    He had no doubt that she would. His Saffron was fierce. Not that he would ever allow her to be put in any sort of danger. Although he thought that Fancia would definitely have been the one to come off second best.  
 
    “She died several weeks later when their ship was attacked.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. What about you?” 
 
    “I woke up in the medical center on Rushton’s main port. I returned to Zerconia.” 
 
    The shame and embarrassment had almost been too much to bear. 
 
    “Was the Emperor furious?” 
 
    “Oh yes. I was arrested. When he came to speak to me, he was so cold. So filled with anger. I told him everything. When I finished, he sighed and looked me over. I asked him what my punishment would be? I fully expected something dire. Death. Maybe torture and being incarcerated for the next century.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He told me that he thought I’d been punished enough and he didn’t want to add to it. At the time, I didn’t understand what he meant. I’d broken the rules. Anyone else would have felt his full wrath. I thought he saw me as weaker than other warriors. I said I could take any punishment he devised. He just stared at me for a long moment then nodded. He said I would go back to the academy to learn and study more under Healer Aflas.” He grimaced. “Healer Aflas was the oldest Zerconian I knew. He was rude, he was abrupt, and he could be just plain nasty.” He nearly smiled. “After ten years together, he finally stopped calling me boy. After twenty, he stopped slapping me on the head every time I made a mistake. When he died, he told me that I was like the son he wished he had.” 
 
    “So you’ve been there this whole time?” 
 
    “Yes. Until I was called back to be the head healer in replacement of Thor. At first, I hated being at the Academy. It was definitely a punishment. Everyone stared and whispered. I soon made it clear that I wouldn’t answer questions. I was angry. Bitter. But that served me well. It kept them all at bay.” 
 
    “But why did Fancia’s family start the rumor that you killed her? Surely, they must have known the truth?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The Emperor told them the truth but he decided that it need not go any further. If anyone else had known what she did, it would have brought great shame to her family. They were understandably furious at me.” 
 
    “So they made up lies? Because their precious princess ran off with someone else? You should have told people the truth.” 
 
    “And have them see me as weak? To have them know my shame? No. I would rather have died.” 
 
      
 
    I would rather have died. 
 
    She stared at Moroco with frustration, anger, and pity. Although she tried to hide that last part. That bitch had changed his life forever. She could only imagine young, impressionable Moroco. It was hard to believe that this bitter, untrusting man was the same person he described. Except who could blame him for being the way he was after what happened to him? 
 
    “I still think that wasn’t fair. The Emperor shouldn’t have sent you away.” 
 
    “Actually, I believe he did me a favor. If I had stayed, I have no doubt Fancia’s father may well have challenged me and I was not prepared to take on a warrior of his caliber.” 
 
    “And now? Is her father still alive?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Her parents are dead, although she does have a sister. I am guessing she is behind the rumors going around again.” 
 
    “A sister? Really? I thought female children were pretty rare.” 
 
    “They are. They are one of the few families to have two girls. Fancia’s sister is younger. She has always blamed me for Fancia’s death.” 
 
    “Don’t you get the urge to tell her the truth? To shut her up?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Truthfully, I do not let it bother me.” 
 
    She didn’t know if she believed that. “So she wasn’t really your mate.” Which meant… 
 
    “No. You are.” He studied her once more.  
 
    She slid her hand free of his and stood, pacing back and forth. “I don’t get it. Isn’t skin-to-skin touch enough to start the mating process between humans and Zerconians? You’ve touched my skin before. You examined my wound way more than was necessary.” 
 
    “But I always wore gloves.” 
 
    “Yeah. And the rest of the time you’ve always seemed reluctant to touch me. Why is that?” 
 
    “I do not know.” He sighed. “Perhaps part of me recognized you were my mate before I even touched you.” 
 
    And because he didn’t want her as his mate, he’d done what he could to stop the mating from occurring. 
 
    Wow, he really knew how to make a girl feel wanted. Well, it wasn’t like she didn’t feel the same. If she’d had any idea he was her mate then she certainly wouldn’t have searched him out. She would have stayed well away from him until she’d left Zerconia. 
 
    “I’m going to back to Earth,” she told him. 
 
    “No, you are not,” he replied calmly. 
 
    Funny, his calmness just seemed to make her angrier. 
 
    “You have no say in what I do.” 
 
    “As your mate, I have every say in what you do. In fact, I make the rules, you follow them. That is the way a mating works.” 
 
    She pointed a finger at him. “You even try to boss me around and you’ll regret it, buddy.” 
 
    His eyebrows came together and he stood, looming over her from his rather impressive height. She bit her lip. Oh hell. The sight of his anger shouldn’t stir her. That dominant look, the cold possessiveness, it all seemed to pool around her clit, making it throb. 
 
    Idiot. Stop it. The last thing she needed was a controlling asshole in her life. 
 
    “You will cease calling me by another male’s name right now.” He gripped her arm. “I will not be easily manipulated again. You will not speak to other unmated males, you will not look at them. If you do, you will find yourself over my lap, your ass on fire.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you have this obsession with my ass, but you’re not getting anywhere near it. And I will speak or look at whoever I like. You are not my boss.” 
 
    She tried to wrench her arm free but he held tight. She winced as she felt a pull across her back. Immediately, he let go, stepping back. That darkly cold look was replaced with concern. 
 
    “I hurt you.” 
 
    “I pulled on my arm a bit too hard and it wrenched my back. Old injury.” She grimaced at the memory of how she had injured her back.  
 
    Bloody Ricky, even years later he was still causing her grief. She rolled her shoulders, trying to breathe through the sharp pain.  
 
    “Take your top off and lie on the bed,” he ordered. 
 
    She sighed. “It’s fine. It’s just an old injury that plays up a bit when I get tense or move the wrong way. Unless you’ve got a pain inhibitor on you then there’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    “I will not ask you again,” he told her. “Take your top off and lie down.” 
 
    “As far as pick-up lines go that’s pretty bad.”  
 
    “Pick-up lines?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” She waved her hand then winced. Okay, she probably needed to do some stretches or something. She’d just go into the bathroom, well away from him, and work out the knot that had developed. “I’m not some doormat you can abuse and push around.” 
 
    “Abuse?” His eyes widened. “I have not abused you.” 
 
    “You think that telling me who I can and can’t speak with isn’t abuse? Because it is. And I won’t be treated like that again.” 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    Whoops, hadn’t meant to say that out loud. “I’m going to the bathroom.” 
 
    “Good. When you come out, make certain you remove your top. I shall be waiting.”  
 
    She whirled on him. “You are the most stubborn, arrogant asshole I’ve ever had the misfortune to meet and I am not going to be your mate!” 
 
    She walked into the bathroom, wishing she could slam the door behind her. There was something very unsatisfactory about the way it just slid shut. 
 
    “Jerk. Ass. Bastard.” She cursed him using every word she could as she attempted to ease the ache in her back. Of course, the tense way she held herself didn’t help her back at all and soon she found herself lying on the cold floor, flames of pain down licking their way down her back. “Fuck.” 
 
    She’d just lie here until the pain became more manageable. Or her temper faded. Whichever came first. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    He paced back and forth in front of the bathroom door furiously. She had been in there too long. Worry filled him as he paused in front of the door. What if she had fallen? Hurt herself? He should never have been so harsh with her. He had been too rough. He had forgotten that underneath that attitude she was still delicate.  
 
    He’d hurt her. 
 
    Guilt ate at him, feeding his anger. He hated that he felt guilty. Hated that he had been the cause of her pain. Why had he snapped at her like that? 
 
    Because the idea of her betraying him was like a stab to the guts. Fancia’s betrayal had been painful. If Saffron betrayed him…he clenched his hands into fists. This was doing nothing to help him gain control over his temper. He took a deep breath in then let it out slowly. 
 
    Keep calm. Remember, she is your mate. She needs you. She is probably feeling vulnerable. Unsure. It is up to you to make her feel secure. 
 
    “Saffron, open the door. I wish to come and check on you.” There. That was calm. He had not ordered her or yelled at her. He could do this. All he had to do was keep his emotions firmly in check. He was in control. He was in charge. Of course, there was going to be an adjustment period. This was unexpected for both of them. That was the only reason she reacted as she had to his rules. It did not help that the mating had not been completed. Once he joined with her things would become calmer. She would learn that he was in charge, that she was to follow his rules, that he only had her best interests at heart. 
 
    Once she realized that, she would settle down. She would become a proper mate. He would see to that. Once he got her settled, everything would be fine. But he would never become infatuated with her. Would never allow her to manipulate him like Fancia had. 
 
    When she had clear boundaries and rules to follow, she would become much calmer and happier. It should only take a week, maybe two at most. 
 
    For the first time that he could remember since Fancia, the idea of a mate did not fill him with horror. She was the complete opposite of Fancia. Loud and argumentative. Short and curvy. Single-minded and passionate. 
 
    He wondered if that passion would show itself in bed. 
 
    His shaft stirred at the thought. 
 
    He frowned, worried when she didn’t immediately open the door. Was she more hurt than she was letting on? 
 
    “Saffron? Did you not hear me? Open this door.” He bit off the now. He was trying to exercise patience. Stars, he did not know how he would find enough patience to train her to be what he expected in a mate. But he did not have a choice. Since knowing her, she had disobeyed him several times and been shot and kidnapped due to her lack of caution. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    No? 
 
    Calm. Calm. 
 
    He pounded on the door. “Saffron, open up this door immediately.” 
 
    “Go away. I’m busy.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “I’m on the toilet.” 
 
    He frowned slightly. She had been in there a long time. “Are your bowels blocked? I can formulate a cleaner for that.” 
 
    “What? No. I’m fine.” 
 
    Hmm…he got the feeling she was lying about the bowel blockage. Another thing that she would be taught was unacceptable. 
 
    At his age, he should already have a nice biddable mate with a sweet temper who obeyed him without question. But he had a mate who hid from him. That did not sit well with him. His mate would keep nothing from him, especially not when it came to her health. His mate’s health and safety were his top priorities. 
 
    He pressed the button and the door slid open. She was not on the toilet as he had suspected. But he did not expect her to be lying on the ground. 
 
    She looked up at him with a frown. “What do you think you’re doing? I’m in the bathroom for God’s sake. You can’t just barge in whenever the hell you feel like it. What if I’d been on the toilet? What if I was naked?” 
 
    “You said you were on the toilet,” he replied calmly as he knelt next to her, studying her. There were lines of pain around her face, which was decidedly paler than it had been. She was definitely in more pain than she had been before and she was trying to hide it from him. 
 
    Could he move her? Obviously, this position gave her the greatest amount of relief. Or had she fallen and couldn’t get up? 
 
    “Did you fall?” he asked gruffly, running his hands over her, checking for injuries. “Why did you not call out for me immediately?” 
 
    “Get your hands off me! And no, I didn’t fall. I just thought I’d lie down for a bit. Quite comfy on this floor. Cool. And the toilet’s not far. Think I’ll just move in here until we get off this ship. You can have the bed.” 
 
    He only listened with half an ear as he ensured that she wasn’t injured anywhere else. 
 
    “I am going to pick you up.” 
 
    “No!” she screamed. 
 
    He paused, surprised at the fear in her voice. Her eyes were wide as she stared up at him.  
 
    “Please, Moroco, just let me lie here until I am ready to get up. It will get better if I just lie still.” 
 
    Letting her lie here on the cold floor of the bathing room was completely unacceptable to him. What was also unacceptable was that she thought he would harm her. 
 
    And how would she know differently considering he had caused this by grabbing her? 
 
    “Saffron, you cannot remain here on the floor.” 
 
    “Why not? Like I said, it’s comfy and the toilet is right there.” 
 
    “And how will you reach the toilet if you have the need to use it?” 
 
    She closed her eyes briefly. “Well, luckily, I don’t. And when I do, I will figure it out.” 
 
    By dragging herself over and onto the toilet. No. Not acceptable. 
 
    “I am going to pick you up.” 
 
    “I’ve had this issue with my back for years and the only thing to do is take a muscle relaxer and lie very, very still.” 
 
    “Which you can do.” He saw her eyes flare with surprise. “From the bed.” 
 
    “My God, you are hard-headed. You think you know what’s best for everyone else, don’t you?” 
 
    “Not everyone, but for you. Yes. I do.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth. “Fine. Do it.” 
 
    He studied her for a moment. “Can you relax as much as possible?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll get right on that.” 
 
    “Good.” If only she was as obedient in all things, they might actually reach friendly terms. His life would definitely be easier. 
 
    “You guys have got to learn what sarcasm is.” 
 
    He pulled her legs up slowly, slipping one hand behind her knees, then he slid his other arm beneath her back. She winced, hissing slightly.  
 
    “One pull. It will hurt, but it will be over quickly.” 
 
    “What? Wait, I …owww.” He lifted her high and carried her to the bed where he gently laid her on her front. “Ow…crap…that hurt, damn it.” 
 
    “But now you will be much more comfortable on the bed than on that floor.” He could not believe she thought he would leave her there. 
 
    “Don’t suppose you have that pain killer handy?” 
 
    “I will look for one.” He searched through the sleeping and bathing area. Nothing. Stars. 
 
    “Can’t find one?” She stared up at him. Her eyes were slightly glassy looking. He reached for her pulse, cursing the fact that he didn’t have his med-wand with him. 
 
    “No. I will have to ask the Sky Warriors for one.” Which he was reluctant to do. The less attention he brought to them the better. He did not want them near his mate, especially when she was in pain and vulnerable.  
 
    “You can’t ask them for one. We can’t let them see that I’m hurt. You’ve got to present a strong front to the enemy; any weakness and they will pounce.” He stared down at her in surprise. “What?” 
 
    “I am just surprised you realize that.” 
 
    She shrugged then hissed. “I know what it’s like to deal with people who would think nothing of hurting you. Although, I don’t think these guys are as bad as I first thought they were.” 
 
    “Do not mistake them for anything than what they are,” he warned her. “They are ruthless, their social morals are few, they live by their own rules. They take the most dangerous and risky jobs in the universe. All they care about is each other.” 
 
    “I guess I just have to wait out the pain then, huh?” She winced but didn’t complain. He couldn’t help but feel impressed. 
 
    “No. I think I have another way of easing the pain.” He held up a small bottle of oil he discovered in the bathing area. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Oil. I shall simply massage the area of your back that hurts. That will ease the pain and allow you to sleep.” He sat next to her and pulled up the shirt. “Stop tensing.” 
 
      
 
    Stop tensing? Was he for real? He was pulling up her top, about to bare her upper half and he wanted her to stop tensing?  
 
    “Relax.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “I am not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, sure.” Because that’s what she was worried about. The pain in her back was pretty intense. But the ache in her back had nothing on the ache coursing through the rest of her body. He poured oil on her back and started to rub his hands along her skin. 
 
    At first his touch was light. So light it was almost ticklish, but then he started to rub a bit harder. She groaned as he pushed into tight muscles, slowly loosening them. Jesus, when was the last time she’d had a massage? Back when she’d first hurt her back and had to visit physio three times a week for six months. 
 
    Damn Ricky anyway. 
 
    “Tell me when I touch a sore part. There is a lot of tension in your body. Those stretches I talked about earlier could help with your back pain.” 
 
    Would he give it up about the stretches? She got it. She was fat and tense and lazy. 
 
    “You are supposed to be relaxing not growing more tense.” He pulled her top up a bit more. “If I had clothing for you to change into, I could tear this off you.” 
 
    Tear it off her? Oh hell, those words did not just make her clit throb. He means so he can get to my back, not so he can have his wicked way with me, idiot. 
 
    Oh, and she bet it would be wicked. She might not know much about men or sex, but even she could see that all that pent-up tension he held would turn into something hot…very hot. 
 
    And definitely more than she could handle. 
 
    She drew in a sharp breath as he hit a tender spot on her back.  
 
    “There it is.” His movements grew lighter and she eventually started to relax. He pushed a little deeper and she groaned. 
 
    He stilled. “I am hurting you.” 
 
    “If you stop I will kill you. Seriously. Do. Not. Stop.”  
 
    A moment of pause then he started again. Her whole body was soon a pile of mush as he worked on her sore muscles, knot by agonizing knot. She didn’t know how much time passed but when he stopped she was close to sleep. 
 
    “I’m going to roll you over and work on your front.” 
 
    “Sure. Whatever. Knock yourself out.” Right now, he could do a naked striptease and she doubted she could summon the energy to care. Although a naked Moroco was a sight she really shouldn’t miss. He rolled her carefully but her back didn’t even pinch. “You have magic hands.” 
 
    He snorted. “I am going to take your top off.” 
 
    He sat her up then helped rid her of her top. She lay back just in her bra and skirt and for once she didn’t feel self-conscious about her extra rolls. She didn’t care so long as he didn’t stop touching her. He moved to sit next to her head and started rubbing her shoulders and neck. 
 
    Heaven. 
 
    “Seriously. You could charge a fortune for massages like that. I’d pay. Especially if you took your top off as well.” 
 
    He paused. Whoops. Probably shouldn’t have said that. She didn’t have much control over her mouth right now. He ran his fingers up her neck then dug them into the back of her head.  
 
    Oh. God. 
 
    She whimpered.  
 
    “I hurt you.” 
 
    “Moroco, seriously, I have never felt such pleasure in my life.” 
 
    He ran his hands down her chest so the tips of his fingers touched the top of her breasts. Was it deliberate? He did it again. Maybe not. Damn, it really did feel good, though. Her nipples hardened, pressing against her bra. 
 
    “Then you have obviously been allowing the wrong sort of males to pleasure you,” he commented in a rough voice. He sounded pissed off but his touch was gentle. His fingers lingered on her breasts and she took in a rough breath. 
 
    This was probably a stupid idea. She should roll away from him. Tell him she’d had enough. Stop him from touching her. 
 
    Ohhh, but she really didn’t want to. 
 
    “I’ve never had any sort of male pleasure me.” 
 
    “You are untouched?” 
 
    “No. I’ve had sex. It was a disaster.” He ran his palms over her breasts, pressing against her nipples, and she groaned. 
 
    Clit throbbing, she wiggled her hips, pressing her thighs together to get some relief. 
 
    “Lie still.” He ran his thumbs up the tight muscles of her neck and she melted. Holy shit. 
 
    “My back feels good now, no pain.” 
 
    “That is good.” He ran his hands down her chest once more this time cupping her breasts and circling her hard nipples with his thumbs. 
 
    “Moroco!” She arched her back. 
 
    He paused. “I said lie still.” 
 
    How the hell did he expect her to do that? But once she forced her body to relax, he continued his gentle massage of her nipples. Her breath grew faster, her arousal growing. 
 
    “Tell me about this male,” he demanded as he pushed the cups of her bra down, exposing first one breast then the other. She stiffened.  
 
    “This is a bad idea.” 
 
    “I disagree.” He moved, coming to sit beside her, facing her. Leaning down, he licked one nipple.  
 
    She closed her eyes with a whimper. Shit. How could she be so aroused already? That just the touch of his tongue on her nipple had her wanting to beg him for more. This wasn’t her. She didn’t give herself over to her needs like this. She didn’t have needs like this. 
 
    Or so she’d thought. 
 
    Frigid bitch. 
 
    “No. Do not tense up.” He lightly pinched her nipple making her gasp and open her eyes. “Keep your eyes on me.” 
 
    He gently licked the nipple he’d just squeezed, turning that small bit of pain into a world of delight. He looked up at her as he flicked his tongue over her nipple, his fingers light plucking her other nipple.  
 
    “You are very sensitive here. I shall have to be careful not to hurt you. Or to send you over before I decide you may find your release.” 
 
    “You decide? You like to be control in the bedroom, don’t you?” 
 
    “I am always in control.” 
 
    “So am I.” She tried to claw back some command of the situation but he chose that moment to reach up under her skirt and palm her mound. The heat of his hand felt like an electric shock to her clit and she cried out, arching up. 
 
    “Lie still.” He bit her nipple in retribution, but the pain only seemed to add to her pleasure. “I won’t have you hurting your back.” 
 
    The last thing she was thinking about right now was her back. 
 
    He circled her clit with one rough finger. “Moroco! Moroco, I need…” 
 
    “You need release. I can see that. Tell me, how often do you give yourself release?” 
 
    What? It took a moment for her to comprehend his words. When she did, her mouth dropped open and she gaped up at him. “You did not just ask me how often I masturbate.” 
 
    “I believe I did.” 
 
    “I’m not telling you that! It’s private!” 
 
    He plunged two fingers deep inside her and she screamed. Oh God. Oh God. She was so close. He stilled, staring down at her, his amber gaze intense, his face serious. 
 
    “Nothing is private between the two of us. You will tell me everything. Do you understand?” 
 
    She stared into his eyes, his face fierce and proud. And she knew why he demanded full honesty. She just didn’t know how she could give him that.  
 
    “It’s embarrassing.” 
 
    He pulled his fingers out and plunged them deep. Oh God! She felt so full. How was she ever going to take his cock if just his two fingers filled her up? 
 
    “Please. Please.” 
 
    “Poor marlia,” he murmured. “You are so full of need. I am guessing it is not often you give yourself relief.” 
 
    “Hardly ever,” she sobbed as he rubbed her clit lightly. 
 
    “And this male you joined with? He did not give you pleasure?” 
 
    She shook her head. That light touch on her clit just wasn’t enough to send her over. She clenched her thighs together, her pussy clamping down on his fingers. 
 
    He made a strangled noise, his jaw clenched as though in pain. “You are gripping my fingers so tight it makes me wonder what you will feel like around my shaft.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you find out?” 
 
    He shook his head and disappointment filled her. He didn’t want her? But no, his gaze was full of arousal, his body tightly coiled.  
 
    “I do not wish to hurt your back. I will wait.” 
 
    “My back is fine. Better than it’s felt in ages. Fuck me.” 
 
    “No. We will wait. You must learn to obey me without argument.” 
 
    She snorted. “Good luck with that.” She groaned as he flicked her clit once more. So close. So close. 
 
    “Oh, I think I have some idea of how to teach you.” 
 
    Later she’d work up some outrage over his words but right now all she wanted was to come. 
 
    “Moroco, stop teasing me.” 
 
    “I am not teasing you. I am waiting for you to answer my question. You will not come until you do so.” 
 
    “You’re an asshole.” She reached one hand down to her clit. If he wasn’t going to make her come she’d just have to take care of matters herself. 
 
    He captured her hand, giving her a stern look as he grabbed both her wrists in his hand and pulled them above her head. “Do not resist me, you will only hurt yourself.” 
 
    “If you were that concerned about hurting me then you would put me out of my misery.” 
 
    “Oh, that is not misery you feel, marlia.”  
 
    Marlia. She hadn’t heard that word before. She wondered what it meant. It sounded soft. Sweet. Nothing like her. And yet, she liked the sound of it coming from his lips. It felt intimate. Something between just the two of them. No one had ever given her a nickname before. 
 
    Well, nothing pleasant anyway. She’d been called a bitch often enough that it felt like a nickname at times. 
 
    “It is need. And you will get some relief as soon as you tell me about this male who treated you so badly.” He licked her nipple then blew across it, making her shiver. 
 
    “It was nothing. Just a quick fuck in the backseat of his car.” 
 
    He raised his head, looking down at her in shock and outrage. “A car is a mode of transport, yes? And fuck is joining.” 
 
    “Yes. Could we stop talking and you know…” 
 
    “A male joined with you your first time in the back of a…a…” he couldn’t get the words out. 
 
    “Yes, and it was awful and humiliating and painful and I’d really rather not talk about it right now.” 
 
    His gaze narrowed. “And that is the only time you have joined?” 
 
    “Yes!” she cried out, shutting her eyes as he drew his fingers out and pushed them back. 
 
    “That is unacceptable.” 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me.” Her whole body trembled, on the cusp of something amazing. 
 
    “Open your eyes.” 
 
    “No!” she screamed as he stopped.  
 
    “Open your eyes, look at me.” 
 
    She stared up at him.  
 
    “I wish to watch you as you find your release and I want you to know exactly who brings you to pleasure.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’m not likely to forget you.” 
 
    He circled her clit, his fingers thrusting back and forth. “Find your release, Saffron.” 
 
    “Can we turn the lights off or something?” She felt entirely too vulnerable with him staring down at her, forcing her to make eye contact. She couldn’t even attempt to cover herself since he still held her hands above her head. 
 
    “No.” He rubbed his fingers against some spot inside her she hadn’t even realized existed, his thumb moving over her clit with talented precision. Shivers racked her body and then she exploded. She arched back, her mouth open on a silent scream as wave after wave of electrifying pleasure slammed through her body. He continued to manipulate her clit and another wave caught her by surprise, sending her into a tailspin. 
 
    She cried out, her body shaking with her tremors. She’d never felt anything like this before. Her entire body was awash with arousal. As soon as he withdrew his fingers and loosened his grip on her wrists, she rolled to her side, curling in on herself. It was too much. Too intense.  
 
      
 
    Moroco lay back, willing his erection to dissipate. His shaft was so hard it ached and he gritted his teeth against the pain. It wouldn’t take much to roll Saffron over, spread her legs and thrust himself deep. 
 
    Except she was injured. He had been unable to resist her. Her arousal had called at him, demanding that he give her what she needed. 
 
    She was his mate. He could do no other than see to her needs. Whatever they may be. But he was determined that he would not succumb to his overwhelming need to take her. He could still remember her lying on the ground, her face pinched with pain. No, she was too fragile for anything more right now.  
 
    But later…that was another story. 
 
    As he tried to draw his needs back under control, he became aware of how she had rolled to the other side of the bed. Normally, he would leave a female’s bed after achieving release. But Saffron was not just any female. He had an obligation to see to her care.  
 
    He reached over and touched her hip. He loved the way her waist tucked in. The females of his race were very thin and narrow. Not Saffron, she was soft and curvy. She jolted at his touch, as though he hurt her. 
 
    “Saffron?” he asked, uncertain of her mood. Had something happened? “Have I hurt you?” 
 
    “Stop asking me that! I’m fine.” 
 
    She was anything but fine, that was clear. But what the problem was exactly, remained a mystery to him. She had found pleasure in his touch, her release intense and hard. Was that it? She was unused to pleasure; perhaps it had taken her by surprise. The memory of her screams of fulfilment rocked his body, hardening his cock further. 
 
    “What do you need of me?” he asked, his voice rougher than he intended. 
 
    She turned to glare at him and he was startled by the brightness of her eyes, the way they glistened with tears. Alarm filled him. “Saffron, what is it?” 
 
    She rolled away and off the bed. He quickly reached out and grabbed her arm then let her go just as quickly as he remembered the last time he had refused to release her. He did not wish to harm her. But he wanted to know what had put that fearful look on her face. Was she frightened of him? Why? 
 
    Had he been too controlling? 
 
    He cursed himself. Perhaps he had frightened her with his demands. 
 
    “I apologize if I—” 
 
    She twirled on him then winced, reaching back to rub her back. He frowned. She was undoing all of his good work on her back. 
 
    “Do. Not. Apologize.” 
 
    Now he was completely confused. Why would she be mad at him for apologizing? She turned away, striding towards the bathroom. 
 
    Running from him. Hiding. 
 
    He scowled, his own temper stirring. He did not like this habit she had of trying to hide from him. It would not be allowed. The bathroom door slid shut just as he stood to chase her. He knocked on the door. 
 
    “I’m going to the toilet for God’s sake,” she snapped. 
 
    “You seem to do that often,” he drawled slowly, trying to keep his own impressive temper under wraps. One of them had to remain calm and it seemed she was incapable of that at the moment.  
 
    The irritation he felt at her behavior was tempered by concern. He had not thought Saffron would be so emotional or given to female hysterics. She had never shied from a fight with him in the past. So why would she be frightened of him now? 
 
    “You have two minutes, then I am coming in.” He paced back and forth, knocking when he thought the two minutes had passed. “Open. Now.” 
 
    A screech reached him through the door and he winced. But the door opened and she glared up at him. He was pleased to see her tears had dissipated, replaced by hot temper. Her temper he could handle. If she got too out of control he would merely take her in hand. 
 
    The idea brought him a lot of pleasure. 
 
    “You’re an asshole.” 
 
    “So you have said. Many times.” He leaned against the doorjamb, pretending a nonchalance he did not feel as he crossed his arms over his chest. “You were not given permission to dress yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t need permission.” Her eyes flared. Good. Make her angry. That should wipe the last hint of sadness and fear from her gaze. “Give me my top.” She held her hand out imperiously. 
 
    When she was in a temper she really was magnificent. He shouldn’t let her get away with such demands, of course. He was supposed to be training her. But since he had goaded her temper, he supposed he should allow her some leeway. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “I think not. I like the way you look right now.” 
 
    She grabbed at her stomach and shook it. “Like watching my fat jiggle, do you?” 
 
    He straightened. He might have decided to go easy on her, but that did not mean she was permitted to put herself down. 
 
    “If you were not still in pain you would be over my knee right now.” 
 
    “Like fuck!” She shook her finger at him. “You might think I’m some pushover because I let you boss me around in bed, but I am not about to stand by and let any man abuse me. Not again.” 
 
    “Again!” he roared. “Who abused you?” 
 
      
 
    She winced at his roar. Shit. Why had she said that? Not only did she not want to go into what Ricky had done to her, but she couldn’t compare Ricky to Moroco. Moroco had threatened to spank her, which pissed her off, but mainly because the idea of being bare-assed over his lap was kind of a turn on. Ricky had thrown her down a flight of stairs breaking three vertebrae in her back. 
 
    Two very different things. 
 
    “Who. Abused. You.” He barely got the words out through his clenched teeth. 
 
    She bit her lower lip. Damn it. She wasn’t used to feeling so uncertain. Once she made a decision she stuck by it. She didn’t need someone thinking he could boss her around, demand to know all her secrets, give her mind-blowing orgasms that left her feeling vulnerable and tearful afterwards. 
 
    An orgasm wasn’t supposed to make you cry.  
 
    But in those few moments as she’d come, she’d completely let go. The pleasure had been everything. She hadn’t been worried about where they were, what the future would bring, she hadn’t been on guard against Moroco. 
 
    She’d just succumbed to the pleasure, trusting that he would take care of everything else. And that had shaken her more than anything else. How could she trust him like that? She didn’t even like the jerk. 
 
    “Forget I said anything,” she said quickly. 
 
    “I will not.” 
 
    She grimaced. “I didn’t mean it. I was just angry.” 
 
    “First you hide things from me then you try to lie about them?” The outrage in his face made her wince. “Mate, you—” 
 
    A sudden jolt sent her flying. Just as she was about to slam into the wall, Moroco grabbed her, turning so he took the impact. She groaned as she landed against him, her body absorbing the shock. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    He set her away from him. “Your back? Is it injured?” 
 
    She shook her head and he grabbed her arms sharply. “Do not lie to me.” 
 
    “It’s a little sore but you took most of the impact. What was that?” 
 
    “I do not know. Get dressed.” His voice had grown cold, detached, but she didn’t take offense. He had his mind on other matters right now. He moved out into the bedroom and she rushed after him, hastily drawing her shirt on as he stared out the single porthole. 
 
    Suddenly he turned and dove for her, pinning her to the bed with him on top of her. She held back a groan. Not because he’d hurt her but because her body didn’t care about any sort of danger they were in. All it cared about was having his hot, hard body pressed against hers. And unless that was a banana in his pocket, he was pretty pleased to be pressed up against her as well. 
 
    The ship rocked again and she had to bite down on her lip to hold back a frightened cry. As soon as the ship stopped rocking, Moroco rose. Striding to the door, he placed his hand against the pad.  
 
    “Um, that won’t work, it’s locked remember? What the hell is going on?” 
 
    She started to roll off the bed, wanting to go to the porthole and see for herself when the door slid open. Moroco turned, a smug smile on his face. 
 
    “What the hell? How did you get it to do that?” 
 
    “We’re under attack. The system will be pulling all power from unnecessary areas to keep the shields and weaponry working. Which means we’re probably about to lose light. Come.” 
 
    He held out his hand. She rushed over and grabbed hold. If they were about to be plunged into darkness, she wanted a firm grip on him.  
 
    He rushed down the passage and she had to sprint to keep up with him. The lights flickered then died as they rounded a corner. She bit down on her lip to hold back a whimper. She’d always hated the dark. It was a weakness she detested. She tightened her grip on him. God, it was dark. She couldn’t see anything around her. He didn’t even hesitate, just kept moving forward. 
 
    “Please tell me you can see where you’re going?” 
 
    “Just barely. Now hush, if there is anyone about I do not wish to alert them to our presence.” 
 
    “Somehow, I think they have more important things to worry about right now.” But she kept her voice at a soft whisper.  
 
    The ship rocked again and she went flying, her hand slipping from his as she slammed against the wall and tumbled to the floor. 
 
    Oh God. Oh God. 
 
    She couldn’t stop the cries that erupted from her lips as she lay on the ground, attempting to get her bearings. Where was he? She drew her legs up under her, her whimpers growing louder. She remembered what it was like to be locked in the dark, to not know if she would ever be free… 
 
    “Saffron. Come here.” He drew her up, running his hands over her. “Where are you hurt? I cannot see.” 
 
    The frantic tone to his voice cut through her terror. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “I can hear your cries of pain.” 
 
    She couldn’t tell him the truth. “I just wrenched my back.” 
 
    “Stars!” He hugged her gently and she clung to him, unable to let go. “I should have been carrying you. I am sorry.” 
 
    He picked her up, cradling her against his chest. “Is this okay on your back? We must keep moving, we have to get to the escape shuttles.” 
 
    “I’m all right.” She clung to him; she knew she should tell him to let her down but in truth, she wasn’t sure that her legs would carry her right now. Her limbs felt like limp noodles and she was scared if she tried to move that she’d end up on her ass. 
 
    “We’re really getting out of here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Moroco glanced over at Saffron in concern. She was pale, her lips pressed together, her hair tangled and wild. He cursed himself again for not keeping a tighter hold on her back on the ship. He set the guidance controls of the escape shuttle towards Equin, a planet he had visited before and where he knew they could get help. 
 
    “That seemed almost too easy.” She looked over at him. Her lips were so pale they almost looked blue. It had seemed almost too easy. It hadn’t taken them long to reach the area that housed the escape shuttles. They’d climbed into the nearest shuttle then set off. He hadn’t even needed a code to get the shuttle to launch. But now was not the time to question why his normal bad luck had changed.  
 
    He turned to check the contents of the shuttle, hoping there was some sort of medical equipment available. 
 
    “What about the Sky Warriors? Who do you think attacked them? Do you think they’ll be all right?” 
 
    “No doubt one of their many enemies caught up to them. What happens to them is not our concern. They kidnapped us.” 
 
    “I know…it’s just…they didn’t seem so bad.” 
 
    He stilled as jealousy filled him. Had she come to care for one of them? Did she wish to mate with them? He forced himself to think rationally. She was his mate. No other. She was here with him and with him she would stay. Once the mating was completed she would be his in every way.  
 
    And she would never look at another male again. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “A medical kit. You are in pain.” 
 
    “I’m all right. Just not used to all this excitement. So, will this shuttle get us back to Zerconia?” 
 
    “No. It is too small and does not carry enough fuel.” Ah, here it was. He checked the contents. Good, it contained several pain inhibitors.  
 
    “Roll to the side and lower your skirt,” he ordered, preparing the inhibitor. 
 
    “What?” She gaped at him. 
 
    He bit back a sigh of impatience. “Is it necessary for you to question me about everything?” 
 
    “Ah, let me think…” She tapped her chin and he waited impatiently. “Yes, it is. Particularly when it involves you and my ass. You seem to have some sort of obsession with it.” 
 
    “I am not obsessed with your ass,” he snapped at her. “Roll. Now. I am going to give you a pain inhibitor.” 
 
    “Give it to me in my arm!” 
 
    “No. Your buttocks have a larger muscle.” This inhibitor was not one he would normally use for a female, due to the pain it could cause. It was designed to work quickly and on much larger bodies than hers. 
 
    She narrowed her gaze, still not moving. “If that’s your way of calling my butt big…” 
 
    “Stars, woman! You must be the most frustrating female alive. If this is what all human females are like then I do not know how my fellow warriors have not strangled their mates. Roll over and pull your skirt down or I shall do it for you.” 
 
    She muttered something under her breath that he was certain was not flattering. But she undid her safety harness and rolled to the side, drawing her skirt down a few inches. He grabbed at the material impatiently and tugged it down the rest of the way then quickly injected her. 
 
    “Ouch! Fuck, that hurt!” 
 
    “Which is why I gave it to you in the buttocks, instead of the arm where it would have been far more painful.” Despite his impatient tone, he found himself rubbing the spot where the injection had gone in. The softness of her skin stirred his body. 
 
    Now was not the time.  
 
    Oh, but it was so very tempting. He snatched his hand back. 
 
    “You can cover your buttocks now,” he snapped, angry at himself for becoming so easily distracted. He had seen other warriors become clearly infatuated with their mates. That would not be him. His mate had a place in his life, of course. She would keep his bed warm; do as she was told and hopefully bear him offspring. Hmm…he had not thought of children. But a human mate did have the advantage of being fertile. A child would be even more fragile than his human mate. Especially a half-human child. His protective instincts went into overdrive. What did he know of raising a child? What if the child was female? No, it didn’t bear thinking about. Perhaps a child was not a good idea. 
 
    “Moroco, what is it? Is someone following us?” 
 
    Following us? Why would she think that? 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    The shuttle jolted and she grabbed the arms of her seat.  
 
    “Put your harness back on,” he snapped, reaching over to fasten it himself. His arm brushed against her nipples and he had to ignore her shiver of pleasure. “Do you wish to get hurt?” 
 
    “Jeez, what put you in such a grump?” 
 
    “I am not in a grump,” he snarled. 
 
    “No, I guess this is just your normal attitude, isn’t it?” She crossed her arms. “Is your family tree a cactus?” 
 
    “What?” Why did she wish to talk of horticulture now? 
 
    “Just wondering if everyone in your family is a prick.” 
 
    He stared at her impatiently. “I must concentrate. You will be quiet.” 
 
      
 
    Typical male. As soon as they got what they wanted they slipped back into their asshole ways. 
 
    Except he didn’t exactly get what he wanted, did he? He never got to come. She wondered why he hadn’t taken her. Oh, he said it was because of her back but was that bullshit or the truth? She hadn’t been feeling a lick of pain while she was in the middle of her orgasm.  
 
    “Where are we going?” She couldn’t stay quiet for long, her need to know what the hell was going on was driving her crazy. Where were they? And how were they going to get back to Zerconia? “Can’t we contact Zerconia?”  
 
    He shook his head. “The communications system is not powerful enough to reach Zerconia. We need to land and then contact them.” 
 
    “So where are we going to land? I can’t see anything.” They seemed to be in the middle of deep space, which was seriously freaking her out. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She hated being so out of control. Having to rely on someone else didn’t come easy. 
 
    “We will land on Equin. I have been there before. It will sustain us and the people will be happy to house us until we can be rescued. I just hope we will make it that far on the fuel we have left.” 
 
    “That’s good.” She yawned. “Oh. Sorry.” She felt very tired all of a sudden. Must be the adrenaline leaving her body. Her head bobbed to the side and she giggled. 
 
    “Saffron? Are you well?” 
 
    She turned to stare at him, aware that he vision was slightly blurred. “I feel great. Better than great. I feel like I could float away.” She held her arms out and flapped them. “Flap just like a birdy. Cheep cheep.” 
 
    She giggled again. Part of her recoiled in horror at the sound. Since when did she giggle? She wasn’t a giggler.  
 
    He looked grim as he reached out and grabbed her hand before it could slam into his face. 
 
    “Whoops. Sorry.” 
 
    “Is your vision blurred?” He pressed two fingers over her pulse. “Your heart rate is fast.” 
 
    “I like it when you go all doctor on me. Makes me think you actually care about me.” 
 
    He was silent as he pulled the lid of her eye open. He peered down at her. 
 
    “What is it? Oh God, has something happened to my eye? Is it missing? Did it fall out? It fell out, didn’t it? When I was a kid we used to read this story and the donkey’s eye got plucked out by a bird. Can that happen?” 
 
    “Hush,” he told her gently. “Your eye is fine. That pain inhibitor must have been pretty strong.” 
 
    “Oh hell, there’s two of you.” She stared at the two Morocos, blinking rapidly. She shook her head, stopping when it made her feel nauseous. “I can’t handle two of you. I can’t even handle one of you.” 
 
    His gaze turned thoughtful. “I should have given you a half dose. You are much smaller than a Sky Warrior.” 
 
    She giggled. “They’re giants. Wonder if they’re big all over.” She attempted to wink as she held her hands about a foot apart. “If you know what I mean.” 
 
    “They are big all over.” 
 
    “Ooh, so you’ve seen one.” 
 
    “I just saw a pack of them. They were just holding us prisoner. Perhaps your memory has been affected by the pain inhibitor. Stars, I should have been more careful.” 
 
    “Of course, I remember that they just held us prisoner. But I didn’t see one naked, did I?” 
 
    “You wished to see one naked?” he roared. 
 
    She winced and cupped her hands over her ears. “Do you have to yell? I’m sitting right here. I swear you’d make the devil stop in his tracks.” 
 
    He grabbed hold of her shoulders. “Why did you wish to see one of them naked?” 
 
    “Huh? Who?” She was having trouble following his conversation. “When do I get to see you naked?” She glanced down at his crotch. “From the feel of that banana earlier, I’m guessing you’re really, really large.” She stared up at him, blinking. “Moroco? I don’t think you’ll fit.” 
 
      
 
    He gaped down at her. He couldn’t believe they were having this conversation. In the space of a minute he’d gone from being blinding furious at her for wishing to see another male naked to being aroused by her admiring stare. Although what a banana was, he did not know. 
 
    He should have been more careful with the dosage he’d given her. Clearly it had been too strong. But there was one benefit; it seemed that the barriers she usually kept up were eroding. She was much more talkative than normal. 
 
    Would it be fair to question her in this state? When she had no defenses? 
 
    No, it wasn’t fair. But since when had he cared about fair? 
 
    “Fit?” 
 
    “Yeah, your cock. It’s not going to fit inside me.” She pouted. “Shame really. I bet sex with you would be really hot.” 
 
    “I will fit,” he told her arrogantly. 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think so. Mike only had a pencil dick and it really hurt.” 
 
    He tightened with anger. “Mike. That is the male who abused you?” He would like nothing more than to get his hands on this Mike and punish him for daring to harm his mate. 
 
    “Abuse? No, I wanted it. Well, I thought I did. But that’s before I knew how much it would hurt. I thought my virginity was something to get rid of, you know. I was twenty-one. I’d been seeing Mike casually, one thing led to another and we’re getting hot and heavy in the back of his car. Although it was quick. I mean, he barely even touched my breasts. What we did earlier went for much longer and you didn’t even fuck me. Are you sore?” 
 
    He scrambled to keep up with her words. This Mike was obviously the one who had joined with her, but she said he was not the one to abuse her?  
 
    “Sore?” 
 
    “Because you didn’t get to come.” 
 
    Sore? No, he wasn’t sore. He was in agony. 
 
    “You said that a male had abused you. Was that not Mike?” 
 
    “Oh no. Not unless you call really bad sex abuse. I mean it was truly awful. He really sucked. Guess I wasn’t any better. You got a real dud as a mate, huh? I suck at sex…” Suddenly, she giggled. “Actually, I don’t suck. He wanted me to, but I didn’t like the idea of putting it in my mouth.” 
 
    His stomach tightened in anger, jealousy and arousal.  
 
    “I think you should stop talking, Saffron.” 
 
    “Bad at sex, not exactly a looker, and I’m a bitch.” 
 
    He growled. He didn’t like that she put herself down. Why she did not realize how beautiful she was? He supposed it was up to him to show her but he had no idea how to do that. Threatening to spank her had no impact. Speaking to her logically? Well, that never seemed to work. For anything.  
 
    “Ricky liked to call me a bitch a lot. And cunt. Cunt bitch was a particular favorite. He thought he was so clever when he was such a dumbass. Except when it came to being a criminal. He was actually quite good at that.”  
 
    His stomach tightened even further. Fury swamped him. Who had dared call her such names? 
 
    “Who is Ricky?” He grimaced at how dark his voice sounded but he could not act like her words were not affecting him. Luckily, she was too caught up in her drugged haze to pay much attention. 
 
    “He’s an asshole.” 
 
    Yes, he had guessed that. 
 
    “Was he the one to hurt you?” 
 
    “He threw me down a flight of stairs. And then he laughed. He stood over me and laughed as I cried in pain. He’d already hit my face so I could barely see him out of my swollen eyes. He stood there laughing as I sobbed then he spat in my face and walked away.” 
 
    What? 
 
    The fury filling him was nearly uncontrollable. He knew if he looked in a mirror that his eyes would be red. “He pushed you down some stairs? He beat you?” 
 
    “Yeah, and then he left.” 
 
    “I will kill him.” 
 
    She smiled at him, her eyes drooping. “That’s nice.” 
 
    “That’s nice?” That was not the reaction he had been expecting. 
 
    She yawned. “Sorry. Tired. Must be all the excitement getting to me.” 
 
    Plus, a really powerful pain inhibitor. He knew if he wanted any more answers while her guard was down that he had to work quickly. 
 
    “Why did he push you down the stairs, Saffron?” 
 
    Her eyes popped open at that question and she frowned. “You think it’s my fault? You think I did something to deserve it?” 
 
    Moving swiftly, he grabbed hold of her chin. “Never. Never could you do anything that would deserve that. And if I ever have the chance, I will make him pay for the pain you suffered.” 
 
    “Still suffer,” she said, relaxing back into her seat and closing her eyes once more. She made a little sound of pleasure and his cock twitched despite his anger at what she was revealing to him. 
 
    “What do you mean, still suffer?” He tried to temper his voice but it still came out as a growl. 
 
    “It’s why my back acts up. He broke three of my vertebrae. Having to lie there for hours in the cold until his neighbor returned home from work and called the police didn’t help either. Took me months to recover. So much damn therapy. Physiotherapists are really mean.” 
 
    Her voice was almost childlike and he ran his hand over her hair in reaction. “Shh, marlia, it’s okay.” 
 
    “I think they must give them lessons in how to be jerks. They just push and push and push until you’re ready to scream.” 
 
    “Tell me he was punished.” 
 
    She snorted. “Ricky? That slippery dickhead? No such luck. Ricky was a big man in our town. I think he had more cops on his payroll than he did criminals. No, I knew he’d never get prosecuted so I didn’t even bother to lay charges.” 
 
    “But he could have come after you again.” 
 
    “That’s why I discharged myself from the hospital as soon as I could move, packed me and Sophie up and moved. I knew I wasn’t safe until I put a lot of miles between me and him. Even then I never felt that safe. I guess moving to Zerconia is the first time I’ve really felt safe from him. Even he can’t get me here, right?” 
 
    He watched as she drifted off to sleep, her breathing growing deeper, her body losing the last bits of tension it held. 
 
    “As long as I have breath in my body no one will ever hurt you again, my mate.” 
 
    And he included himself in that vow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Something rocked her and she mumbled. She was too comfy. She didn’t want to move.  
 
    “Go away. I’m sleeping.” 
 
    Another shake and she opened her eyes, glaring around her. Wait, this wasn’t her bed. She wasn’t even in a bed. She was sitting up. In a shuttle. Next to Moroco. Who was supposedly her mate.  
 
    And they were headed really fucking fast towards that planet! 
 
    “Moroco!” she cried out, unable to hide the fear in her voice as she clenched hold of the arms on her seat. 
 
    “Stars! I had hoped you would sleep through the landing.” 
 
    “Landing or crashing?” Her heart raced, her mouth growing dry. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “Engine malfunction. We’re going to crash land.” 
 
    “Holy crap. We’re going to die.”  
 
    He turned to her giving her a fierce glare. “We are not going to die. Brace yourself. Bend over and protect your head.” 
 
    Holding back her sob of terror. Barely. She crouched over as far as she could with the safety harness on and covered her head with her arms. 
 
    The next few moments were terrifying. A loud roaring noise drowned out whatever Moroco was trying to say. Then they landed with a huge jolt that made her scream, her whole body trembling with the impact of the hard landing. Then she was spinning, the world swimming around her in a sickening rush. 
 
    Then a final jarring stop that had her back screaming in pain. 
 
    She lay still, just trying to breathe through the God-awful pain. Her brain struggled to figure out what was happening. Oh God. Oh God. Moroco. Was he all right? She attempted to sit, letting out a cry as agony engulfed her. So, moving at the moment didn’t seem to be an option.  
 
    “Moroco?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    No. No, no, no. What if he was hurt? What if he needed her? She forced herself to move, slowly inching up, pausing several times to breathe. Sweat coated her body by the time she managed to sit upright, her stomach rolling with nausea. She reached up with one arm to push her hair back off her face, whimpering as sharp strikes of pain whipped down her back. 
 
    Oh, this wasn’t good. It really wasn’t. 
 
    She turned slowly, keeping her movements careful and small. “Moroco!” 
 
    Fuck. He was slumped over the console, not moving. “Moroco, wake up!” 
 
    Nothing. What was she going to do? She could barely move, how was she going to help him? That was supposing he wasn’t beyond help.  
 
    No, he couldn’t be dead. The agony filling her now had nothing to do with her back and everything to do with the idea of losing Moroco. 
 
    “Moroco, wake up, please. I need you. Please.” She didn’t even care that she was practically begging. She just needed the damn man to wake up. Tears gathered in her eyes as he just lay there. She felt so ridiculously helpless.  
 
    “Moroco! Please!” 
 
      
 
    He had a thumping headache. 
 
    He opened his eyes. Where was he? He forced himself to sit up, the world tilting around him.  
 
    That wasn’t good. He held his hand up to his forehead to attempt to steady himself, surprised when he felt something wet. Pulling his hand back he stared down at the redness on his palm. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s blood. You’ve hit your head. Moroco, please tell me you’re all right.” 
 
    He turned to look at the female beside him. She was pleasantly attractive. Not beautiful. But she had a softness he enjoyed. He raked his gaze over her. Yes, he thought he would greatly enjoy that body. He smiled, liking the way her eyes widened in surprise.  
 
    Then he frowned. He knew her. Knew that face. The round cheeks, the full lips, her dark brown eyes which were normally filled with fire but were now clouded with pain. 
 
    Who was she? 
 
    A memory tempted him. This female was beneath him, looking up at him with passion. And trust. 
 
    “Saffron.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” she half-sobbed. “I thought you might have memory loss or something.” 
 
    Or something was right. He frowned and rubbed at his throbbing head. “What happened?” 
 
    “We crash-landed. After escaping from the ship. Do you remember?” 
 
    Bit and pieces of memories came back to him, trying to fit together like a puzzle. Saffron crying out in pleasure with an orgasm, looking up at him, pain in her gaze as she lay on the floor. 
 
    “Your back!” He turned towards her, moving too quickly and his head swam. 
 
    “Careful. Just move carefully. That must have been quite a bang and you’re bleeding.” She watching him worriedly. “It’s not bleeding much but you should still wrap it up. I’d help, but I’m having a bit of trouble moving around.” 
 
    He frowned, ignoring the way that pulled at his skin. “Your back? How does it feel?” 
 
    “Like someone is pressing hot pokers into it.” She let out a deep breath. “But I’ll be okay until you get sorted. I don’t think it’s a good idea to move me at the moment anyway.” 
 
    He guessed she was in a lot of pain if she was admitting that. He undid his safety harness and moving slowly to combat the dizziness and nausea assaulting him in turns, he searched around for the medical kit he remembered using earlier. Finally, he found it on the floor. 
 
    “There should be some pain inhibitors in here.” 
 
    “There are. But last time you gave me one it made me feel all loopy and I think I passed out.” 
 
    He couldn’t remember that. Wait…no…there was a memory of her laughing, her face relaxed. Then she’d grown serious, she’d been telling him something. What was it? 
 
    “Moroco? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. My memory is a bit patchy. It will return to me.” He grabbed the inhibitor and changed the dosage, knocking it down to half. He should have done that before. 
 
    But then she wouldn’t have told me about Ricky. 
 
    Ricky, who had pushed her down the stairs. 
 
    Ricky, who had broken three of her vertebrae. 
 
    Ricky, who had made her fear for her life so much that she’d packed up herself and her sister and moved to get away from him. 
 
    Ricky, who was a dead man if he was ever fortunate enough to meet him. 
 
    “Um, Moroco, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. I need to give you this.” 
 
    “There is no way I am rolling over so you can stick that in my ass,” she told him. “It just about killed me to sit up.” 
 
    “That is okay. I will put it in your arm.” 
 
    “What? I thought you couldn’t inject it into my arm?” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Why indeed?” she muttered to herself. “You really are impossible.” 
 
    “I am impossible? Because I wish to inject you in the arm?” He was not the impossible one. “You make no sense. But then I am not certain why I thought you would.” He was still reeling from the memory of what she’d told him. He couldn’t believe someone had hurt her. 
 
    She’d had no one to protect her.  
 
    But she did now. Him. 
 
    After giving her the pain inhibitor, he took her pulse, frowning slightly. “Your heart beat is racing.” 
 
    “Anger will do that to a girl.” 
 
    Not understanding the fiery glare she aimed his way, he studied his head injury in the small mirror he found in the medical kit. It wasn’t so bad, even though it appeared to be giving him some issues with memory lapses. 
 
    He dabbed the wound with antiseptic then placed a skinlastic over it. When it sealed over the wound, it was hard to even tell he had a wound. 
 
    “Wow. That’s amazing. I can’t even see where you got hurt.” She gaped at him. 
 
    “They do not have these on Earth?” 
 
    “No. You can’t even get access to a regeneration machine unless you’re rich. Our medical practices are way behind yours.” 
 
    “All of your practices are lightyears behind ours.” 
 
    She scowled. “I wouldn’t go that far. Do you have to be so arrogant about everything?” 
 
    “Yes. What did you mean, not unless you are rich?” 
 
    “You can access a regeneration machine if you have enough money.” 
 
    He frowned. “It is only available to those with a lot of funds?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She still studied his forehead with fascination.  
 
    “That is barbaric.” 
 
    She shrugged then gasped a little.  
 
    “The pain inhibitor is not working yet? Perhaps I should increase the dose.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want any more. Just give it a bit more of a chance. I don’t want to go all loopy like I did before. Did I say anything?” 
 
    “Say anything?” he asked, pretending to focus on the medical bag. 
 
    “I can recall us talking but I can’t really remember what it was about. Do you remember?” 
 
    “I need to leave the shuttle and check on the outside damage. I will climb higher and see if I can tell how close to a settlement we are. You will wait here.” He left before she could answer him, although he thought he heard her mutter something. 
 
      
 
    She let out a frustrated sigh. “Would it hurt him just to ask for once instead of always ordering?” 
 
    He’d probably end up self-combusting.  
 
    She raised her arms, delighted to feel only a small pinch of pain. Okay, so that inhibitor was kicking in now, and she didn’t feel out of it like she had before. She sure wished she could remember what she’d talked about with Moroco. She knew he remembered, but from the way he’d high-tailed it out of here when she’d asked him, it didn’t seem like he was about to tell her any time soon. 
 
    She undid her safety harness then carefully stood. There was a little bite of pain, but nothing she couldn’t handle. Wasn’t like she hadn’t lived with pain before. She needed to get out of this shuttle. She wasn’t claustrophobic but even she was started to feel closed in. Besides, what if the damn thing went on fire? No way she was going to be trapped in here. 
 
    Her need to leave had nothing to do with the fact that she didn’t like being here on her own. She moved to the door. This side of the shuttle was mostly undamaged. The side closest to Moroco had borne the brunt of the impact. She stared down at the ground, grimacing as she realized there were no stairs. She guessed that meant she was going to have to jump.  
 
    She sat and let her legs dangle off the edge. It was a bit of a leap but perhaps if she shimmied around onto her stomach and hung her legs off the edge she could do it. She studied the ground. It was several feet away. Jumping that far with the state of her back would be a really stupid idea. 
 
    She sighed. And she wasn’t stupid. Or foolish.  
 
    Instead, she sat there and breathed in the slightly humid air. Around her, creatures cried out as the three red suns that shone brightly in the sky started to drift across the horizon. She shivered as something let out a deep cry. Maybe staying in the shuttle wasn’t such a bad idea. Saffron was a city girl. She knew nothing about camping or wildlife or anything like that. 
 
    “What are you doing?” a loud voice boomed, and startled, she turned, wincing slightly as the sharp movement tweaked her back. In the growing gloom of darkness, she hadn’t even noticed him approach. 
 
    “You move too quietly. Can’t you make some sort of warning noise?” 
 
    “What do you think you are doing? Did I not tell you to wait inside the shuttle?” 
 
    “I am inside the shuttle. I’m sitting here admiring the view. Well? Did you see anything? Think there’s a town or something close by?” 
 
    “Close? No. I managed to climb a nearby hill and I could see some lights in the distance. It will take me a while to walk it but if I start now I should be able to return with help by tomorrow evening or the next morning at the latest.” 
 
    “What? No way. You are not leaving me.” 
 
    Fear filled her at the thought. She’d barely managed to sit here for the last hour on her own without going insane. How could she survive the night alone? Let alone two. Not going to happen. 
 
    His gaze narrowed as he stared up at her, his hands on his hips. “You are in no condition to go on a long walk through the forest.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine as long as you keep those pain inhibitors coming,” she told him, ignoring the slight twinge in her back. She’d just have to hide that from him. 
 
    “You will slow me down.” 
 
    “I won’t. I’m fit and I’m used to going on long hikes. Ask anyone.” She’d never been on a hike in her life, but how hard could it be? She’d been walking since she was eighteen months old, she was practically an expert in it. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Moroco, please. I can’t stay here alone.” 
 
    A thoughtful look crossed his face and he looked away with a sigh.  
 
    “What if something happens to you and you can’t get back? What if it takes you a lot longer than you think it will? What if no one will help you? I could be out here for weeks on my own.” She was nearly hyperventilating at the thought. 
 
    “It will be safer for you here.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “I’ll be safer with you. I can’t stay here alone. You leave me and I’m just going to follow you.” 
 
    From the look on his face she figured she’d won the argument. But then his face firmed. “You’ll stay where I put you, mate.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “No. I won’t.” 
 
    “You will if I tie you down.” 
 
    She narrowed her gaze furiously. “You wouldn’t.” Except she knew he would. 
 
    He smiled smugly. Oh no. He wasn’t going to win this easily. 
 
    “And what happens if someone finds the shuttle? What if the Sky Warriors find me? They could have some way of tracking this shuttle. What if one of those wild animal’s attacks? Then what? Could you really live with my death on your hands, knowing you could have prevented it?” 
 
    He sighed and she knew she had won. But she managed to hide her victorious grin. Barely. Damn, it felt good to win. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    If this was winning she’d rather be a loser.  
 
    “I’m not wearing that.” She stared at the harness Moroco fashioned from the straps of an emergency, light-weight parachute he’d found in the shuttle. She eyed the contraption in the early morning light. No way. No how. She might not have much in this life—no money, no home, no friends but she did have her dignity and she wasn’t about to let that go. “I’m walking.” 
 
    Last night, Moroco had made the decision to wait until morning to head out. Thank God, because she hadn’t been certain how she’d handle the hike, even with those amazing pain killers he kept shooting into her system.  
 
    Instead, they’d eaten a couple of the emergency rations he’d found and slept for a few hours in the shuttle. Well, tried to sleep. She’d lain there, listening to him breathe.  
 
    As far as partners to have while being kidnapped he wasn’t half bad. He hadn’t panicked. He’d kept his head and it was because of him that they managed to escape. And he’d watched out for her. Normally, she was the one taking care of everyone else, so it was a novelty to have someone take care of her needs first. He’d even prioritized her injury over his when it came to the pain inhibitors.  
 
    And he was damn good at giving massages.  
 
    Not that he’d offered to give her another. A shiver worked its way through her. As the pain inhibitor wore off, her arousal seemed to increase. She didn’t know what it was about him that drove her insane, but she couldn’t stop thinking about that orgasm. Or her reaction afterward.  
 
    She’d acted like such an idiot. She didn’t understand why she’d gotten so upset. It was just an orgasm. If he could make her do that just from coming then what would it be like if they fucked? Not that he’d made another move on her since.  
 
    Finally, she’d managed to get off to sleep. Moroco had to wake her up.  
 
    The fact that he could have just snuck off without her hadn’t escaped her. She would have been terrified to wake up and find him just gone. But he could have done it.  
 
    Instead, he’d woken her up and waited for her to get ready. 
 
    Then he’d slammed her with this…this kiddy carrier. Did he really think she was going to let him carry her all that way?  
 
    “You cannot walk with your sore back.” 
 
    “Actually, I know that walking is good for me. At least that’s what all those physiotherapists told me when I explained that my exercise mainly consisted of walking back and forth between the sofa and the kitchen.” 
 
    He sighed, looking resigned. “Must you fight me on everything?” 
 
    “I don’t think I fight you on everything.” But she had been accused of being argumentative a time or two and she seemed to take exception to most things Moroco said or did. But usually he bit back.  
 
    What was going on with him? She’d never tell him this, but she kind of enjoyed their arguments. Now he was acting all resigned and tired. 
 
    “Fine. Try to keep up then.” 
 
    “I will. Don’t worry.” 
 
    And for the first hour, she did. Then her legs started to ache. Her back was next. Those stupid physiotherapists didn’t know what they were talking about. She always knew they were just trying to torture her with all their exercise ‘suggestions.’ 
 
    Well, they hadn’t worded them as suggestions but that’s how she’d taken them. 
 
    Her legs and back weren’t even the worst of her problems. It was her feet. Her shoes were not made for walking. Actually, they weren’t made for much of anything. They’d cost her $5.99 in a Black Friday sale and she was starting to understand why they were sold so cheaply. They’d held their own for the first twenty minutes, but now she could feel the damp dew seeping through the soles. Her skin was rubbing horribly and her little toe felt like it was on fire. 
 
    Damn it. Maybe she should have let him carry her. 
 
    She’d made her bed and she had to lie on it. Besides, how could he carry her when he was carrying a backpack with all their emergency rations? And there was no way she was telling him he was right. That set a bad precedent.  
 
    She kept her mouth shut and just plodded along behind him.  
 
    One foot forward. Next foot forward. 
 
    Her breath sawed in and out of her lungs. She really was horribly unfit. She just hoped he couldn’t hear her. Except how could he not? She sounded like one of those steam trains she’d seen on a vid once.  
 
    As the suns rose, it started to heat up. Sweat ran in rivulets down her skin, just adding to her discomfort. Now her thighs were rubbing together, sweat was pooling between her butt cheeks and her bra was rubbing the undersides of her boobs.  
 
    Attractive. 
 
    But she was not going to complain. She was not going to slow him down. Perhaps she’d just collapse and lie here, waiting for one of those howling animals she’d heard last night to eat her. It had to be less painful than what she was going through right now.  
 
    To top it off, she was so horny she was in pain. Her nipples rubbed against her bra with each movement. The lips of her pussy were swollen, her clit was painfully engorged. It was ridiculous. And incredibly bad timing. She had to grit her teeth as a shockwave of need swam through her, heating her even more. 
 
    Wonderful. Just wonderful. She glared at Moroco’s back as he walked in front of her, completely oblivious. He just strode along as though he were going for a lovely afternoon stroll. He didn’t even seem to be sweating any more than usual. Damn him. 
 
    The least he could do was match his steps to hers. Didn’t he realize that she had much shorter legs? She practically had to run to keep up with him. And she didn’t run. Ever. If you ever saw her run then you should run too because there would be a blood-hungry, chainsaw-wielding murderer chasing her. 
 
    She stopped for a brief minute, leaning against a tree. He kept on going. Just as she’d thought. He’d completely forgotten she was there. Sadness filled her for a moment.  
 
    With a sigh, she kept going. Just one foot in front of the other.  
 
    The last thing she wanted was to give him cause to tell her I told you so. 
 
    Or to leave her behind. 
 
      
 
    Stars, he should have just tied her down and left her back on the shuttle. He snuck a look behind him to ensure that she was no longer leaning against the tree and was following him. Even though the thought of tying her down held a great deal of pleasure, he’d seen the look of fear on her face when he had suggested it and that didn’t sit well with him. 
 
    If he was truthful, leaving her behind hadn’t felt right. Who knew what sort of mischief she would get up to without him to watch over her and keep her in line?  
 
    So instead, he had designed a way of carrying her that left meant he could still take the backpack with emergency supplies. 
 
    But instead of being thankful, as most females would have been, she had given him a horrified look and told him in no uncertain terms that she wouldn’t be getting into it. So, he’d let her have her way, knowing she wouldn’t last long. Not only was she wearing unsuitable footwear, but his Saffron wasn’t one for exercise.  
 
    His Saffron. 
 
    He did not like the way he was softening towards her. Even though she was his mate, he had intended to keep some distance between them. He would not allow himself to feel anything more towards her than duty and arousal. He would keep her safe, ensure her health, and take her as often as they both needed. 
 
    But he would not care for her. He would not care for any female again. 
 
    And yet, listening to her heavy breathing, watching as her movements grew slower and more pained, he started to feel the stirrings of guilt. She was his mate. It was his job to look after her. And here he was, allowing her to push herself beyond endurance in order to prove a point. 
 
    Although, in his defense he had not thought she would last this long without complaining. She did not usually hesitate to voice her opinions or thoughts about anything else. He was shocked that his ears hadn’t started ringing with her complaints after the first fifteen minutes. 
 
    He was actually kind of proud of her. And he couldn’t help but compare her to Fancia. The other woman would have just expected him to carry her as her due. And still, she would have probably complained. About the heat. The bugs. The lack of decent food. 
 
    No, he was grateful not to have to put up with a list of complaints. But he wished she would make one. Then he could stop and finish this foolish charade. Then he could care for her as his body was urging him to. What had he been thinking? He was a healer and he knew of her back injury. He should have just told her she was going in the carrier and had that be the end of it.  
 
    He was a terrible mate. 
 
    “We are stopping here.” He came to a stop in a small clearing. 
 
    “What? Why?” she asked, wiping her sleeve across her face, leaving a smear of dirt in its wake. “Not because of me. I can keep going.” 
 
    Sure, she could. 
 
    “I am not certain why you continue to lie to me. You are a terrible liar.” 
 
    She scrunched up her nose. “No one else seems to think so. I’m actually pretty good at fooling people.” 
 
    “And why do you need to fool people?” 
 
    She shrugged, looking like she wished she hadn’t said anything at all.  
 
    “Sit,” he commanded, pulling the pack off. “We will have something to eat and drink before we set off again and you need more pain relief.” 
 
    Her tired nod and the slow way she lowered herself to the ground told him more than anything that she couldn’t continue on like this. He pulled out a fluid pouch and a vitamin bar and handed them over to her. She eagerly drank down the fluid, closing her eyes in delight. His cock twitched at that look on her face. 
 
    Now was not the time. 
 
    Although he couldn’t help but remember the look of pleasure and hunger on her face as he’d made her come. Then the way she had pulled away from him afterwards. That still puzzled him. He knew she had felt pleasure, he had felt her body react.  
 
    He also knew she had never felt anything like that before. Had that been it? Was her reaction a surprise to her? To realize that she could feel that? Saffron was a guarded person. As far as he could tell the only person she let close was Sophie. She was very protective of her sister. She watched out for her, made certain she had what she needed. 
 
    But who looked out for her? 
 
    He fixed another injection of pain inhibitor. She was now leaning back against the tree behind her, her eyes closed. It gave him the chance to study her. She was normally so animated, so full of life, so passionate about things that she could barely keep still. 
 
    But she was still now. Tired. In pain. 
 
    He wanted her to lean on him. But that required trust and Saffron had been hurt in the past. Was it any wonder that she could not trust him to care for her? Especially when he had not even shown her how well he could look after her. 
 
    He hardened his resolve to do what was best for her from now on. He really needed to work on gaining her trust. Not that he ever intended to give her the same. But all that was needed for him to look after her was for her to trust him. 
 
    “You are supposed to eat that bar. I do not want to give you some more pain inhibitor unless there is food in your stomach.” 
 
    She grimaced as she looked down at the bar. “I’m surprised you can call this food with a straight face. This tastes like drywall. Not that I’ve eaten drywall before but it’s got to be close to this.” 
 
    “You need to eat. It has vitamins and it will calm your stomach.” 
 
    “How did you know my stomach was upset?” 
 
    “You have rubbed it a few times.” 
 
    She stared at him suspiciously for a moment. “Do you notice everything?” 
 
    “Yes. Now eat.” 
 
    Sighing, she unwrapped the bar and slowly ate it, bite by tiny bite. He handed her another fluid pouch, which she gladly took, taking sips between bites to wash the terrible taste down. And it was awful, even he couldn’t pretend otherwise. But he didn’t like how pale she appeared. It would give her a much-needed boost. 
 
    He gave her the pain inhibitor, grateful they had plenty left. He could use one himself; his head was throbbing, although he’d walked at nearly a crawl so she could keep up. He could have covered at least twice as much ground on his own.  
 
    He frowned as he saw the way she pulled at that undergarment thing she wore. The one that covered her breasts from him. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with your breasts?” 
 
    She stilled, looking at him in shock. “No, they’re fine.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Fine, my bra is just chafing a bit. But then what isn’t?” 
 
    “Take your top off.” 
 
    “Um, Moroco, listen, I’m sure you’re feeling horny too, but now really isn’t the time to get down and dirty. Because you know, I’m actually dirty. And I smell. And I’m chafing in places I don’t want to think about. Now I know why all women seem to want a thigh gap—it’s to stop the chafing when they walk too much. Ouch.” 
 
    He stared down at the dirt. “Why would anyone wish to get down and dirty?” 
 
    A blush filled her cheeks, surprising him. The only time she ever grew embarrassed was when they were talking about joining. “You thought I wished to join with you?” 
 
    “You needn’t look so horrified,” she muttered. She wrapped her arms around herself, giving him a defensive look. “I get that I’m not looking my best but you’re the one who is under the delusion we’re mates. Isn’t that what mates do?” 
 
    “We are mates. There is no delusion.” He gripped her chin, holding it firmly but not so tightly that he risked hurting her. “And were you not injured and exhausted then I would be only too eager to join with you. But for the moment my main priority is your health. That comes before all else.” 
 
    Including his aching shaft. 
 
    “Because you’re a healer.” 
 
    “Because you are mine,” he told her fiercely. “Top. Off.” 
 
    She lifted it up and over her head. “There’s really nothing wrong. I just wore the wrong sort of bra for hiking.”  
 
    He pulled the bottom of her bra away, trying to view the problem. She slapped at his hands, but he ignored her. He frowned as he saw the angry lines marking her delicate skin. 
 
    “Take this off.” 
 
    She placed her hands over her bra. “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because it is rubbing your skin raw. I will put some cream on the marks.” 
 
    “Give the cream to me, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “You cannot see where to place it. It will be easier for me to do it. You do not have to worry about me harming you.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that.” She lifted her arm away and reached around behind her with a wince. 
 
    “Allow me,” he told her gruffly. He moved behind her and stared at the strap. Didn’t seem so hard to undo. He slowly undid the clasp and pulled the bra away from her breasts. There were marks on her back as well and she was tense once more. 
 
    “Had you simply allowed me to carry you, you could have avoided this.” 
 
    She stiffened as he applied the cream. He would need to give her another massage before they set out again or she was going to hurt herself further. 
 
    “I didn’t want to be a burden.” 
 
    “A burden? How could you possibly be a burden when you try to do everything yourself? Do you ever let anyone help you, Saffron?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at him with a frown. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Lie on your back.” He helped her lie back then started to apply the soothing cream to the line under her breasts. She had her arm pressed against her breasts, hiding them from him. Irritation bit at him, but there was no point in ordering her to bare herself to him when he had no intention of doing anything about the arousal riding both of them. They would have to complete the mating soon. The arousal was only going to grow more intense as time wore on. Until neither of them could ignore it. 
 
    But for the moment, he held himself back from reaching for her, from taking those hard nipples into his mouth. She was injured. She was tired. She didn’t need for him to push his needs on her. 
 
    He put the cream aside, then remembered what she’d said about thighs and her feet hurting. He grabbed the bottom of her skirt. 
 
    “Eek! What are you doing?” She grasped hold of her skirt, preventing him from pulling it up. 
 
    “I am checking your thighs. You said they were chafing.” 
 
    “Really, Moroco, I know you’re just trying to be thorough, but I can take care of myself.” She tried to sit, her arm still covering her breasts. 
 
    “Somehow, I think you have spent too much of your life taking care of yourself.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Who took care of you when you lived on Earth?” 
 
    She blew out a breath. “Haven’t you been to any of the seminars Mila holds about understanding human females? No, I guess you wouldn’t have since you didn’t plan on mating a human. On Earth, human females don’t need someone to take care of them. We take care of ourselves. We have jobs, we earn money, we live on our own. We don’t need a man to protect us.” 
 
    He frowned. “I do not like your Earth much. What worth is a male if he does not protect his female?” 
 
    She blinked at him for a moment then looked away with a shrug. “I’m sure there are men who do. There are good men on Earth and bad.” She turned back. “Can you hand me my bra?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So I can put it back on? Feeling a little naked here.” 
 
    Personally, he liked the way she looked right now. He’d keep her this way all the time if he could. Hmm, that was a thought. When they returned to Zerconia he could ban all clothing when she was in his house. He would put the privacy mode on, of course, not wishing for anyone to see. He did not want to share her beauty with others. It was all for him. 
 
    “Moroco? What are you thinking about? You’ve got a weird smile on your face.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “No? No, what?” 
 
    “No, you may not have that terrible contraption back. You can put your shirt back on if it makes you feel better.” 
 
    “Well, thanks very much for letting me wear my own shirt and I’m not going without my bra. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m kind of well-endowed here. If I walk around without a bra on I could poke an eye out.” 
 
    He failed to see how but it didn’t matter since she would not be doing any more walking. And if she thought he had not noticed her breasts, then she must think him blind. 
 
    “You are not putting that back on. It will rub your skin raw. Let me see your thighs.” 
 
    “You’re not going to give up until I do, are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She grabbed her shirt. “Fine.” 
 
    “Actually, do not put that back on. I wish to check your back first.” 
 
    “All right.” She held the shirt up to her breasts, covering them then lay back. That was a shame. But he turned his concentration to her thighs as he raised her skirt. She quickly pressed her skirt down to cover her mound. 
 
    “Spread your legs.” 
 
    “Jesus wept,” she muttered, but she moved her legs apart. 
 
    As he smeared the ointment on her red skin, he made certain he brushed against her pussy. Sure enough, she stiffened and let out a small groan. 
 
    He’d told himself he wasn’t going to take her until she was feeling better. But it was taking all of his self-control to stick to that vow. 
 
    Knowing he needed to pull himself together, he moved back towards her feet. Surely there could be nothing arousing about her feet. He slipped off one shoe, frowning as she groaned. Then he noticed the way her socks stuck to her feet. With blood. 
 
    “Saffron! Why did you not tell me your feet were this bad?” 
 
    She sat and looked down at them with a grimace. “They’re pretty messed up, huh? Shoot. I didn’t think they would be that bad.” 
 
    “Not that bad? They are rubbed raw in places.” How had she walked on these for the last few hours? Guilt stabbed at him. “This is unacceptable.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for them to get like this. You think I wanted this? Just give me the stuff and I’ll take care of them.” 
 
    She tried to snatch her feet back but he held them firmly in each hand. “Stop. Saffron, stop.” 
 
    She froze, looking at him with wide eyes and he realized he’d raised his voice without meaning to. “Just stay still and let me look after them.” 
 
    “I can still walk if that’s what you’re worried about,” she said. 
 
    “It is not what I am worried about.” He wrapped her feet up after cleaning them thoroughly. He knew it had to have hurt having him cover them in antiseptic but she hadn’t said a word. His admiration grew.  
 
    “Then why are you so grumpy? I mean, more grumpy than usual. You’re always grumpy, obviously.” 
 
    “I am not angry at you.” 
 
    “I’m the only person here, who else could you be angry with?” 
 
    “Myself.” He tidied up the supplies, putting everything away, taking one of the fluid pouches for himself. 
 
    “You? Why would you be angry at yourself?” 
 
    “Because I should never have allowed you to walk so far. In truth, I only agreed that you could walk because I thought you would give up after a few minutes. I should have known better. Your stubbornness nearly matches mine.” 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t think that’s a compliment,” she said dryly. She paused for a moment. “It’s not your fault. I could have said something.” 
 
    He raised one eyebrow. “You seem to have a little trouble with honest communication.” 
 
    She looked away for a moment then forced herself to look back. “It’s not that. It’s just…” she sighed. “I’m used to looking out for everyone else, you know? I’m used to being the strong one. The one people rely on. I’m not used to relying on anyone else.” 
 
    “Not even your family?” 
 
    She shrugged. “No. Our dad left us when we were young and our mom had to work to support us.” 
 
    “Your father left?” 
 
    “Yeah, he was a loser. It’s just that most of the men I knew on Earth…well, all of them actually, pretty much sucked. Our dad left, the men that mom…ah…worked with were all assholes. Then there was Sophie’s asshole boyfriend who was using her.” 
 
    “And Mike.” 
 
    She gave a humorless laugh. “Ah Mike, he was the least offensive out of the lot and that’s saying something, right? At least he didn’t promise anything he couldn’t come through on, other than being good in bed. He did talk that up a bit. That and the size of his dick. To call him a pencil dick is being generous.” 
 
    “You forgot Ricky. He was another man who hurt you, was he not?” 
 
      
 
    She stared at Moroco. How the hell did he know about Ricky? “Who told you about Ricky?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I would remember telling you about him.” 
 
    He looked slightly guilty. “It was after you had the pain inhibitor. The full dose.” 
 
    She frowned. “So while I was drugged up, you questioned me? That was pretty low of you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You seemed to want to share. I merely listened.” 
 
    Uh-huh, she was real sure that’s what happened. 
 
    “I don’t talk about Ricky.” 
 
    “Why? Because he hurt you? Scared you?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we get moving? Aren’t we trying to get to where you saw those lights by this evening?” 
 
    “We won’t make it there by this evening. We have been moving too slowly.” 
 
    That was moving slowly? Holy shit, she was in trouble. Now that she was sitting, her body really, really didn’t want to get moving again. Let alone at a faster pace. 
 
    “So we’re going to have to sleep out here?” It didn’t look so scary in the sunlight, but in the dark, unable to see what was around her…okay, now she was starting to freak out. 
 
    “I will look after you, Saffron.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    He reached across and surprised her by taking her hand in his. “Saffron, just because all the other men in your life have failed you, do not think that I will. I am nothing like those males. They were without honor. They did not understand their responsibility. I do.” 
 
    So she was a responsibility and a burden. Yay. 
 
    “Saffron, I know you have no reason to trust in me, but I will prove to you that you can.” She blinked at him, surprised. “You do not trust that I have your best interests in mind, but I do. Although I am not doing a great job of taking care of you currently.” He grimaced as he stared down at her feet. 
 
    “My own stubbornness has been known to get me into trouble now and then.” She slid her hand from his, suddenly this whole mating thing was getting a bit too real. 
 
    “Can I put my shirt on?” 
 
    “I wish to check your back.” He moved behind her. “You have tensed up again.” 
 
    Jeez, she wondered why.  
 
    “This would be easier if you lay on your stomach.” 
 
    With a sigh, she spread out her shirt. Wasn’t like it wasn’t filthy already anyway. What did a bit more dirt matter? Still holding an arm over her breasts, she attempted to lie face down on the shirt, nearly falling on her face. Only Moroco’s arm under her shoulders stopped her from slamming into the ground. 
 
    She groaned. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Yes.” Mainly her pride. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Nowhere you can fix. Just let me lie down, all right?” 
 
    He helped her lie flat then he started working on the knots in her back. Damn, that felt like heaven. All her irritation with him, all her aches and pains, seemed to disappear from her body as he massaged her back. Well, all except one ache, but that seemed to be her constant companion at the moment. She pressed her thighs together in an effort to relieve her throbbing clit. A small jolt of pleasure went through her and she shuddered. 
 
    “Are you well?” 
 
    “Yeah. Fine.” 
 
    When he finished up, she felt like a bowl of jelly. There wasn’t a hope in hell she was going to be able to continue their hike. All she wanted was to curl up on the ground and fall asleep. Moroco was silent as he helped her into her shirt.  
 
    He packed everything up, not even sparing her a glance. 
 
    When he suddenly grasped hold of her shoulders, the electrifying shock of awareness made her gasp in surprise. 
 
    “I apologize.” He snatched his hands back. “Did I frighten you?” 
 
    “No, I was just still in my post-massage haze.” 
 
    He gave her a firm look and held up the harness he’d earlier created. She wrinkled her nose. “I thought you left that behind.” 
 
    “No, I thought I would need it. Although I should have insisted on using it straight away then you wouldn’t have hurt yourself.” 
 
    She sighed. “Guess I don’t have much choice, do I?” 
 
    “No.” He made quick work of putting her into the harness as though worried she might change her mind. Smart man. 
 
    Then he crouched and lifted her against his front. “Hold onto me while I slip my arms through.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms and legs around him and wasn’t that like tasting one tiny piece of chocolate when you really wanted the whole delicious block? 
 
    Finally, he got the harness sorted.  
 
    “You can let go of me now, the ropes will hold you.” 
 
    This was going to be a long afternoon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The pain she’d been in before? Peanuts, compared to the agony she was now experiencing. Arousal agony. There was no other way to describe it. Her nipples, hard and sensitive, brushed against his chest over and over. He hadn’t really factored her legs dangling against his, so she’d had to wrap them around his torso, which meant her pussy was open and pressed to his hot stomach. Then there was the large hand he had on her ass to hold her against him and take the weight off her legs. His palm was so hot and heavy against her skin, it felt as though he was branding her. 
 
    Torture. Pure torture. 
 
    Then there was the silence. How could she be expected to suffer in silence? So she’d started to sing. Only problem was, she was a terrible singer and the only songs she really knew were Christmas Carols. 
 
    Honestly, if he still wanted her after listening to her sing “Jingle Bells” then he was either crazy or deaf. Maybe a bit of both. 
 
    She paused for a breath and he slid a hand over her mouth. 
 
    Rude. 
 
    She leaned back to glare up at him, but he wasn’t even staring at her. Instead, he was frowning at the vegetation around them. What was he looking for? 
 
    Suddenly, there was a rustling noise and five large beasts burst through the vegetation. Saffron screamed, certain they were about to be trampled to death. But the beasts came to a shuddering stop, still several feet away from them. Not so far that she couldn’t smell them, though. Oh God, they reeked. Her eyes watered, and if Moroco didn’t have his hand over her mouth still, she would have blocked her nose. 
 
    One of the beasts made a noise and to her surprise, Moroco made a similar noise back. Um, what the hell? He could talk to animals? 
 
    But wait a minute, she stared up at the beast’s face as more noises ensued. Was it talking? The thing looked a bit like a llama with its long neck, furry body and pointed ears, but its face was leathery and lined with a squashed nose and small eyes. 
 
    How the hell could he speak to them? 
 
    Tired of having him hold his hand over her mouth, she tried to move her head. No reaction. She pinched his side and he slapped her ass. Seriously! 
 
    There was a cackling noise behind her. Were they laughing? Oh hell no. She turned to glare at the one closest then thought better of it as it stared down at her hungrily. Oh shit, he was probably imagining her roasting on a spit. She turned back to Moroco, barely resisting the urge to bury her face into his chest. This was so far out of her comfort zone it wasn’t funny. 
 
    Finally, the weird guttural noises they were all making stopped. There was a rustling noise and when she looked up, they were gone as quickly as they had arrived. 
 
    Moroco removed his hand from her mouth.  
 
    “What the hell were they?” she asked. 
 
    “Loomins. They are native to this planet.” 
 
    “That’s who you said would help us?” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “Thousands of years ago, Equin was invaded by a race called the Mavorts. They killed hundreds of thousands of Loomins by all accounts and captured the rest as slaves. Years later, a race of Savans came to Equin and overthrew the Mavorts, freeing the Loomins. Now they live in a sort of semi-peace together. The Savans will help us.” 
 
    “Those things didn’t seem very friendly. How come you can speak their language?” 
 
    “They are not friendly. If one of them did not remember me from when I was here before we would have been in a lot of trouble. Loomins are carnivores.” 
 
    She shuddered. “Yeah, one of them was practically licking his lips as he stared at me.” 
 
    “You would be lucky if all they did was eat you. Females do not usually fare so well with them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Loomins have no females left. In order to breed they take females of other species and keep them as breeding mares. When they are no longer of use they get rid of them. They try not to take Savans, as they do not wish a war, so they wait for visitors. Equin gets very few visitors.” 
 
    She shivered. “All right, now I’m completely freaked out.” 
 
    “Luckily, they told me it is only a few hours walk to get to the village. We will make it by nightfall.” 
 
    “What do you mean that one of them recognized you? You’ve been here before?” 
 
    He grimaced. “You know when I told you that I returned to Zerconia after Fancia ran off?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t return right away.” 
 
    It hit her like a light bulb going off. “Oh God, you followed her, didn’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. “A foolish decision. But I had to make sure she was certain this was what she wanted.” 
 
    Sweet. If a little naïve.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He moved faster, as though thinking about Fancia filled him with restless energy. “I caught up with her and her lover in the airspace outside of Santex. It’s a planet not far from here. Fancia’s lover was a courier so they moved around a lot. I got there just in time to see his ship being blown apart by a rival courier ship who had taken offense that he was entering their airspace.” 
 
    “Oh God, you watched her die?” she asked, horrified. 
 
    “Yes.” His voice was tight. 
 
    “Then you returned to Zerconia.” 
 
    He let out a grim laugh. “I should have. No, then I set about tracking down the people who had killed her.” 
 
    She gulped. “How long did that take you?” 
 
    “Three years.” 
 
    Oh God, he’d been so in love with her that he’d tracked down her killers even after she’d used and dumped him. What would it be like to have him love her like that? They might be mates, but that didn’t mean he would ever love her.  
 
    “When I was last here on Equin, the Loomins chief had been injured and they had heard of my healing abilities. They kidnapped me to take care of their chief. Thankfully, I was able to save his life, which is why they spared our lives right now.” 
 
    “That must have been scary.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I really had nothing left to fear. Not death, not pain, not sorrow.” 
 
    Because he had lost Fancia. 
 
    “So what was with holding your hand over my mouth and slapping my ass? Was that some sort of show for them?” 
 
    “They heard your…um…singing and came to investigate the noise. One of them thought an animal might be injured and in pain.” 
 
    “Oh, ha ha, it wasn’t that bad.”  
 
    He didn’t reply to that.  
 
    Wise man.  
 
    “I did not wish to draw their attention to you. But Loomins only recognize strength, any sign of weakness and they would have tried to take you from me. So when you pinched me I had to retaliate.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to look as though you enjoyed it.” 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    She lay back on the bed with a sigh of relief. She was clean. She was fed. And now she could sleep. It might be a roughly built hut in a small village, and the bed might just be a pile of rushes on the ground covered in furs, but it felt like fucking heaven.  
 
    She might just lie here until the Zerconians arrived. Truthfully, she was so exhausted that was a real possibility. As soon as they reached the outskirts of the village, people had rushed out to greet them. The Savans were a tall, lean race. Both the men and women were built similarly, the only difference was that some of them had facial hair.  
 
    They were certainly friendly though. As soon as Moroco had explained what had happened, well she thought that was what he said, a group of them pulled her off to a nearby river where they’d helped her bathe, much to her embarrassment. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had bathed her.  
 
    Then they’d dried her, given her some clean clothing and fed her. She hadn’t seen Moroco, which had kind of worried her, but once she was clean and had a full belly it seemed that her body had decided it was time to rest. Obviously sensing her fatigue, two of the group had led her to this small hut. 
 
    She yawned and stretched. At least her back felt good. She wished she could say the same about her feet. She’d left the bandages on while she was bathing then pulled them off afterwards. The women—and lord she hoped they were women considering where they’d had their hands while they were helping her get clean—had clucked over the state of her feet. She’d had to politely refuse when one of them tried to put some sort of gloop on them. But she had been grateful for the rough sort of footwear another produced. They were just a wooden base with ropes that tied over the top of her feet, but they kept her feet off the dirty ground.  
 
    She needed to be careful about infection. Hopefully, Moroco had some more antiseptic and bandages in his pack. Where was Moroco?  
 
    Her mind circled back to the conversation about trust. She didn’t trust easily, most people, she’d found, would let you down. And if you let yourself care about them then you just ended up hurt. 
 
    So how could she trust Moroco? She knew he would protect her. He’d proven that time and again. He’d do whatever was necessary to take care of her, including carrying her for hours because of her injured feet. Sure, he was incredibly autocratic, he always thought he was right, and they would butt heads time and again. 
 
    But then, she wouldn’t enjoy being with a weak man, would she? A man she could walk over would never gain her respect. 
 
    So what did that mean? That she already trusted him? That she was ready to move forward? To what? Have sex with him? Oh hell, she was more than ready for that. But if he was her mate then sex was going to tie them together forever. There were no divorces, there was no leaving. 
 
    Instead of filling her with panic, that thought gave her a feeling of security. He could never leave her. If there was one thing that Moroco wasn’t, it was a quitter. He was loyal and he was honorable. He’d spent years tracking down Fancia’s killers. It made her a bit sad to realize how devoted he’d been to another woman.  
 
    And no matter how much she pissed him off, no matter if she gained fifty pounds and her hair went gray, he wasn’t going to leave.  
 
    She closed her eyes with a yawn. Maybe she should go and find him. Soon…she’d go soon. 
 
    *** 
 
    He slid into the bed next to her. Her skin felt cool to the touch and he pulled up the fur she’d managed to kick onto the ground, tucking it around her. She murmured something in her sleep and he couldn’t stop himself from leaning down and kissing her forehead.  
 
    She was frowning, as though she were having less than pleasant dreams. But once she felt his touch, those frown lines disappeared. He hadn’t liked leaving her on her own for so long but he knew that the Savan females would take care of her. When he lay back, she rolled over as though sensing his presence, pressing herself up against him. 
 
    It had been the same the night before. Once she fell asleep, she’d plastered herself against him, throwing one leg over him and almost trying to burrow under him. It had made sleep next to impossible. He’d just lain there, staring at the ceiling and telling himself all the reasons why he couldn’t roll her over, spread her legs and take her. 
 
    It seemed tonight was going to be more of the same. At least they’d both had the chance to bathe and change and they didn’t have to sleep on the ground. He frowned, thinking of her feet. He wondered if she’d removed the bandages. What if they had gotten infected? The could need rebandaging.  
 
    Knowing he wouldn’t sleep until he’d checked, he carefully pulled the fur back and climbed from the bed. He relit the lamp. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to go take care of his other pressing need as well, because there was no way he could sleep with his shaft as hard as it was. 
 
    She sat, her hair over her face, staring at him sleepily. “Moroco? Where are you going?”  
 
    “To check your feet. Are they hurting you? Did you take the bandages off?” 
 
    She yawned then pushed her hair back from her face to smile up at him. He liked her like this. All soft and flushed from sleep. She seemed gentler, less on guard. 
 
    “My feet are fine. You can look at them in the morning. Come lie down, you have to be as tired as I am.” 
 
    “Actually, I have something else to take care of first.” 
 
    The garment she was wearing had slipped down, revealing the top of her breasts. He swallowed heavily. Coming back to this hut had been a bad idea. He should have asked for a hut of his own. But he hadn’t liked the idea of leaving her to sleep on her own. What if she woke up disoriented and needed him? What if the Loomins decided to follow them and grab her? 
 
    No, sleeping apart from her wasn’t an option. Not that he would be getting much sleep. 
 
    “What? It’s dark outside, what do you need to do?” 
 
    “It matters not.” He resigned himself to lying against her once again with his shaft and balls fit to bursting. 
 
    He slid in next to her.  
 
    “Oh, you’re nice and warm.” She snuggled next to him. “Moroco?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he snapped, his need for her making his temper short. 
 
    She leaned up on one elbow to look down at him. She bit at her lip, looking hesitant. 
 
    “Would you…if you’re not too tired…I mean…” 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. “Is your back sore? Do you need me to massage it?” 
 
    “No, it’s not sore. Although a massage is kind of what I want.” 
 
    He sighed. “You speak in riddles. I am too tired for this conversation.” 
 
    He felt her withdraw and saw a flash of hurt cross her face. The light of lamp he’d relit flickered, casting shadows across the room. 
 
    “Of course. Go to sleep.” Her voice was cool and she rolled over to lie stiffly at the edge of the bed. That was for the best. It meant he might manage some sleep.  
 
    He rolled over to face the other wall and reached for the lamp to turn it off then pulled his hand back. The hurt on her face just didn’t sit well with him. What had she been asking him for?  
 
    “Saffron?” He reached over and grabbed her arm gently, turning her over. He stared down into her face, saw the misery and felt his stomach tighten. He didn’t like to see her upset, especially when he knew he was the cause. He brushed her hair back from her face. 
 
    “Your hair smells like flowers.” 
 
    She nodded. “The women washed it for me. They were women, weren’t they?” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Think I would have let men bathe you?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “You guess not?” he thundered. He rolled so he was over her, although he made certain to rest his weight on his arms. “No other male will ever touch you. You are mine.” 
 
    “Yeah? Prove it.” There was challenge in her voice and something else. A vulnerability he had rarely seen her exhibit. 
 
    “Gladly,” he told her. Then leaning down, he kissed her. 
 
      
 
    The kiss sizzled across her skin, making her shiver and groan. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, determined not to let him go. She’d known exactly what she was doing when she challenged him. 
 
    And thank God, he had taken the bait.  
 
    She kissed him like her life depended on it, throwing everything she had into the kiss. She pressed up against him, feeling his hard cock. The knowledge that he wanted her just as much as she did him gave her the confidence to reach down and brush her hand against his hard dick. 
 
    He moved back, staring down at her.  
 
    “Don’t stop,” she cried out, arching her chest up. She needed to feel his touch everywhere, her nipples, her lips, her pussy. 
 
    “I am not stopping. This time you will be mine.” 
 
    Those words, spoken so arrogantly, would have infuriated her in the past, but now she understood. 
 
    If she was his then he was hers as well. 
 
    He moved back, staring down at her as he knelt between her open legs. “Is your back paining you?” 
 
    “No. No, I feel fine. Damn it, Moroco, touch me.” 
 
    He raised one eyebrow. “Do you think you are in charge?” 
 
    Oh fuck. She should have known that he would be dominant in the bedroom. He was dominant everywhere else so why not here as well. Her excitement grew in leaps and bounds. Who knew that she’d enjoy being bossed around in the bedroom? 
 
    “I don’t know. You don’t seem to want to touch me so maybe I will have to take charge.” Daringly, hoping she looked sexy and not stupid, she ran her hand down her stomach towards her pussy, pushing it beneath the skirt the women had given her to wear. They hadn’t supplied any undergarments so she’d worn the whole outfit to bed as it was kind of chilly tonight. 
 
    Well, it had been before he arrived. 
 
    His eyes widened as he watched her. Then he snatched both of her hands and held them with one of his, pressing them above her head. “This body is mine. You are mine. And there is no touching without permission, understood?” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “Or you are finally getting that spanking.” 
 
    “Promises. Promises.” 
 
    Holy fuck, had she really just said that?  
 
    “Another challenge? You are feeling brave.” 
 
    Brave or stupid, she wasn’t certain which it was at this point. 
 
    He rolled her over and she gasped as he quickly drew her skirt down over her hips and off her legs. 
 
    “Moroco?” She peered over her shoulder at him, feeling uncertain.  
 
    He ran a hand over her ass cheeks. “I like to be in control of everything. That includes while joining. Does that make you fear me?” 
 
    There was something in his voice. Something that told her to tread carefully. That her answer was important. 
 
    “I know you’d never hurt me. Can you handle the fact that I’m not always going to let you get your way? I’ll challenge you.” 
 
    “I always thought I wanted a sweet, biddable mate. Someone who would anticipate my wishes, someone who would obey me without question.” 
 
    “Sounds boring,” she commented, even though she felt a stab of hurt. She would never be sweet or biddable. 
 
    “I never once threatened to spank Fancia.” 
 
    Of course, he hadn’t. Okay, this conversation was doing nothing for her libido. She tried to roll over but he pressed his hand against her back. 
 
    “I thought that was what I wanted. Now, I discover it is not.” 
 
    The words weren’t flowery. They weren’t a declaration of undying love.  
 
    But they were enough. 
 
    He rubbed her buttocks, squeezing them and her arousal started growing again.  
 
    “Spread your legs.” He ran his hands up the inside of her thighs, pressing a hand against her mound.  
 
    “Moroco!” 
 
    “Hush. We do not want our neighbors to hear us and worry that something is wrong. You will need to quiet yourself, as hard as I know that will be for you.” 
 
    Before she could snap back at him, he slapped his hand down on her ass. 
 
    “Hey!” she cried out, trying to roll, but he held her steady and smacked her other cheek. Once. Twice. 
 
    “I owe you several of these,” he said in a dark voice, pausing to rub the heat of the slaps into her skin. Oh God. That heat filled her body, making her clit throb and she actually found herself pushing back at him, wanting more. 
 
    He snorted in amusement. “Liked that, did you?” 
 
    He gave her several more spanks. All of them stung and each time he paused to rub, the heat drove her insane. 
 
    When he rolled her over, her breath was coming in fast pants, her pussy swollen, her nipples rubbing against her top. 
 
    He grasped the bottom of her top, pulling it off over her head. “In our bed, you will wear nothing.” He cupped one breast, running his thumb over her tight nipple. 
 
    “I will if you do,” she told him. 
 
    He grinned. “Why would I wear something to bed? It would only get in my way when I wake in the night and decide I must have you. We will both be naked so I can have access when I want you, how I need you. Sometimes, I will spread your legs and lick you into orgasm, other times I will press you to the bed and enter you in one deep thrust. Other times, I will suck on these nipples until you find your release, screaming in my arms. When we are in my home, you may make as much noise as you wish.” 
 
    “I can’t come just from having my nipples sucked,” she told him. 
 
    “You do like to offer challenges, do you not?” He ran one hand up and down her body. “But not tonight. This night I must be inside you. I have to feel your warmth around my shaft, sucking on me, taking me into you.” He circled the tip of his finger around her clit. A light touch that wasn’t nearly enough to send her soaring over the edge. 
 
    He flicked her nipple in time with her clit. Gentle movements that drove her insane and kept her on the brink. She closed her eyes as she writhed on the bed. “Moroco, please!” 
 
    Something warm engulfed her nipple and she opened her eyes to see him sucking on her nipple. His tongue flicked it right as he plunged two fingers deep inside her. 
 
    “Ohh!” 
 
    He raised his mouth, frowning at her. “What did I tell you about remaining quiet?” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, whimpering as he paused, his fingers deep inside her. “I won’t do it again.” 
 
    He sighed and shook his head. “I wish I could believe that. Your discipline is seriously lacking.” 
 
    “Guess you’ll just have to teach me, huh?” 
 
    “Yes. I believe it shall take a lifetime.” He moved his fingers from her pussy. 
 
    “No!”  
 
    “Hush. You have no say in what I do. Your job is to do exactly as I tell you. Then you shall be rewarded.” 
 
    “In case you haven’t worked it out, I’m not very good at doing what I’m told.” 
 
    His eyes flared. “That is what I am counting on.” 
 
    He slid an arm beneath her legs, pulling them back to her chest. “Does this position hurt your back?” 
 
    “No.” But it certainly left her feeling vulnerable and on display, especially when he shifted so he could view her pussy and ass. 
 
    “Good.” He shifted so his other arm pressed her legs back, smacking his free hand down on her ass. Oh God, in this position he could easily hit her pussy as well. With his next smack, he did. And from his smug grin she knew it had been deliberate. 
 
    She arched back as pleasure engulfed her, sharp and stinging. “Ohhh. How do you expect me to remain quiet when you do things like that?” 
 
    “You will just have to learn, will you not?” 
 
    He ran his finger up and down her slick slit then lower towards her puckered entrance. “Moroco, no!” 
 
    An eyebrow went up, the look on his face imperious. He reminded her of a pirate. Dark, dangerous, and forbidden. More than she could handle but just exactly what she needed. 
 
    “Does this body belong to me?” 
 
    “Does yours belong to me?” she countered. He was demanding everything from her and she was scared of losing herself in him. She trusted him to take care of her, but she to retain who she was. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath. “All right, then, you can touch me there.” 
 
    “I was always going to.” He rubbed his finger over her puckered entrance. 
 
    “Although I really don’t know why you’d want to. Isn’t it kind of gross?” 
 
    “Gross?” 
 
    “Gross means yucky. I mean, it’s kind of dirty.” Oh hell, Saffron, shut up. If he wants to touch you there then let him touch you there. This is not the time for this sort of conversation. 
 
    “Nothing about my body is gross. Now relax while I explore.” He ran his finger back and forth over her back entrance, pressing against it lightly and sending her arousal raging. 
 
    “Hold your legs back against your body. Do not move them,” he warned. “Unless your back is hurting then you will tell me, immediately. Am I understood?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes.” She would agree to anything right now if he would just hurry up and give her some relief. She was on fire here. 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    Oh dear, those two words shouldn’t have affected her so strongly but she couldn’t help the shudder of pleasure that worked its way over her.  
 
    He flicked her clit with his thumb. “I am going to take you tonight, marlia. Push my shaft deep inside you. You will be full. Taken. Mine.” 
 
    Like there was ever any doubt whose she was. 
 
      
 
    He had never felt impatience like this before. The urge to just slam his way inside her was almost overwhelming. He had to force himself to go slow. She was tight and he was large. He had to ensure she was well prepared. That she experienced nothing but pleasure. 
 
    He parted her pussy lips, which were still on display, and licked along her slit. The taste of her was sweet, just a little tart and so very addictive. She let out a low moan as he tongued the tight bundle of nerves at the top of her slit. Her breath grew faster, her legs shaking. 
 
    Concerned that holding herself in this position could harm her back, he tapped the side of her thigh. 
 
    “Let go, place your legs over my shoulders. I am going to feast on you but you will not come without my permission.” 
 
    “What?” she cried out. “You cannot be serious.” 
 
    “Have you known me to ever joke?” 
 
    “No. Oh, hell. You’ll kill me.” 
 
    “Nobody ever died of pleasure.” He kept his smile hidden at her dramatics. He explored her folds, licking every inch, savoring her, loving the little noises she made, the way she writhed beneath him.  
 
    He plunged his tongue deep and she let out a loud shout. Immediately, he leaned up to give her a firm look. “Do I need to find something to gag you with?” 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes wide. “No. I just didn’t expect you to put your tongue…oh hell…oh shit…I am in such trouble.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” He smacked his hand on her ass. “No more noise or I will stop.” 
 
    “Don’t stop. Don’t stop. I’ll be good. Shit. Somehow.” 
 
    He continued to taste her, lapping at her clit, running his tongue over her entrance, circling it before once again plunging deep. This time, she seemed to be more prepared, letting out just a low grunt. 
 
    When her breath was coming hard and fast, her whole body quivering, low whimpering noises filling the room he pulled back. “You may find your release.” 
 
    He circled her clit with his tongue as he pushed two fingers deep. She started to come, pulsating around his fingers. He moved, rising and stripping then before the last tremors of her release left her body, he inched his way inside her. 
 
    “Oh, Moroco!” 
 
    He paused. She was in pain? 
 
    “More. More. I need you inside me.” 
 
    Relief filled him. He would have stopped if she was in pain, but he was certainly glad he did not have to. His shaft ached. He had never felt need like this before. Never needed someone so desperately. 
 
    Once he was deep inside her, he paused. 
 
    “Look at me, Saffron.” 
 
    She stared up at him, her eyes had a glassy, dazed look, her cheeks were flushed, her hair tangled and messy. 
 
    She had never looked more beautiful. 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    Her eyes widened but then to his surprise a smile crossed her lips. 
 
    “Mine,” she mimicked. 
 
    He knew then that she would be just as possessive of him as he was of her. And he realized at that moment that was exactly what he wanted. 
 
    He started moving. Slowly pulling out then thrusting deep. Hard. Fast. She stared up at him, passion filling her gaze once more. “Moroco, oh God, Moroco. I have never felt anything like this before.” 
 
    Neither had he. He would never let her go. She was his. Forever. 
 
    The ache started deep in his stomach, need burned. He was close, so close. Saffron threw her head back, her passage pulsating around him as she came again. And he slipped over the edge, filling her, having to hold back his own shout of satisfaction. 
 
    A wave of dizziness hit him as he felt their bodies join, the mating process start. Saffron slumped beneath him and he slipped from her, concern filling him as he gathered her close. Even though he had expected it, he didn’t like watching her lie there, so still. He took hold of her wrist, checking her pulse. Even. His breath came a bit easier. He rose from their bed and wet a rag in the bowl of water that someone had thoughtfully left for them. He washed the sweat of her skin, knowing it would soon irritate her. He spread her legs then wiped between them. Just a small act, but it reminded him that he now had a mate. He had never done something so intimate with his lovers before. 
 
    But she wasn’t just a lover, was she? 
 
    She was his. 
 
    Forever. 
 
    *** 
 
    Saffron opened her eyes slowly, yawning. She felt exhausted, but it was a pleasant kind of exhaustion. She stretched her arms above her head as sunlight streamed through the cracks in the walls.  
 
    Cracks in the walls? Since when did her house have cracks in the walls? 
 
    She sat up suddenly, her elbow connecting with something. She turned at a noise of pain, her heart racing in panic until she saw Moroco and she remembered where she was. The hut on Equin. Where she’d slept last night with Moroco. After they’d had sex together. Her cheeks burned as he cupped his nose. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you were there.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows as he sat. “Is that how you wake every morning? Perhaps I need to wear protective headwear to bed.” 
 
    She grimaced. “Sorry. Forgot where I was. Are you all right? It’s not broken, is it?” 
 
    “It is fine.” He moved his hand away and gave an experimental sniff. Then he studied her. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Fine. Well, better than fine. I feel clean and rested. I slept like the dead.” 
 
    “Yes, I grew worried by how deeply you fell into sleep after you fainted. But I thought your body probably needed the rest to recuperate.” 
 
    “Faint? I didn’t faint.” 
 
    Did she? 
 
    What had happened after they’d slept together? She could remember exploding around him. Feeling him come…and then nothing. 
 
    “Holy shit, I fainted again? I never faint. It must be you.” 
 
    He looked surprised. “What must be me?” 
 
    “It must be you making me faint,” she accused, pushing her finger into his chest. “It’s all your fault.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    She looked at him in surprise. 
 
    “At least in this instance,” he added. “You fainted because we are now mates. Your body is changing, accepting that you are my mate. Soon, you will be able to sense me, we will be able to communicate without being together.” 
 
    She rubbed her head. “Shit. I knew that. Sounds kind of invasive.” 
 
    “I can teach you how to put in mind blocks.” He sounded a bit insulted but she wasn’t about to say no. 
 
    “That would be good.”  
 
    “At least you did not run from me this time.” 
 
    “Ah…yeah…sorry about that.” She looked anywhere but at him. 
 
    “What happened? Why did you get so upset after your release?” 
 
    She shrugged, not wanting to talk about it. 
 
    “You are fond of control, like I am. It can be hard when we find ourselves out of control of a situation.” 
 
    She looked at him now, surprised by his understanding. “I guess so.” 
 
    “I am here to hold you afterwards. To look after you.” 
 
    “What does marlia mean?” she asked, wanting to change the subject. 
 
    “It is a small animal. It has spikes on its upper body. When it is threatened, it curls in on itself, using its spikes to protect its soft stomach. You remind me of this animal.” 
 
    Great. So basically, she was a hedgehog. 
 
    “When we return to Zerconia, you can organize a mating ceremony.” 
 
    “I can organize it?” She dug that finger back into his chest. “Listen to me now, buddy. That’s not the way things are going to work between us.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “I’m not going to stay home day after day and keep your house clean and your bed warm. Just because I don’t mind you taking charge in the bedroom doesn’t mean that extends to the rest of our life, got it?” 
 
    “I understood one part of that.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, what’s that?” 
 
    “That you enjoy me dominating you in the bedroom. A lot.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d got that far,” she muttered, even though it was true.  
 
    “Are you sore this morning?” 
 
    “My back seems to be okay. My feet will probably start aching when I move around on them.” 
 
    “I was not talking of your back or feet.” 
 
    “Then what?” He gave her a heated look. Oh, that. She felt herself blush. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “I believe I should inspect you to make sure.” 
 
    She frantically shook her head but he ignored her, pushing her legs apart and wedging himself between them. A knock came on the door just as he pulled the lips of her pussy apart. He sighed and sent her a rueful look. Regret filled her. Damn, she had it bad for the big lug. 
 
    He threw a fur over her and once she was fully covered, he quickly pulled on his pants and went to the door. There was some quiet talk then he closed the door and returned.  
 
    “I must leave.” He grabbed his shirt, pulling it on. 
 
    She sat up, keeping the fur over her. This thing between them was still too new for her to feel comfortable being nude with him while they just talked. 
 
    “I must go to the closest town to send a communication to Zerconia.” 
 
    “What? How far away is this town? Are we leaving now?” She pushed the fur off and was about to stand when he grabbed hold of her arms and gently laid her back. 
 
    “I am going. You are staying here.” 
 
    “What?” She hated the panic that welled at the thought of him leaving her. She was tougher than this. She was used to being on her own. 
 
    His gaze narrowed and he stared at her thoughtfully. “I am coming back.” 
 
    “Of course, you are.” 
 
    “I will be back by nightfall.” 
 
    “Yep.” Her mind whirled. What would she do if he didn’t return? 
 
    “Look at me.” The dark depth to his voice had her turning her gaze to his immediately. Damn. How did he do that? It would be a good trick to learn. “How is it you trust me enough to let go when we are joining? You trust me when you are asleep, when you curl up against me, yet you do not trust my word now. We are mates. You know what a mating means to a Zerconian.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s just…” 
 
    She knew he didn’t love her. It’s not like she needed love. Stupid, fickle emotion. People fell in and out of love all the time. She should be grateful that a mating wasn’t based on love. 
 
    Except, Moroco had loved Fancia so much that even after she used him, he sought revenge for her death. And stupidly, she found herself wanting that. Craving it. For someone to love her like that. With everything. 
 
    “I would rather come with you. We are in this together, right?” 
 
    He shook his head. “You need rest. You need to stay off your feet. I know it is hard for you to allow someone else to care for you, but in this I must insist. You will remain in this bed and not move except to use the toilet.” 
 
    “These guys don’t have a toilet, it’s a big hole in the ground.” 
 
    “You know what I meant.” 
 
    “I know we’ve been mated less than twelve hours and you think you can boss me around.” 
 
    An argument. This was safer territory for her. She didn’t enjoy feeling vulnerable and uncertain. But anger, that was an emotion she was only too familiar with. 
 
    He gave her a firm look. “You will do as I say, Saffron. I am your mate now. I am in charge of your health. Now, if you are a good girl, I shall reward you when we get home.” The look in his eyes made her breath quicken. Shit, she’d gone from feeling uncertain to angry to horny in less than five minutes. 
 
    This mating stuff sure could mess with a girl’s mind. 
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as he returned, he knew she had disobeyed him. He was tired, he was dirty, and he was hungry. Yet all those irritations drifted away as he stared down at her. He knew he should be upset that she had so blatantly disregarded his orders. He should punish her. The thought made his body tighten. His shaft, which always hardened around her, pressed tightly against his pants. He’d thought about her all day, worried over her, wondered if he had made the right decision in leaving her alone. What if something happened to her? What if someone hurt her? It had pushed him into getting back to her quickly. 
 
    Now, his relief at finding her safe and in one piece was quickly morphing into a desire to push her back, spread her legs and claim her. 
 
    “You’re back early. I wasn’t expecting you for another few hours.”  
 
    He guessed by the way she was panting slightly that she’d had to race to get into bed.  
 
    “Were you successful? Did you get through to Zerconia?” 
 
    “Yes. They will be here within the next three or four days.” He eyed her steadily. “You were told to remain in bed.” 
 
    She pressed her hands against the furs covering her. “And I am in bed, aren’t I? Why are you frowning? Shouldn’t you be pleased?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m very pleased. I didn’t want to have to punish you when I returned.” 
 
    She scowled. “Punish?” 
 
    “Yes.” He moved to her feet, raising the furs and checking them. At least they were still bandaged. Although the bandages looked a little dirty. He unwound them. “Would you like to know what I would have done?” 
 
    “What?” Her eyes had widened, a slight look of alarm filling them. 
 
    “I would have stripped you naked, inspected every inch of you to make certain you were unharmed. Then I would have had you lie back on the bed where I would bring you to the peak of pleasure time and again, pulling back just as you were about to come. Then I would have taken my own pleasure and left you aching and in need all night.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open and she stared at him in shock. He studied her feet, pleased to see they were healing nicely. “I’ll leave these bandages off for a while and rewrap them in the morning.” 
 
    He stood and grabbed a rag. “I’m going to go bathe and find some food for us. Is there anything else you require?” 
 
    “No. Moroco!” 
 
    He looked back at her. “Yes?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have done that!” There was a nervous note to her voice but also something else. Excitement? 
 
    “Yes, I would have. By the way, you have smudges of dirt on your face and your hands. You might wish to wash them off. Most of the women do after they’ve been working in the garden.” 
 
    He left before his smile broke free. There, that would give her something to think about while he bathed. 
 
      
 
    She stared after Moroco in shock. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t. Besides, he didn’t know for sure that she’d left this bed. She looked down at her dirty hands with a grimace. Well, if he hadn’t come home earlier than expected, she’d have had time to wash herself first. 
 
    It was his fault she was in trouble. 
 
    And what right did he have ordering her around, anyway? She didn’t need to rest. Although she had been a little grateful when she’d seen him entering the village from the fields, as her back was aching a bit from bending over and her feet had been sweltering in the bandages. 
 
    But she wouldn’t tell him that. Wouldn’t do to let him have the upper hand. He already thought he got to order her around. 
 
    And punish her. 
 
    That thought actually made her shiver. She rose and moved to the basin of water, quickly washing herself. A dip in the river would be better, but she thought that might be pushing things. 
 
    When he returned, she was dozing lightly. The scent of food soon roused her. 
 
    Moroco frowned as he sat on the bed facing her, putting down a platter loaded with roast meat and vegetables. “You overdid it today.” 
 
    “Lying in bed? Doubt it.” 
 
    “Do not lie to me.” She paused in the act of bringing a piece of meat to her mouth. The dark note in his voice told her he meant business, but not in a sexy way. “It is the one thing I will not tolerate.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, I get that. Sorry.” 
 
    “When I give an order, I expect it to be obeyed, Saffron.” 
 
    “I think I’ve mentioned I don’t take orders well.” 
 
    “If you had gotten the cuts on your feet infected you could end up very ill. There are no regeneration chambers on Equin. You could die.” 
 
    “Okay, hold up. I get that things are primitive here. But it’s a few cuts on my feet, I haven’t been sliced apart. And I’m not going to get horribly ill and die, all right?” 
 
    This was kind of an overreaction and completely unexpected. He needed to calm down or he was going to give himself a heart attack. 
 
    “Eat.” He pressed a piece of something to her lips. She tried to ask what it was, but he quickly popped it into her mouth. As she chewed, flavor burst on her tongue. 
 
    “Yum.” She reached for another bit, but he gave her hand a light smack and then fed her more himself. She blushed a little, but got the feeling that he needed to do this. So she sat there and let him feed her. 
 
    When he put the platter aside, she was pleasantly full and tired. Moroco pulled back the covers.  
 
    “You are dressed. What is my rule about that?” 
 
    She blushed a little. Then raised one eyebrow. “And what about you?” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment then nodded and reached for his shirt, stripping it off, revealing his muscular body. The suns were starting to set and it was growing darker, but she could still make out his wide shoulders, firm biceps, the way his abs rippled as he moved. He was gorgeous, breathtaking. Hers. 
 
    As he pulled off his pants, her mouth went dry, her heart beat thundering in her ears as she took in his firm cock. It stood proud and thick and she couldn’t help but wonder what he tasted like.  
 
    “Your turn.” 
 
    She stared up at him, feeling her cheeks redden as she pulled off her top, revealing her full breasts. The Savans didn’t seem to wear underwear of any sorts so all day her boobs had been swinging around. Not that anyone had paid much attention. 
 
    She raised her hips then slid her skirt down. His gaze roamed over her body, his eyes heavy-lidded, his face cool and stern. But she saw the way his eyes narrowed as his gaze rested first on her breasts then her pussy. 
 
    He was just as affected by her nudity as she was by his. 
 
    She knelt, staring at his dick. Then she licked her lips. “I want to taste you.” 
 
    He fisted his cock and moved closer. The rushes she knelt on meant she wasn’t raised high off the ground, but it put her at the perfect height to take him into her mouth. She licked her way along his shaft, sneaking a look up at him. His jaw was tense, the muscles on his neck standing out and she sensed how hard he was having to work to hold himself back.  
 
    She sucked the head of his cock into her mouth, licking her tongue over the slit at the top. Slowly, she took him into her mouth. She couldn’t fit the whole length of him into her mouth. He ran his hand up and down the base of his cock as she pulled back then took him deep.  
 
    She looked up at him again, noticing how his eyes had grown amber. Oh yeah, he wasn’t unaffected by what she was doing to him. She thought she heard him groan then he gently tugged her away. He pulled her up and kissed her, his mouth savage, hard and she melted against him. 
 
    “I wanted you to come in my mouth.” 
 
    “And I wish to come inside you.” He set her back on the furs then flipped her over so she rested on her hands and knees. “And you do not get what you want. Not after you disobeyed me.” 
 
    “You need to learn when to let go.” 
 
    He smacked his hand down on her ass and she groaned. Fuck, it was crazy how that turned her on. 
 
    He ran a finger around her clit, slipping it lightly over the top, so lightly that she wriggled her hips, trying to get him to press harder.  
 
    He knelt behind her, his cock pressing against her entrance. He slid just the tip of him inside her then reached around and drew her back so she knelt up, resting half on his lap. His cock slid in further as he cupped her breasts, squeezing them lightly and flicking her nipples. 
 
    “Oh. Oh.”  
 
    He bit down on her neck where it met her shoulder and it felt like an electric shock hitting her clit.  
 
    “Moroco!” 
 
    He pulled her off him, turning her then plunging deep. She straddled his hips, clasping hold of his shoulders, as she shook with need. 
 
    “Place your hands in the small of your back,” he demanded. 
 
    She quickly moved her hands. Her nipples rubbed against his chest as he moved her up and down his cock. She ached with need as he moved slowly at first then faster and faster. She knew it wouldn’t take much for her to come. Just some pressure on her clit and she would go flying. 
 
    He suddenly laid her on her back. “Hands above your head. Keep them there.” 
 
    “Touch my clit. Please,” she cried out as he plunged deep. 
 
    “I should make you suffer,” he growled. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t. Even he wouldn’t be that much of an asshole. “But I find I cannot. This time.” He gave her a strict look. “But let this be a little taste of what would be coming your way should you disobey me when an order is given for your health and safety.” 
 
    “I’ll be good,” she found herself promising. “I’ll be totally good from now on. Promise.” 
 
    Surprisingly, his lips twitched. “I am not asking for a miracle. Just keep yourself safe.” He flicked her clit firmly and she fell over into bliss with a cry that soon mingled with his as he followed her over. 
 
    The emotions crashed through her, almost too much for her to breathe through. But when she tried to wriggle out of his hold, to attempt to gather herself, he just held her tightly. 
 
    “Moroco! Let me go.” 
 
    “Hush. I know you think you have to deal with this alone. As you always have. But I am here. You are not alone.” 
 
    He rubbed her back. Up and down. Round and round. 
 
    “I just need a few minutes.” 
 
    “No. What you need is me.” 
 
    He continued to rub her back. Eventually, the tension left her body and she sighed, leaning against him. 
 
    You are not alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    If anyone would tell her she would be having the time of her life while living in a hut with a dirt floor, no running water, no technology, where she couldn’t even speak the language she’d have laughed herself silly. 
 
    But the truth of the matter was, she loved it here. The Savans might live simply but they certainly knew how to make the most of each day. And most of them tackled their daily tasks with a smile on their faces and a spring in their step. What surprised her the most, though, was the way they included her in everything they did. Didn’t seem to matter to them that she couldn’t talk to them or didn’t know how to do anything. They just patiently showed her what to do over and over until she understood. If there was the occasional bit of laughter at her expense, she didn’t take offense. They laughed at everything. Despite the circumstances, despite the hell they’d been through these last few days, she felt relaxed and happy. 
 
    And surprisingly, Moroco seemed more relaxed too. She’d actually caught him smiling once or twice. They tended to spend their days apart; it seemed to be the way the Savans lived. But whenever they crossed paths, he would give her a look that made her shiver and her heart race. 
 
    The only fly in the ointment was knowing they had to leave. The Zerconians should be here anytime now and she could feel herself growing tenser. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go back. She was desperate to see Sophie. But it was just that this felt like a holiday, almost. She felt more at ease than she ever had.  
 
    She spotted Moroco across the clearing as she sat in a large circle of women while they weaved together some baskets. His gaze met hers, hot, melting. She ran her tongue over her lips and saw the way his eyes narrowed.  
 
    God, he had such an effect on her. She didn’t know how he did it but with just one look he had her nipples hardening, heat filling her body. Around her there was a snickering noise and she glanced away, startled to see all the women staring at her.  
 
    She then stared down at the mess she’d created and grimaced. “I don’t think this is something I’m going to master,” she said even though they couldn’t understand her. “I think I’ll go check on the garden.” 
 
    She stood and brushed off her hands, heading towards the garden. She’d spent yesterday morning planting and last night her back had been in spasms. Moroco had told her no more gardening, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t check to see how her plants were doing. It seemed everyone around here had a job to do and if she couldn’t garden or help with the cooking—she’d very nearly ended up in the open fire the night before—or weave baskets then there wasn’t much left for her to contribute.  
 
    Unless Moroco would let her get her hands on those bow and arrows they used to hunt. Primitive, but they looked like fun. Not that she could kill a living animal. She sighed. Perhaps hunting was out as well. 
 
    Two arms wrapped themselves around her and she jumped then relaxed back into the wide chest pressed up against her back. 
 
    “I hope you’re not planning on doing any gardening,” he whispered against her ear. “You know what happens when you disobey my orders.” 
 
    He nipped at her neck, sending a shiver through her. She glanced around, but everyone else was in the distance and not paying them much attention. From what she knew of Zerconian males, most weren’t into public displays of affection, but Moroco didn’t seem too concerned about touching her around others. Maybe that was the Savans’ influence. While it was a little sexist, the way the men and women had very defined tasks and did things in large groups, it was also easy to see how happy they were. Every so often, she would catch them sharing a hug or a look or a sneaky passionate kiss. 
 
    She turned, pressing her palms against his chest to stare up into his face. He reached down and squeezed her ass and she gasped as arousal shot through her body. 
 
    “Moroco!” 
 
    “Do you have need, my mate?” 
 
    “You know I do. I always need you.” 
 
    Satisfaction filled his gaze and he lifted her up. She placed her legs around his waist. He turned and walked into the trees.  
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked. 
 
    “I find that you have eroded my control, mate. And that I have needs too.” 
 
    “Oh. But our hut is that way.” She pointed back the way they had come. 
 
    He shook his head, looking sorrowful but she saw a glint of something in his gaze. “I am afraid that my mate is sadly lacking in discipline.” 
 
    “What?” She thought they were about to have some fun time together, and pissing her off was not a good start.  
 
    “Even though I can order her to be silent, I know she will disobey me. Then everyone will hear the passionate noises she makes for me when I touch her clit, when I lick her juices, her tight nipples, when I plunge inside her and she finds her release. And I am a selfish man. Those noises are just for me.” 
 
    He pressed her back against a tree, his hips pressing against hers and holding her weight as he reached for her top, pulling it up and over her head and revealing her breasts to his glittering gaze. 
 
    “All mine.” 
 
    Leaning in, he took her nipple into his mouth, sucking strongly. 
 
    “Oh God, Moroco.” She grasped hold of his shoulders, using him as an anchor as pleasure slammed through her. 
 
    He pushed her skirt up so his hand cupped her bare ass, his thumb teasing her entrance, circling it, pressing into her just slightly. 
 
    It wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. She rubbed against him, her clit throbbing mercilessly. 
 
    “I cannot wait,” he muttered. 
 
    “Don’t. Don’t, I need you now.”  
 
    He tugged at her nipple and she cried out the slight sting of pain making her even more crazed. Then his hand moved and his cock pressed against her entrance. He plunged deep. One firm, deep movement that had the breath whooshing from her lungs. 
 
    Lord have mercy on her. He moved his hand between their bodies so he could flick her clit while he continued to suck and bite her nipples. Her breath came fast, her need for him almost violent in its intensity. 
 
    “Find your release, marlia. Find it now!” 
 
    The demand sent her over and she pulsated around his cock as he gave a final thrust, driving deep before he grunted and came, pressing his mouth against her shoulder to muffle his own shout of release. 
 
    After a while, when their breathing had slowed, he let her drop to the ground. She stood on shaking legs, leaning against him. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    He ran his hand up and down her back. 
 
    “You are well, my mate?” 
 
    She leaned back to grin at him. “Never better. Just wondering how the hell I’m going to get my limbs to work, let alone get back to work. I feel so relaxed.” She yawned. “Excuse me.” 
 
    He cupped the back of her neck, massaging the muscles there.  
 
    “Oh, that feels amazing.” 
 
    He sat against the trunk of the tree they’d just fucked against and tugged her onto his lap. She sat stiffly for a moment, unused to being on anyone’s lap, but as he pulled her in close and continued his massage she started to relax. 
 
    She yawned again, feeling pleasantly sleepy. 
 
    “Just close your eyes and relax,” he whispered. 
 
    “I should get back.” 
 
    “There’s nothing back there that cannot wait. Relax. Sleep. I will watch over you.” 
 
    And trusting him to do just that, she settled in and let herself drift. 
 
      
 
    Moroco held Saffron against him, continuing his massage until he felt her relax fully against him, her breathing deepening as she slept. 
 
    He just stared down at her for a long moment, wondering at this female who was his mate. He had never thought it possible for him to care for another female again. But Saffron was different. She was his. 
 
    And she would stay his. 
 
    His possessiveness of her was like nothing he’d felt before. Even his feelings for Fancia paled in comparison. As they should. She was his mate.  
 
    He stared down at her naked breasts. It amazed him to know that she trusted him so much that she could fall asleep half-naked, knowing he would look after her, knowing he would protect her.  
 
    Of course, a female should look to her male for guidance and protection. But knowing what he did about Saffron’s life, it made it just more special that she trusted him. 
 
      
 
    “You’d be wise to take my offer, Saffron. Or would you rather your sister, Sophie, take your place?” 
 
    Saffron stepped forward, hands clenching into fists as helpless fury washed over her. “You leave my sister out of this! She is off limits.” 
 
    Ricky smirked. Damn it, she’d walked right into that one. 
 
    “Then it will have to be you, won’t it? If you want to protect your precious baby sister, you’ll have to come work for me.” 
 
    “You mean whore for you,” she spat out. 
 
    Ricky’s eyes narrowed and she swallowed heavily at the dangerous look. “I don’t know why you’re acting so outraged. It’s almost as though you think you’re above spreading your legs for money, but it’s not like it doesn’t run in the family. Like mother, like daughter.” 
 
    Her rage grew. God, what she wouldn’t give to wipe the smirk off his face. But then what? He was bigger than her, stronger, and he had more power. Saffron swore if she found a way out of this, she wasn’t going to let a man have power over her again. 
 
    “Just because my mother slept with men for money—” she didn’t like calling her mother a whore, “—doesn’t mean I will.” 
 
    “You think you’re so much better than everyone else because you’ve done a few college courses, but you’re not. And a few sessions with my boys will teach you not to mouth off.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    Smack. The slap came out of nowhere and she’d been completely unprepared. One of her mother’s clients had smacked her around the head once, before her mother had managed to distract him, gesturing at Saffron to grab her sister and get out. That night they’d slept in the backyard. Saffron had tried to pretend it was an adventure for Sophie’s sake, but she’d been terrified. Scared of all the noises, the animals, the darkness. 
 
    Tears stung her eyes but she forced herself to turn back to Ricky, and pushing her shoulders back, she glared at him. “I’m not whoring for you.” 
 
    Ricky ran a protection racket in their neighborhood. Pay him and his boys wouldn’t hassle you. Fail to pay him and his boys would cause you a world of pain. His price for protecting herself and Sophie was becoming one of his girls and opening her legs for his boys. 
 
    No way. No how. 
 
    He smacked her face again and she muffled her cry of pain. 
 
    “You will. Starting now.” He turned, keeping hold of her arm and started dragging her up the stairs.  
 
    Terror filled her. She knew what was coming. She couldn’t let that happen. She couldn’t let him rape her. She tugged at her arm, tried to pull backwards, out of his hold, but for such a wiry guy he was surprisingly strong.  
 
    There were only a few steps left until they reached the top. In a last ditch effort to get away, she leaned forward and bit his forearm. He let her go and she wobbled, grabbing for the banister. 
 
    “You bitch!” He shoved her. Hard. Already off-balance, she slipped and tumbled down the stairs with a cry. 
 
      
 
    Saffron sat up with a gasp, disorientated, the sound of Ricky’s laughter filling her ears. 
 
    “Shh, easy. You are safe, marlia.” The low voice was soothing, familiar. She blinked and stared up at Moroco. His gaze was intense, concern filling his face as he stared down at her. All of a sudden, she realized she was sitting on his lap and she wasn’t wearing a top. She covered her breasts with her arm with a blush. 
 
    “Sorry, I guess I fell asleep.” On him. With no top on. In the middle of the day. 
 
    “You needed the rest.” He ran his hand up and down her bare back as she looked around for her top, where was it? “Although I am not sure you had much rest.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You seemed to be having a nightmare.” 
 
    “I was?” She attempted to keep her voice casual, pretending only mild interest. She should have known that wouldn’t fool him. He grasped hold of her chin, turning her so she was looking up. 
 
    “You were. What was it about?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “Nothing interesting. I can hardly remember it.” 
 
    “Was it about Ricky?” 
 
    She stiffened and realized she’d just given herself away. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    With a sigh, she looked away. “Have you seen my top?” 
 
    “Tell me what you were dreaming about.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t like thinking about that time.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek. “But it affects you still. Fills your dreams. You sounded scared. I do not like that. You know things about my past I speak of to no one. Trust me with yours. Tell me.” 
 
    Knowing he wasn’t likely to give up, she leaned against his chest, staring down at her lap. “All right.” She clenched her hands together. “I guess I should start with my childhood. Sophie and I didn’t have the easiest of childhoods. Our dad left us when we were young, Sophie doesn’t even remember him. My mother tried to find a job to support us, but she could just never make ends meet, and she…umm…crap, I hate telling people this.” 
 
    He ran his hand up and down her back. “What did she do?” 
 
    “She sold her body. To men. For sex.” 
 
    He didn’t react, just kept rubbing her back and it gave her the courage to continue. “Sophie and I used to hide in the closet when she had clients over. There were times we weren’t quick enough, though. And the men, some of them weren’t terrible people. Some of them looked at us funny, Sophie especially. There was one man I was especially afraid of. We hid outside when he came. I hated it outside, sometimes it was cold or it rained and it was so dark. But it was better than being inside that trailer with a man who looked at us like he was hungry.” 
 
    “You believe that he…that he really wanted…” He’d stiffened, his voice going low. “And your mother did not protect you?” 
 
    “Mom tried her best. She wasn’t really there for us, but she kept a roof over our heads, she kept us fed. I mainly looked after Sophie. Made sure she was got dressed, went to school. I was scared someone might call social services if we didn’t go to school and even though our life wasn’t great, she was our mom. She just wasn’t strong enough to get out of that cycle of hell. She died when Sophie was still in high school. That’s when Ricky started hanging around. He was a big fish in a small pond.” 
 
    “He was a fish?” he asked, stupefied. 
 
    She actually found herself smiling. “No. Although sometimes he did look a bit like one. No, I meant he thought he was a big deal. He had this gang of guys, they ran a protection racket, where they would charge small businesses for protection from people bullying and robbing them. But the only bullies were Ricky’s men.” 
 
    “That sounds like they were not protecting them at all.” 
 
    “Exactly. And Ricky was expanding into prostitution. He started coming around our trailer, demanding that I pay him protection money. I didn’t own a business and I wasn’t about to start giving him my hard-earned money. That didn’t go over well. He demanded I become one of his whores, that I service his men and then he wouldn’t come after Sophie. I refused. He,” she swallowed, “he told me I had no choice, he started dragging me upstairs to his bedroom. I couldn’t stop him. I still can’t believe that I stupidly went to confront him on my own. I fought back, and he pushed me down the stairs.” 
 
    There was silence, but she could feel his tension. 
 
    “When I came to a stop, I knew I was badly hurt. I couldn’t move. I just lay there, winded and in agony and he stood over me and laughed. Then he spat on me and told me he expected me to start that weekend. One of his neighbors eventually heard my cries and called an ambulance. When I woke up, I told Sophie to pack our stuff, that she was staying in the hospital with me until I could leave. The hospital staff didn’t like that much, but I had to protect her. I knew with me out of the picture, he’d go after her. As soon as I could leave the hospital, we left town and relocated.” 
 
    He squeezed her tight, rocking slightly.  
 
    “If I should ever encounter that male, I will kill him slowly and with great pleasure.” 
 
    It would never happen, but she appreciated the sentiment. 
 
    “You’re not disgusted?” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    “That my mother was a…well, that she slept with men for money.” 
 
    He tilted her chin up. “I believe that she should have protected the two of you better. I am angry that you barely had a chance to be a child as you were taking care of your sister, which was her job. But I would never be disgusted or blame you for the actions of your mother.” 
 
    She gave him a small smile. “I think you were right, it does feel better to tell you everything.” 
 
    He kissed her gently. “You will tell me everything. There will be no secrets between us. No one will ever hurt you again, Saffron. I will make sure of that.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The Zerconians arrived the next morning. She was lying against Moroco’s wide chest, when some excited yelling came from outside. Moroco quickly rose, reaching for his clothing. She sat up, still half-asleep. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “They’re here.” 
 
    “Oh.” Disappointment filled her. She almost didn’t want to leave. But she got up and started getting dressed. Moroco grasped hold of her shoulders, turning her to him. He surprised her by tugging at her top, pulling it up over her breasts.  
 
    “Hopefully, some clothes have been sent for you.” 
 
    “Moroco.” She grabbed his hand as he turned away. 
 
    He looked back at her. The look on his face was cool, distant, and she shivered slightly.  
 
    “Is everything okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “It’s just, you don’t seem very happy that we’re returning to Zerconia.” Did he want to stay? 
 
    “I want to return home. It is just…” He looked away then turned back and he pulled her in against him.  
 
    She hugged him tight. “I’m looking forward to seeing Sophie. But I will miss having you all to myself.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I shall miss that too.” 
 
    It was silly, but she almost felt like things would change once they got on that shuttle. These last few days, she’d felt so close to him, as though they were connecting with each other. On many levels, not just sexual. She hadn’t felt the mating bond kick in yet; she didn’t really feel any differently. But she felt something towards Moroco. 
 
    Not love. She felt slightly panicked at the thought. She couldn’t love him. Not when she knew he would never love her back. No. No way could this be love. She rubbed her stomach feeling ill. He stiffened, moving towards her. The concerned look on his face made her insides melt. She forced herself to smile and wave. Then she pointed at their hut as though she needed to grab a few things. 
 
    Oh fuck, she loved the gruff bastard. 
 
    Heaven help her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Something was going on with Saffron, but he could not figure out what. She had been quiet ever since they had left Equin, which was very unlike her. Now, she sat at the dining table on the ship, pushing her food around with her fork. 
 
    He didn’t like it. Not one bit. 
 
    He glanced around at his fellow warriors, wondering if they were the reason for her uncharacteristic quietness. He felt a small hand squeeze his thigh and in surprise, he leaned down towards her. 
 
    “You’re scowling at everyone.” 
 
    He raised one eyebrow then looked at her plate. “You are not eating. What is wrong?” 
 
    She looked down then away. “Guess I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “You must eat. You have lost weight.” 
 
    She stared down at herself in surprise. “Not like I can’t afford it.” 
 
    He moved even closer so he could whisper in her ear. “You know that speaking badly of my body is not allowed.” 
 
    She shivered slightly and he felt relieved that she was not unaffected by him. Even though there was something wrong, she still wanted him. He watched as her nipples pressed against her top. Her sister had sent some clothes for Saffron. Apparently, she had wanted to come but thankfully, her mate had not allowed that. 
 
    “Moroco,” she said quietly, sending him a quelling look before glancing around her.  
 
    He stiffened as he saw that everyone was staring at them. “What?”  
 
    She squeezed his thigh once more and he scowled. He didn’t like how quiet she was being. Was she embarrassed to be mated to him? 
 
    “What do you all stare at?” 
 
    “Just wondering how you are so lucky,” Zerac, one of the warriors, said with a wink at Saffron. Did she just blush? Was there something between them? Jealousy reared its ugly head.  
 
    “Do not look at my mate like that,” he snapped.  
 
    Everyone froze and he was aware of the way Saffron stared up at him in shock. He knew he sounded dangerous. Dark. But he could not help it. No one would take her from him. No one. He stood abruptly and reached down to clasp hold of her arm. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    She shook off his hold, glaring at him. Around him, the others tensed. Although he and Saffron were mated, he knew they would not hesitate to intervene if they thought he was threatening her. 
 
    Saffron glanced around, looking surprised. Especially as Zerac and Liagan stood, eyeing him. 
 
    “We are going to our quarters,” he stated. 
 
    She looked up at him and smiled sweetly. But the temper in her eyes told the true story and the knot in his stomach loosened slightly. This was his Saffron. She was smart, brave, and bold. 
 
    “You go ahead. I’ll join you when I’m ready.” 
 
    He raised one eyebrow then whispered in her ear. “You are ready now.” 
 
    “No, I don’t believe I am.” The challenge was clear and he never backed down from a challenge. 
 
    “You can stand up like a good girl and walk with me to our quarters or…” He deliberately let his voice trail off. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “Or I throw you over my shoulder and carry you out of here.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Oh. I would.” He gave her a firm look when she drew back to gape at him. 
 
    She placed her cutlery down, although he saw her stare at her knife for a moment, a small look of longing on her face. That was strange. Did she like that knife for some reason? 
 
    Then she smiled at everyone. He wondered if they could see the strain on her face. As they moved towards the doorway, Zerac stepped in front of them. He gazed down at Saffron with concern. Moroco glared at him. 
 
    “Is there something you wished?” Moroco snarled. 
 
    “Are you well, Saffron?” Zerac asked. 
 
    He glanced down at his mate to find her staring up at Zerac, a light blush on her cheeks. How well did they know each other?  
 
    “Of course, she is well. If she was not, I am a healer. I can help her.” 
 
    “I did not mean physically,” Zerac said, sending him a warning glance. 
 
    What the stars? Did he think Moroco would harm his mate? 
 
    Saffron gave him Zerac a surprised look. “I’m fine. What are you really trying to ask?” She looked from him to Zerac then her eyes widened. “Wait. Do you think Moroco might hurt me?” She laughed. “Moroco won’t hurt me. All he ever does is try to take care of me, even though I fight him.” She continued to laugh. “Moroco hurt me. Good one.” She reached out to pat Zerac’s chest and Moroco growled.  
 
    She snatched her hand back. “I’m fine, Zerac. Thanks for the concern. It’s just been a long few days, you know? Come on, Moroco.” 
 
    She tugged at his hand. He gave Zerac a firm look. The other warrior just stared back at him calmly. “I have to ensure her health.” 
 
    “No,” Moroco growled. “That is my concern now. She is my mate.” Then he allowed Saffron to tug him away. But not before he turned to give Zerac another warning look. No one would take his mate from him. Never again. 
 
    Once they entered their room, she turned to him, her hands on her hips. “What the hell was that about?” 
 
    He grasped her by the hips, lifting her so they were face to face. “You are mine.” 
 
    “Well, duh. We’re mated. That’s no reason for you to act like a mad man.” 
 
    “He desires you.” 
 
    “Who?” Her forehead puckered up into a frown. She looked genuinely confused. But he had been fooled before. 
 
    By a different woman. Not Saffron. She did not have it in her to deceive him.  
 
    “Zerac.” 
 
    She burst into laughter. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous. I’ve never even talked to the man before today.” 
 
    “You seemed to know him.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I recognized him, yes.” 
 
    He frowned slightly. “Why do you seem embarrassed?” 
 
    She blew out a breath. “Because what I’m telling you makes me sound like perv, okay?” 
 
    “Perv?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. It’s just…you know when you found me standing on that chair the other day? You know, when you yelled at me?” 
 
    “I did not yell. And yes, you said you were cleaning the ceiling.” 
 
    “No one cleans ceilings. If they do, they’re crazy. It’s just one of the Ashley’s told me if you stood on a chair and looked out the window you could see down to the training arena.” 
 
    “To where the warriors train? Why would you wish to do that?” 
 
    She gave him a look and just waited. Then she sighed. “Because they’re hunks who train in very little clothing and I hadn’t had an orgasm in so long. They provided a bit of entertainment. One of those men was Zerac.” 
 
    “You wished to get release from one of them?” he half-roared. 
 
    “What? No.” She frowned at him. “And I don’t know why you’re getting so angry at me.” 
 
    “You are my mate.”  
 
    “This was before we were mated. You have no right to get angry at me over things I did before we mated. Besides, I can look at a half-naked guy without wanting to fall into bed with him. Let me go.” 
 
    “You will not speak to him again.” 
 
    “Pardon me?”  
 
    The way her voice had grown quiet should have warned him, but he was too caught up in his jealousy and old memories to pay enough attention. 
 
    “I said you will not speak to him again or go near him.” 
 
    “Let me go. Now.” She pushed at his hands and he placed her on her feet. “I thought we were going to trust each other. Isn’t that what you said? That we needed trust between us for our relationship to work.” 
 
    “Yes, that is what I said,” he said stiffly. But he’d meant more that she should trust him. 
 
    “Right. You meant that I should trust you, but it doesn’t go both ways, is that right?” 
 
    “Just stay away from him and all will be fine.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it will be. For you. Excuse me.” 
 
    She moved around him. 
 
    “Where do you go?” He reached for her arm but she avoided him, pulling back. And it hurt. It was the only time since they had mated that she had pulled away from him. And while they hadn’t been mated long, he felt the connection between them. So strong and pure. 
 
    “I need some time. Seems I’ve badly miscalculated and I need to rethink everything.”  
 
    He watched her go, hating the sadness he saw on her face. Hating even more that he had been the one to cause it. 
 
    “To rethink what?” 
 
    “Us, you asshole. Us. I can’t believe I actually thought you meant what you said. I let myself trust you. I let myself…I’m an idiot. You never had any intention of trusting me.” 
 
    “You will stay here and talk to me about this.” 
 
    “No. I won’t.” 
 
    She left and he stared after her, completely shocked. 
 
    He should go after her and remind her that he was in charge. But he needed some time to himself. And when she came to her senses, he would allow her to apologize and things would go back to the way they were. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Insufferable. Idiot. Jerk. 
 
    She seethed as she paced back and forth. She wasn’t even sure where she was. Some storage room. Asshole. Whanker. Dick face. 
 
    He’d fooled her.  
 
    Except, he hadn’t done it on purpose. She’d seen that from the look of surprise on his face. She’d gone over their previous conversations about trust again and again and to her chagrin she couldn’t remember him actually saying he would work on trusting her. 
 
    She couldn’t believe that she had opened herself up to hurt.  
 
    Idiot. Fool. Now she had taken to cursing herself. What was she going to do? She was mated to him. More than that, she loved him. She understood why he had problems trusting her. But she thought he got that she was different. She wasn’t Fancia. That she wouldn’t hurt him. 
 
    So, what were her choices now? 
 
    Do what he ordered. Yeah, really not happening. She wouldn’t go around flirting with other guys. That wasn’t who she was, anyway. And she wouldn’t continue to perv at them while they were training. She’d only done that a few times anyway. But she wasn’t going to stop talking to other men. 
 
    Second choice. Tell him to take a running jump of a cliff without a parachute. Satisfaction filled her at the thought. Then she sighed. While that choice held a lot of appeal, it would never work. She’d just die with him. Or worse, miss him like crazy for the rest of her life. 
 
    Which left option three. Gain his trust. But how? Crap, she had no idea. Time, she guessed. Surely, he would eventually come to trust her. 
 
    He had to. 
 
    Or option number two would be all she had left. 
 
    Somehow, she had the feeling she was going to be in for a whole world of pain in the next few weeks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Damn it.  
 
    They should have stayed on Equin. She knew things would change when they returned to Zerconia, but she hadn’t expected Moroco to turn into this other person. Gone was the slightly playful, darkly intense male she’d known. Now, he was still intense, but not in a hot, sexy way. In a suspicious, annoying way. 
 
    She knew they’d butt heads. But this wasn’t fighting, it was him giving out dictates and then completely ignoring her protests. 
 
    He’d actually arranged for someone to act as her guard when she left the house. Now she had this warrior following her everywhere she went. It was ridiculous and she wasn’t putting up with it. He was still affected by Fancia’s betrayal and determined that wouldn’t happen again.  
 
    But she couldn’t live this way. Couldn’t live without his trust.  
 
    Hurt stabbed at her as she sat, staring around his house. And this was his house. She didn’t feel at home here. Her clothes sat in the wardrobe, she had scattered a few pictures of her and Sophie throughout the room, but it wasn’t hers. He’d told her to redecorate if she liked, but that involved spending his money. And having that warrior trail her around while she shopped was embarrassing. None of the other human mates had a guard except for the Empress and that was understandable. 
 
    She was the only one whose mate didn’t trust her.  
 
    Saffron wasn’t used to relying on someone else for everything. For food, shelter, money. It chafed. And it just added to her restlessness and unhappiness. 
 
    The only place where they still had something that resembled a healthy relationship was in the bedroom.  
 
    Damn it. Enough was enough. She was going to confront him about this. It was no way to live. Either he wanted a real relationship or he didn’t. 
 
    But she refused to have him punish her for Fancia’s faults any longer. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Moroco, are you busy?” 
 
    Moroco looked up at the female voice, surprised to see Sophie standing in the doorway. He was pleased to note she wasn’t as pale or stressed looking as she had been when he first met her. 
 
    “What is wrong? Is it the baby? Do you feel unwell? Sit down.”  
 
    She winced and he became aware that he was snapping at her. Perhaps Saffron was right, his bedside manner, while suitable for dealing with warriors, was not ideal when speaking to females. 
 
    “I’m fine. Although I will sit down if that’s all right. It’s hot out there today.” She wiped her hand over her forehead as she sat on the lounging chair in his office. He immediately poured her a glass of water, placing it on the small table next to her chair. 
 
    She smiled and took a sip. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Drink all of it.” 
 
    “You and Saff have a lot in common.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    She nodded. “You’re always trying to take care of the people around you, to the extent that you sometimes forget to look after yourselves.” 
 
    “I am a healer. It is my job to take care of you.” He pulled over a footstool, placing it by her feet. “Place your feet here. They are swelling.” 
 
    “Thank you. And I think it’s more than just doing your job, but if you want to hide behind that, that’s fine.” 
 
    “I hide behind nothing,” he replied, insulted. 
 
    She waved her hand. “I didn’t mean it like that. Sorry.” 
 
    “What else do you think Saffron and I have in common?” he asked curiously, pulling up a chair. He should be contacting Toriq to tell him that his mate was here. But he guessed they were now related and she had sought him out for a reason. Plus, if he could gain any insight into the way that Saffron’s mind worked it might help him greatly. 
 
    She licked her lips. “You won’t want to hear this.” 
 
    He stiffened. “Hear what?” 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably. “You both try to act like you don’t care, but I think you care deeply.” 
 
    “I do not know what you talk of.” This was foolish talk. He should have contacted Toriq. He stood to do just that.  
 
    “Wait. Please. I came to talk to you about Saff. I’m worried about her.” 
 
    He turned back. “Worried? Why? Has something happened? Why did no one contact me? Where is she?” 
 
    “Calm down. She’s fine. Physically.” 
 
    “Physically?” Was she implying something was wrong with her emotionally?  
 
    He sat down again, staring at Sophie. “Normally, I wouldn’t try to interfere. Toriq wouldn’t be happy if he knew I was here.” 
 
    He frowned. “You should not keep things from your mate. I hope you at least had someone escort you here.” 
 
    She sighed. “I’m pregnant, not an invalid. I’m not taking foolish risks with this baby. I just wanted to talk to you alone for a minute. Gosh, you are so like her. I love her. So much. I was worried she might decide to return to Earth after Toriq and I mated. When she went missing I was terrified. Racar threatened to put me on bed rest if I didn’t calm down.” 
 
    “Yes, I read the notes. He should have done it.”  
 
    She bit her lip. “When I heard you had mated her, I was shocked at first. I didn’t think the two of you even liked each other. But then I remembered how angry you were after she was shot and I figured maybe you were so angry because you were scared of losing her.” 
 
    “A warrior does not feel fear.” 
 
    A small smile played around her lips. “Of course not. I was also happy because I knew it meant she wouldn’t leave. She’d stay here with me. We don’t have any family back on Earth. Saff would have been on her own. And I’d have missed her. I know that’s selfish of me, but I need my sister. Especially now.” She rubbed her stomach then glanced at him and away, looking uncomfortable. “Only the Saff I have now is different than the one who left. She’s…subdued, I guess. She doesn’t have that spark anymore. She’s such a passionate person. Now, she seems deflated.” 
 
    “And you think that is my fault?” Wasn’t it? Because he couldn’t give her the trust he demanded she give him.  
 
    “Saff doesn’t trust easily. She’s used to looking after everyone else and I don’t think she’s ever let someone take care of her before. But from everything she’s said about your time together, she let you look after her. She trusts you. She’s a very loyal person. She doesn’t care for many people, but when she does it’s with all of her. So when they hurt her, that hurt goes deep.” 
 
    “You think I cannot make this up to her? Alarm filled her.” 
 
    She shook her head, looking thoughtful. “I don’t know what you did, but she’s still here. That counts for something.” 
 
    “She cannot leave.” Alarm filled him. “I will not allow it.” 
 
    “You may not have much choice.” She stood up. “Just whatever happened, fix it. I don’t want to see either of you in pain.” 
 
    She surprised him then by patting his arm before walking out. He quickly commed Aston, telling him to escort her home. Perhaps her mate was fine with her walking around unescorted but he wasn’t.  
 
    He sat back on the lounging chair. Sophie was right. Saffron was loyal. She’d never betray anyone she cared about. Anyone could see that in the way she’d taken care of Sophie, guarding her with a ferocity any warrior would be proud of. 
 
    And it was there in the way she watched him, in how she trusted him. Saffron didn’t trust easily, but she trusted him to take care of her. When no one had ever truly looked after her before. Why hadn’t he seen that before?  
 
    *** 
 
    He heard the laughter as he left his office. He paused, surprised. 
 
    Saffron. 
 
    Klauz, the warrior he had been examining after a heavy knock to his head, turned to him. “It seems your mate is in good spirits.” 
 
    Yes, she seemed to be very happy. He watched, his stomach tightening with desire as she chuckled. When Saffron laughed, she did it with her whole body and no one around her could remain unaffected. She didn’t laugh much, though, and he realized he couldn’t remember her laughing like this since they had returned from Equin. 
 
    At least not around him. And he wasn’t the one to bring her such joy now. He glared at the men surrounding her, listening to her every word. Jealousy bit at him and he found himself quickly by her side, his scowl sending the men scattering. 
 
    She turned to him and the smile faded from her face and a look of sadness filled her eyes. Regret stabbed at him and he wished he could make her laugh like that, bring that carefree look to her face.  
 
    He had opened accounts for her everywhere, encouraged her to spend what she liked. Any other female would have been thrilled by his generosity, but not his mate. She had looked confused and then a little insulted. That insult had turned to anger as he had explained she would be escorted everywhere. Again, a female of his race would realize he merely wished to protect her. And, if he was honest, he did not wish her to be alone. It was not that he thought Saffron would be interested in another male. But that did not mean he wanted other males near her. 
 
    Her temper had exploded and the argument that ensued had left them both fuming and upset for days.  
 
    “What do you do here, mate?” He grimaced as he heard how harsh he sounded. That had come out more abrupt than he’d intended. 
 
    “I came to see you. But I can see you are busy,” she said stiffly. She took a step away, but not before he saw a flash of hurt on her face. 
 
    He was handling this very badly. He quickly grabbed hold of her arm and led her to his office. The door slid shut behind them and he wasted no time pulling her close and kissing her. Soon, the stiffness left her body and she slumped against him. 
 
    At least in this he still knew what to do. She still reacted to his touch as she always had. With heat. With fire. 
 
    “I am glad you are here.” 
 
    “Are you?” She gave him a look he could not decipher. 
 
    “Of course.” He cupped her face. “You have not visited me at work before.” 
 
    “Well, not since we were mated,” she said. “Last time I was here, things went a little crazy.” 
 
    “That is one way of putting it.” He frowned at the memory. “You are not here because you feel ill?” 
 
    “No. I’m fine.” She cleared her throat, looking nervous.  
 
    “You did not come here alone, did you?” he asked in a low, warning voice.  
 
    Her breath caught at his tone and his cock hardened. 
 
    “No, I brought the watch dog.” 
 
    Hmm, that was almost a shame. Although he should be pleased she was obeying him.  
 
    “I told him to sit outside and wait and I’d bring him a treat if he was a good boy.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She waved her hand in the air, her face filled with temper. “Doesn’t matter. I don’t need someone watching over me, Moroco. I know you don’t trust me. You seem to think I’m going to jump into bed with whatever guy I come across, but give me some credit. I’m not my mother. I’m not Fancia.” 
 
    What? She believed he thought she would sleep with men for money? Or betray him with another? Uneasiness filled him. He did have problems with jealousy. And with trust. But not because he worried over Saffron.  
 
    No, it was everyone else who he did not trust. 
 
    “Saffron—” 
 
    “I want to be free to walk wherever I want to walk without someone reporting back to you about my every movement.” 
 
    “He does not report to me about your movements.” 
 
    She looked surprised. “He doesn’t?” 
 
    “No. If something happened he would tell me. He is there for your protection, not as a spy.” 
 
    “Oh.” She sighed. “I don’t need protection, Moroco. What I need is for you to trust me. Remember, you were the one who told me we needed trust between us. Well, it goes both ways.” 
 
    It did. And he had not been holding up his end. 
 
    “I have not been acting as though I trust you, have I?” 
 
    “And what’s more…wait, what did you say?” Her temper seemed to deflate.  
 
    “I was agreeing with you.” A smile twitched at his lips at her confused look. 
 
    “Well, then. Good.” 
 
    “But just to clear this up. I trust you. I have never doubted you. It is everyone else I do not trust.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not sure that’s not worse. You know that’s not a healthy way to live.” 
 
    “I will work on it. But when you have a mate like mine, you must protect her at all costs.” 
 
    She smiled as he lifted her in the air. She wrapped her legs around him. 
 
    “I will try to do better, my mate.” 
 
    “You’ll call off the watchdog?” 
 
    “You mean your minder?” 
 
    She sighed. “Yes. Him. I don’t need him. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “I do not like it, but all right. You have my permission to leave the house without a minder.” 
 
    Her gaze narrowed. “Oh, I have your permission? How grateful I am for that.” 
 
    He nipped her lower nip warningly.  
 
    He cupped her face. “I know I have let the past affect my actions and while I cannot promise that I will not do so again, it is not because I believe that you would betray me.”  
 
    Then he kissed her. Hard and deep. Satisfaction filled him. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    He didn’t know if that was his thought he had caught her thought through the mating bond. It didn’t matter. They belonged to each other. Always. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “So you are the female sleeping with the doctor of death. How does it feel, knowing that he might take your life at any time like he did my sister?” 
 
    Saffron turned from the stall she was glancing over to stare in surprise at the Zerconian woman behind her. She might have been attractive, beautiful even, if it wasn’t for the hard look on her face. Her lip was turned up into a sneer. About five feet behind her, a bored-looking warrior stood with his arms crossed over his chest. She hadn’t met this warrior before and she didn’t like the way his eyes roamed over her body. She sent him a hard look and he just raised one eyebrow. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she asked, turning back to the woman. 
 
    “You are the one mated to Moroco, are you not?” 
 
    “I am.” She now had an idea who this woman was. “You’re Fancia’s sister? Fincy, is that it?” Weird names. 
 
    “He killed my sister. You should be careful, he will take your life as well.” The other woman spoke loudly, clearly enjoying the crowd who was gathering, watching. 
 
    Saffron snorted. She wasn’t about to put on a show for this witch. She turned back to the stall and picked out some nice tankka fruit. They were soft and squishy and pleasantly sweet. Moroco seemed to enjoy them. She paid the stall keeper who watched on with wide eyes.  
 
    “Do not turn your back on me!” Fincy screamed.  
 
    She sighed and turned to the next stall, looking everything over and choosing some more fruit and vegetables. 
 
    “I am speaking to you. Hey!” Fincy grabbed her arm, turning her around forcefully. She was strong, but Saff knew she was tougher. 
 
    Saffron turned, glaring up at Fincy who was half a head taller than her. “Do not touch me.” 
 
    “Or what?”  
 
    Saffron took a step towards her, dropping her voice and making certain her face grew cold, determined. Fincy swallowed heavily, and looked over at her escort who now looked more interested, although he didn’t step towards them. She wasn’t feeling so brave now that Saffron was biting back. Saff knew her kind. She’d back down with a bit of a push. 
 
    “Listen here, bitch. You’re going to back off, go on with your shopping, and the next time you see me, you’ll head in the other direction. You won’t speak to me, look at me, or even think of trying to accuse my mate of things he didn’t do.” 
 
    “I will not! I will not be silenced! You heard her. She threatened me! Her mate killed my sister!”  
 
    Ah crap. She sighed. “Why am I surrounded by idiots? Really, couldn’t you have just shut the fuck up when I told you to? Moroco didn’t kill your sister. She was killed in a shuttle explosion. He saw what happened and he killed all of those responsible.” 
 
    “That’s a lie! He took her from here against her will.” 
 
    “Actually, she is the one who wanted to leave. He wanted to speak to your father or the Emperor first.” She didn’t want to tell everyone why Fancia wanted to leave, knowing if the truth came out it would hurt Moroco. “Your sister is dead, Fincy, but not because of Moroco. I know you must miss her, but that doesn’t give you the right to talk smack about my mate, so just back off and go about your shopping. All right?” 
 
    She turned back to the stall. It was the stallholder’s face that warned her, his eyes widening. She turned just as Fincy attacked, her nails raised, her face screwed up in an ugly expression. She let out a loud cry as she sprang. Saff quickly stepped to the side, sticking out a foot and pressing her hand to the other woman’s back, pushing her to the ground. She stood back, bouncing on the balls of her feet and waited.  
 
    Adrenaline flooded her system as she watched the other woman lying on the ground, wailing. Really? That was it? Was it over? 
 
    Her guard rushed over and picked her up, carrying her away. He paused to give Saffron another admiring look. She resisted sticking her tongue out at him. Barely. 
 
    “Well, that was disappointing,” a female voice commented from beside her. “I thought for sure things were going to be more interesting.” 
 
    She whirled to find Annabel standing there. A wide-eyed Alice stood beside her. Shit.  
 
    “I don’t suppose there’s any chance you won’t tell anyone about this?” she asked, wincing as she thought of Moroco’s reaction. Not happy would be an understatement. 
 
    “Well, we might be bribed, but I think you’ll find they won’t.” Annabel nodded over at the crowd that had doubled in size. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Moroco will kill me.” 
 
    “She had it coming,” Annabel said. 
 
    Alice remained silent. Alice was the closest person she had to a friend, she just hoped she hadn’t frightened her. 
 
    “Alice?” 
 
    “That was awesome. You didn’t even flinch. I probably would have screamed and run away.” 
 
    “In my neighborhood growing up, you either stood and fought or you ran and hid forever.” She sighed. “How embellished do you think it will be by the time it gets to Moroco?” 
 
    “Oh, pretty much completely exaggerated,” Annabel said cheerfully. 
 
    Wonderful. Just wonderful. 
 
    *** 
 
    He rushed out of his office and through the building. Other healers and patients jumped out of his path. No doubt he had a face like a thundercloud as Saffron liked to say. Stars, was she all right? If Fincy had hurt her... He clenched his hands into fists. 
 
    He could see now that he should have taken care of her before now. Only, he hadn’t cared before. Before Saffron. 
 
    He set off towards their house, determined to check on her. 
 
    “Moroco!” a female voice called out. 
 
    He stilled with a growl. Who was that? 
 
    “I am busy,” he yelled without looking back. 
 
    “Too busy for us?”  
 
    Now that was a voice he could not ignore. He turned, trying to hide his irritation as he spotted the Emperor and Empress striding towards him. The Empress had their daughter strapped to her front. 
 
    “If this is about what happened to Saffron in the market place, I was told that Fincy attacked her first.” He would not have his mate punished for what that female did. 
 
    “Actually, it is not,” the Emperor replied. “I believe Darac is handling that. We would like to speak to Saffron, though. With your permission, of course.” 
 
    The Empress snorted and her mate gave her a firm look. 
 
    “About what?” He could not deny the Emperor, of course. But he would protect his mate. 
 
    “We have a job for her,” the Empress replied with a grin. He had learned that when the Empress grinned that you should be very, very careful. “One I think she’s going to love.”  
 
    “Really?” He did not know how he felt about that, but ultimately if there was no danger to his mate and if she wished to do this job then he could see no reason to deny her. “All right, you may talk to her about this job.” 
 
    “How generous of you to allow me.” 
 
    Was that sarcasm? 
 
    The Emperor gave his mate another warning look. “Zoey.” 
 
    She just smiled up at him. Then looked at Moroco. “Good, then we might as well walk with you.” 
 
    “Yes. That is…good.” Not the word he would use, but he could not tell them to go away. Much as he was dying to. 
 
    *** 
 
    Saffron entered her house with a sigh, coming to a stop in the foyer as the scent of thunderstorms and rain on a hot pavement hit her.  
 
    No. No way. It couldn’t be. 
 
    She took a step back, trying to move quietly. Maybe they were gone. Maybe they hadn’t heard the front door open. Maybe…oh shit. 
 
    Scar appeared in the doorway leading to the living area. “I thought I heard you.” 
 
    He stumbled forward then turned with a frown to whoever stood behind him. “Do not shove me.” He pushed at the other male and they disappeared into the living room. She winced as she heard something crash. 
 
    And instead of running away while they were distracted, she stupidly ran towards the noise. She came to a sudden stop as she saw Scar and another warrior rolling around on the living room floor. One of them smashed his fist into the other one’s face and she winced. They rolled again, slamming against one of the chairs and sending it flying into the wall. She scowled as she saw the big dent it left. 
 
    “Stop it! Stop fighting in my house!” she yelled. 
 
    Another Sky Warrior walked in from the kitchen area. She finished his mouthful then took a swig from what had been a full bottle of sola. 
 
    “Hey!” She strode over to them and snatched the bottle of sola from Icy’s hand. “What the hell do you think you guys are doing? Do you know how expensive this stuff is?” 
 
    “Tastes like toilet water.” Icy spat it out on the floor. 
 
    “You idiots have no manners. Stop them from wrecking my house!” she demanded of the leader who appeared from the bedroom, holding one of her panties in his hand. “And let go of my panties!” 
 
    “Is that what these are? Where do you wear them? They are not much protection for your head.” He placed her white cotton panties on his head and she just gaped at him. 
 
    Under other circumstances, if there weren’t two warriors destroying her house, another one eating her out of house and home, then she might have laughed. But right now, she was feeling murderous. 
 
    “Take them off right—” 
 
    “What is going on here?” a voice roared from behind her. 
 
    She turned, her stomach jumping into her throat as she saw Moroco standing there. Then her gaze shifted to the people standing behind them. The Emperor and Empress of Zerconia. Oh fuck. 
 
    Even the idiots fighting stopped and pulled apart at the sound of the cold fury in Moroco’s voice. 
 
    “This isn’t what it looks like,” she said quickly, looking down at the sola she held in her hand then over at their leader who still had his panties on his head. 
 
    “Really?” a feminine voice asked, and a blonde head peeked around from behind the Emperor’s back. “Because it looks like these guys broke in here, destroyed the place, and are now trying on your clothes.” 
 
    “All right, then it does look like it is.” She watched Moroco worriedly. She knew how his mind worked. Catching her alone with four men like this was not going to go down well with him. 
 
    “Get behind me, my own.” The Emperor shoved Zoey gently back, glaring around at the Sky Warriors. “What do you all do here? I have had no communication from you asking permission to enter our airspace let alone step foot on Zerconia. Not that you would be welcomed after you kidnapped two of my people.” 
 
    His people? She was one of his people? 
 
    “Moroco?” she half-whispered. 
 
    He hadn’t moved. He just stared around at the mess, the Sky Warriors who were now watching them all with dark looks on their faces. The tension in the room grew and she swallowed. 
 
    “Come here, Saffron.” 
 
    She immediately moved toward him. He took the bottle of sola from her hand then flicked his gaze over her. “You are unharmed.” 
 
    “I’m fine. I just got here a few minutes before you. I didn’t know they were here. I swear.” 
 
    He frowned slightly. “Of course you did not.” 
 
    “I definitely didn’t give them permission to enter or wreck the place or eat our food.” 
 
    “Or touch your clothing,” he added, glaring at the leader who plucked her underwear from his head and tucked it in his pocket. God, she hoped they were a clean pair. 
 
    “Get behind me, mate,” he ordered in a soft voice that sent a shiver up her spine.  
 
    She shook her head. “Nope.” 
 
    “No?” He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “See. I told you they were not happily mated,” Scar said to Big Nose.  
 
    “But they co-habit together,” Big Nose countered. 
 
    “Does not mean they like each other,” Icy said. “Look at the way she defies him. She would be happy to go with us.” 
 
    “What?” Saffron whirled, glaring at them. “I’m not going anywhere with you lot. I’m mated to him.” She pointed at Moroco. 
 
    “But you are not happy. We have watched you,” Big Nose said around a mouthful of food. “He upsets you.” 
 
    “Makes you cry,” Scar added. 
 
    “I do not cry!” 
 
    “No. You are strong,” the leader said. “You easily took care of that foolish female who attacked you, you are a worthy mate.” 
 
    “How the hell do you know about that? And what do you mean, you’ve been watching me?” Now she was completely creeped out. 
 
    “How long have you been here without my permission?” the Emperor half-roared. 
 
    The baby let out a cry and everyone froze, turning to look at the Empress as she rocked her daughter. “She doesn’t like when Daddy gets grumpy, do you, poppet?” 
 
    “Zoey, take our daughter and leave,” the Emperor said in a cool voice. 
 
    Zoey stuck out her lower lip. “I always miss out on all the fun.” 
 
    Fun? This was her idea of fun? 
 
    “No,” the leader said sharply. “No one leaves.” 
 
    The Emperor’s eyes grew red and Saffron took in a sharp breath. Things were going downhill fast. 
 
    “What do you mean, a worthy mate?” Moroco roared and she jumped, staring at him. Shit, she suddenly realized that she’d taken her attention off the biggest threat in the room. Moroco looked ready to kill. His eyes were red, his hands curled into fists, the muscles in his neck pulled tight. 
 
    He looked dangerous. Lethal. And totally hot. 
 
    Now is not the time, Saffron. 
 
    She stepped between Moroco and the Sky Warriors. It was time someone was the voice of reason and she couldn’t believe it had to be her. 
 
    “Get. Behind. Me.” 
 
    All right, so she could see how obeying his order right now might help. But if she got behind him then there was nothing to stop him attacking the Sky Warriors and it was five against one. Two, if the Emperor joined in.  
 
    So instead, she reached up and cupped his face between her hands. “Moroco, look at me.” She waited patiently until he turned that gaze on her. “I am your mate. Your mate. No one else’s. I don’t want anyone else. I don’t even see anyone else. All I see is you.” 
 
    She watched him, hoping she was getting through. Eventually, he closed his eyes and when they re-opened his eyes were a dark brown once more. She started breathing again. Thank you, God. 
 
    He ran his thumb over her cheek. “I know.” 
 
    “I don’t know why they’re here. But it’s not because I want anything to do with them.” 
 
    “Of course not,” he said, surprising her with his easy agreement. “But they discovered what took me a while to see. That you are a woman like no other. Strong, fierce, loyal.” 
 
    To her embarrassment, tears filled her eyes. She had to blink them away. “Well, okay then.” 
 
    “And I love you.” 
 
    She took a sharp breath. “You do?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She slapped his chest. “Took you long enough, you big lug.” 
 
    Something crossed his face. He looked almost vulnerable. But that couldn’t be right. And then she realized she had yet to tell him her true feelings. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    That familiar arrogant look reappeared on his face and she had to hide her smile. His ego was back.  
 
    “I knew we should have come earlier,” one of the Sky Warriors commented.  
 
    “I say we still take her,” another said. “In a few weeks she will forget about him.” 
 
    Moroco growled and she placed a hand on his chest. Reaching out, he pulled her to his side. 
 
    “Nobody is taking me anywhere. I’m staying here. And if you try you’re in a whole world of pain.” 
 
    The leader looked at Moroco, then the Emperor. “There is only two of them.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about them. I was talking about me. I will make your lives a living hell.” 
 
    Big Nose grimaced. “I am not that interested in her to risk that.” 
 
    Scar nodded. “She does like to talk a lot. We would have to keep her gagged.” 
 
    “And tied down,” Icy added. “Not that that would be a terrible thing.” 
 
    She sighed. “I don’t know why you guys think I would want to be your mate.” 
 
    And did they mean she would mate all of them? Sheesh, she could barely handle just Moroco. 
 
    “Is that why you came back here? For me? Couldn’t you find a closer female?” What made her so special? 
 
    The leader shrugged. “Sacaren said that human females are compatible with us sexually. We wish to breed. We thought we would visit your planet and take some females but then we learned how far away it is and we did not want to take the time to travel that far just for a female. So we thought we would return for you.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m flattered.” 
 
    “You should be,” Scar said. “We have taken time from our schedule.” 
 
    “Yes, to invade my planet and try once more to take one of my people,” the Emperor said darkly. “This is unacceptable. I should arrest you all.” 
 
    “Good luck keeping us in a cell,” the leader said darkly. “But do not worry, we are leaving. We have jobs to do and we have wasted enough time. If you ever change your mind, let us know,” he said to Saffron. 
 
    She grabbed hold of Moroco’s arm, feeling him tense. 
 
    Big Nose winked at her. Icy frowned and Scar winked. Icy let out a massive burp then they disappeared. One minute they were there, the next they were gone. 
 
    “Wow, those guys are intense.” Zoey moved out from behind Dex. He clasped hold of her, pulling her against his size as she fanned her face. “Talk about testosterone overload. Are you really letting them just leave?” 
 
    The Emperor frowned. “I do not have much choice. They could teleport out of any cell. But we do need to figure out some sort of warning system that will tell us if they enter our atmosphere again.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll be back, since they can’t have what they want.” Zoey looked at Saffron. 
 
    Saffron glared at her. “They don’t want me. Just some female to breed for them.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I need to talk to Koran about this,” the Emperor said. “Come, Zoey.” 
 
    “But we didn’t talk to Saffron,” Zoey protested. 
 
    “About what?” Alarm filled her. “Is this about what happened at the market place? Because I tried to walk away from her.” 
 
    The Emperor waved his hand, still looking tense, although he took hold of his daughter when she reached for him, pulling her from the front pack. “No, Darac is handling that. However, on the way over here, I was stopped several times by people who wanted to tell me that Fincy instigated everything. Do not worry, if she tries to create problems, Darac will take care of everything.” 
 
    “People were sticking up for me?” she asked, shocked.  
 
    Moroco squeezed her tight.  
 
    “Yes, good to have friends, isn’t it?” Zoey smiled at her. “Both Alice and Annabel told me what happened. Don’t you worry about Fincy. Now, we’re here because I want to talk to you about opening a shelter.” 
 
    “A shelter?” 
 
    “Yes, but not like what they have on Earth. More of a safe place, a haven, I guess, where women who have been in bad relationships or been abused or just need to get away from Earth can come and recuperate and feel safe. I’ve been talking to Dex, and we have plenty of room and resources and the means to protect women being persecuted. We don’t want them to feel like they have to mate our warriors to be welcome here.” 
 
    She looked at Zoey, speechless. Then she had to glance away before she burst into tears. That was embarrassing. Nearly crying twice within one hour. 
 
    “Saffron?” Moroco questioned. “If you do not wish to do this, you do not have to.” 
 
    She glanced up at Moroco then back to Zoey. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Well…I want you to run it. You’ll have lots of help, of course. I know you don’t necessarily like dealing with people but we wanted someone strong to head it, but who would also have empathy for these women. It’s a lot of work, so we will understand if you don’t want to take it on. You can think about it, and let me know.” 
 
    “All right, I will. Thank you.” 
 
    She walked with Moroco as they left. Then her legs just went out from under her. If not for Moroco’s fast reflexes, she would have fallen to the floor. 
 
    “Saffron! What is wrong?” He pulled her up against his chest, holding her tightly in his arms. Carrying her into the living area, he placed her on the couch. He sat next to her, his thigh against hers. He grabbed her hand, taking her pulse.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she told him, attempting to sit. 
 
    He gently held her down. “Lie still. You are pale. When is the last time you ate?” 
 
    She thought back. When did she last eat? 
 
    “If you have to think about it this hard then it was too long ago. Lie there. No moving.” He gave her a stern look then stood and moved into the cooking area. 
 
    She heard him curse and looked over as he strode back into the room. “They have eaten everything.” 
 
    She grimaced. “There’s some food in the bag I was carrying. I don’t know where I put it, maybe by the door.” 
 
    He moved into the foyer area then returned, holding her bag. He drew out one of the tankka fruit and held it out to her. But when she tried to clasp hold, he pulled his hand back with a frown then held it to her mouth. 
 
    “You haven’t done this since we’ve been back,” she told him quietly. 
 
    He looked surprised. “Done what?” 
 
    She blushed slightly. “Fed me. You did it while we were on Equin, but not since we returned.” 
 
    Moroco nodded. “Things will change. I have not taken care of you as I should have.” 
 
    “When you came in here and saw me with those Sky Warriors, what was your first thought?” 
 
    “Which one I could kill first. But not because I thought you were doing anything untoward with them, although it is obvious that they wished that.” 
 
    “I didn’t want them.” 
 
    “I know that. I hear you met Fincy today.” 
 
    She eyed him. He didn’t sound upset with her, but… 
 
    “I tried to walk away from her.” 
 
    “I know. I heard many accounts of what happened, also. I was trying to make my way here to check on you when the Emperor and Empress stopped me.” He grimaced. “Unfortunately, I could not tell them to go away.” 
 
    She snorted. “I’m sure they are grateful for your restraint.” 
 
    He smiled. “I do not have to be restrained around you, though, do I?” He pulled her onto his lap and nipped her lower lip. “Open.” 
 
    She kissed him, loving how he took charge, her whole body tightened, her nipples brushing against his chest. She moaned and writhed against him. 
 
    He slid his hands up her thighs.  
 
    “So you’re not mad?” she asked. 
 
    “At you? No. At myself? Yes. I should have shut Fincy down long before now. And because I didn’t she could have harmed you.” 
 
    She snorted. “As if. That woman couldn’t fight her way out of a paper bag.” 
 
    “Why would she need to fight her way out of a paper bag?” 
 
    She waved her hand. “Nothing. I just mean that I can take her.” 
 
    He kissed her again. “But you should not need to defend yourself or me. She will be punished and she will stay away from you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Moroco watched his mate as she spoke to a small group of males. Her face was animated, her body relaxed as she pointed at her tablet then towards the clearing. Her dark hair glistened in the sunlight. It was slightly longer now, with lighter highlights from being out in the sun. He crossed his arms as he watched one of the males grow closer, nearly brushing against her.  
 
    She laughed at something he said and he tensed, waiting to feel a pang of jealousy. But when he felt nothing but enjoyment over her delight, he relaxed. Sometimes he still struggled with jealousy, with doubt, but those incidents were few and farther between now. And he knew it was all due to Saffron. 
 
    And the way she loved him. 
 
    She was happy now that she had a purpose. Creating a place that would house females who had been abused or who needed a safe place to live had taken up much of her time lately, but that did not worry him. She was in his arms each night. Warming his bed. Making his life better in so many ways. 
 
    For the first time in a long time he looked forward to going home. It was rare for him to stay late at work now, unless there was an emergency. His house was a home. It was filled with her. Her warmth. Her laughter. Her temper. 
 
    He could not believe the changes in his life. He was practically happy. He hadn’t even realized he was capable of happiness. 
 
    But his happiness was her. 
 
    She turned, spotting him and he saw the way she lit up. She said something else to the other males then turned and moved walked briskly towards him. They watched her walk. He scowled at them, meeting each of their gazes and they looked away. Just because he trusted Saffron, did not mean he trusted these other males. 
 
    “Hello,” she said with a warm smile. 
 
    “Hello, my mate. I thought I would come check on your progress. I can see you are busy.” 
 
    “Never too busy for you.” 
 
    He took in her flushed face, the happy smile on her face, the glow. He reached out and cupped her face. “Tonight, I am going to bathe you then I’m going to tie you to the bed and lick you until you come, over and over again. Then when I am finished wringing pleasure from you, I am going to take you again and again until I am spent.” 
 
    She shivered. “Damn it, Moroco. Do you have to say stuff like that? How am I supposed to get through the day with that playing in my mind?” 
 
    “Anticipation is half the fun.” Although it was also painful. He resisted the urge to adjust himself. “I will see you later, my mate.” 
 
      
 
    She watched him as he walked away, checking out his mighty fine ass. Living with a male like Moroco had its ups and downs. Both of them were strong-willed and they butted heads…a lot. However, all those arguments meant plenty of make-up sex. Which was something she’d never had the pleasure of before, but oh, baby, it was so good. 
 
    She glanced around her. The truth was, she loved it here. The men were crazy, overprotective, and arrogant and the women who loved them were kick-ass and loyal. 
 
    This was her home now. 
 
    And she couldn’t be happier. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks so much for reading Alien Explosions! I hope you enjoyed it as much as I loved writing it. Moroco and Saffron were definitely fun characters to write. If you have the chance, I’d love it if you left a review, they really help Indie authors. And of course, I love hearing from you guys any time you want to get in touch. 
 
    Love Sadie xo 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Christmas Most Alien 
 
    Currently available in the Wicked Winter Tails box set on sale for just 99 cents! 
 
      
 
    Blurb: 
 
    This isn’t your typical Christmas tale. 
 
    Not if you consider our hero crash-landing his spaceship, being taken captive by a warrior woman and dragged back to her lair a typical Christmas story. 
 
    Will he learn that wealth, power, and revenge aren’t as important as love? 
 
    No, screw that. 
 
    He’ll take the wealth, power, revenge, and the love too. 
 
      
 
    Excerpt: 
 
    He had a blinding headache. 
 
    And it wasn’t being helped by the way he was being jostled around. What was going on?  
 
    “Computer, keep the damn ship still, will you?” he grumbled. Had he gone off on another bender like he had the first night after leaving Zerconia? And Sophie. 
 
    Crap. He needed to get her out of his mind. She was never going to be his. 
 
    “And get me a pain inhibitor. The really powerful stuff.”  
 
    The computer didn’t answer. And it finally registered that rather than lying in his bed, he was face down over something warm and hard.  
 
    Rich opened his eyes, alarmed to see the ground moving beneath him. What the hell? Where was he? Was he lying face down over a horse? He turned his head to the right, trying to see what was going on. Fuck. This thing was like no horse he’d ever seen. Not unless this one had a major birth defect and had been born with two heads. 
 
    He closed his eyes. Maybe it was his vision playing tricks on him. No way did that horse have two heads and a purple mane. Nope, as soon as he opened his eyes it was going to go back to a normal horse. 
 
    He opened his eyes. Oh, damn it.  
 
    He turned his head the other way and saw a long leg. A long, lean leg. His kidnapper?  
 
    Okay, think brain. What was the last thing he remembered? Bobble-head Santa. Stress ball. Losing power. Calling Logan. Crashing…he’d crash-landed on Tiran. Obviously, he’d blacked out, and probably had a concussion if the pounding in his head was anything to go by. And then what? How had he ended up here?  
 
    And how was he going to get out of this? First things first, he needed to get off this two-headed freaky horse and away from whoever had kidnapped him from his ship. He tensed, getting ready to jump, when the horse came to a sudden stop. 
 
    Someone called out something. A female voice, and suddenly, he was lifted off the horse. Picked up like he was a damn child and dumped not too carefully on the ground. 
 
    Above him, someone snapped out what sounded like a sharp command in a language he’d never heard before. He squinted, the rays of the sun like sharp needles piercing his eyeballs as he glanced up and up and up.  
 
    A female sat on the strange beast, straight as an arrow, her long golden hair set into thick dreads that fell well past her butt. She climbed down off the horse and stood over him. Rich’s mouth went dry. She was magnificent. Eyes as blue as a summer’s day studied him carefully. Tall and muscular, she still had curves in all the right places and boy, were those curves on display. A tight body suit in a deep emerald green was molded to her body, leaving little to the imagination. Her arms and legs were bare, displaying how well-toned she was. Over her chest and torso was an armoured plate. She reminded him of this vid he’d watched of an Amazon female warrior. Fierce. Strong. Beautiful.  
 
    A total fucking turn-on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Alien Commander 
 
    Blurb: 
 
    She’s not searching for a mate, just a place to feel safe… 
 
    Sophie came to Zerconia under false pretences. She doesn’t want a mate. She has crap judgement in men. And really, what does she need a man for?  
 
    Mind-blowing orgasms? She’ll buy a vibrator.  
 
    Someone to take care of any creepy-crawlies? She’ll get a really good buy spray.  
 
    The feeling of protection and safety that comes from being held in a man’s strong arms? Okay, that might be a bit harder to find, but Sophie has never known that sort of protection before anyway. Her father abandoned her as a child, and her last boyfriend was an asshole who used her for sex. 
 
    Nope, she doesn’t need a man. 
 
    Even sexy, gorgeous, oh-so-serious Toriq with his huge muscles and his careful, quiet nature.  
 
      
 
    Toriq lives in the shadow of his father’s memory. He keeps a distance from most people, especially tiny human females, knowing they must fear his size. But staying away from Sophie is more difficult than he anticipated. Particularly when she finds herself in trouble. 
 
    Protecting the tiny blonde female suddenly becomes his top priority. Even if that means protecting her from himself.  
 
      
 
    Excerpt: 
 
    Funny, she’d never been attracted to the muscle-bound type before. But there was something about Toriq that drew her attention every time he was near. It was unnerving. And exciting. 
 
    “Oh, it’s okay. I don’t need any help. I can clean this up myself.” She rolled to her hands and knees and attempted to pick up bits of shell. Gross. And now she had to clean up herself as well. Her ass was soggy, and she could feel the material clinging to her butt cheeks. 
 
    Ick. 
 
    And Toriq wasn’t moving. He stood behind her, with a prime view of her wet ass and saggy clothes. She tightened her shoulders, preparing for his reprimand or disgust. 
 
    “Why are you cleaning that up?” 
 
    The genuine puzzlement in his voice made her turn. She shielded her eyes from the sun as she peered up at him. “Because I made the mess.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You do not need to be on your knees cleaning.” 
 
    “I don’t?” 
 
    “No, you will rise.” 
 
    “I will?” she asked, feeling slightly annoyed. But she could also see the funny side. Was she really going to argue that she wanted to clean up this disgusting mess? 
 
    But then, it wasn’t fair someone else should do it. 
 
    “You will. Rise now.”  
 
    She half-expected him to reach for her and pull her up. But he remained still, keeping his distance.  
 
    “Does everyone do what you say?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    She snorted out a laugh. “Guess I walked into that one.” 
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