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      Annika gripped the ax and headed for the forest that rested on the mountain above the alien village of Heta’slem. The sun beamed down upon her, hotter than usual, and the ghosts of Wavarnn’s triplet moons stood guard over the lush, green landscape. There were worse planets to find oneself stranded on, she thought with a sigh, as a sharp pang of homesickness tightened in her chest.

      She eyed the sky again and readjusted the backpack she was wearing. Well, even if she didn’t make it back to the village by nightfall, the moons would provide more than adequate lighting on her way down the mountain. She transferred the heavy ax to her other hand and climbed the sloping path created by the local hunters. She glanced down at her attire, a bright yellow dress, and only hesitated a second before entering the forest, though she was mindful to remain on the path. Any of the hunters who spotted her would surely not mistake her for prey. She gulped. At least she hoped not.

      Despite any risk, she wasn’t about to turn back. She was on a mission.

      As she walked, she scanned the trees and shrubbery for something that resembled a Christmas tree. Not glimpsing anything similar to a pine, spruce, or a fir tree, she continued on through the woods, determined to find what she was looking for, even if it did take the better part of the day.

      Memories of past holidays swept over her, and she blinked back the sudden burn of tears, determined not to cry. Falling apart wouldn’t solve anything. She was stuck here on Wavarnn, too far away from any human occupied trading outpost to hope for rescue. She paused, turning to peer at the village.

      No spacecrafts rested on the huge landing platform near the square. Only a few supply ships had visited this village since her unfortunate arrival here, when the Ratillian pilot she’d paid to take her to the Garunta System had landed after becoming ill. The local doctor hadn’t been able to heal him and he’d died not long after touching down in Heta’slem. The next day, his ship had been taken apart by the locals, who used pieces of the ship to fortify their houses.

      For her troubles, a Wavarnn elder had arranged for Annika to take a room in the back of a small bakery, where she would be permitted to live and work until she somehow contacted the nearest Earth embassy. But the comm systems on Heta’slem were rudimentary and didn’t reach very far into space, and she knew, deep in her heart, that she would probably never see Earth again.

      Snap! A noise sounded behind her. The breaking of a branch underfoot.

      Clutching the ax, she slowly turned around, praying she hadn’t ventured far enough up the mountain to encounter any of the wildcats the hunters frequently brought back to the village, huge fearsome looking creatures with fangs the size of her arm.

      But the path behind her was empty. Holding her breath, she peered through the trees. Though she didn’t see any animals, she felt as if something or someone was watching her. Fear clenched in her stomach and she inhaled a shaky breath.

      There was a chance that no matter how far she traveled up the mountain, she wouldn’t manage to locate any vegetation that resembled a Christmas tree. Perhaps this whole endeavor was foolish.

      But it was Christmas Day, she reminded herself as another pang of homesickness assailed her. She hadn’t checked the Earth date on her universal timepiece in weeks, but for some reason she’d felt compelled to check it upon awakening this morning, only to discover it was the twenty-fifth of December. A day she’d always spent with her family.

      If she must spend the holiday alone this year, the least she could do was mark it in a special way. Put up a Christmas tree, decorate it as best she could, and within the confines of her little room in the bakery pretend she was back on Earth, if only for a few hours.

      She tightened her grip on the ax and resumed her trek up the mountain. She would journey for another hour or two before she gave up, she decided. The trees became larger the higher she moved up the mountain and her legs ached from the steep incline. A light breeze whispered through the trees and ruffled her hair. Birds chirped in the surrounding woods and little squirrel-like creatures scampered across the path in front of her.

      For a few seconds, she stood still and closed her eyes, pretending she was back on Earth. Back on her family’s land in Pennsylvania, perhaps venturing into the forest in order to pick blackberries on a warm summer day. But when she opened her eyes, she saw the oddly thick, twisted tree trunks and alien flora of Wavarnn.

      Her heart sank.

      Were her parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins gathered together at this very moment, enjoying one another’s company as they celebrated the holidays?

      Oh, how she would give anything to join them, even for only a few minutes.

      Suddenly, thunder rumbled in the distance. Her gaze swept up to the darkening skies. Oh no. A storm was coming. And she was too far from the village to make it back before the rain started. The dark billowing clouds rolled closer and closer, blocking out the sun. The air instantly felt chilled.

      Her stomach flipped. Rainstorms on Wavarnn were often deadly, as they were almost always accompanied by flash floods and excessive amounts of lightning.

      Sure enough, a huge flash of lightning illuminated the forest. It was followed by a loud crack of thunder that shook her insides. She needed to find shelter before the rain started.

      As her level of panic heightened, she glanced around the darkening forest.

      In which direction should she run?

      When the lightning flashed again, much too close for comfort, she took off through the trees, running blindly while she maintained a strong grip on the ax. The first raindrops hit her and she looked around in desperation as she ran, hoping to find a hollowed-out tree or some other kind of makeshift shelter where she might ride out the storm.

      The rain began to fall harder and each drop felt like a tiny pinprick on her flesh. The lightning flashed all around her and the air smelled like ozone. Her skin prickled with sensation. The noise of the now ceaseless thunder echoed inside her head. As she realized that holding onto the ax was foolish, as it might attract the lightning, she dropped it and kept running. She also soon abandoned her heavy backpack, leaving it behind on the forest floor. Perhaps she could retrieve it later, but for now she needed to focus on finding shelter as soon as possible, without any hindrances.

      As she rounded a large tree, a huge figure abruptly appeared in front of her.

      She gasped and stopped in her tracks.

      Gasping for breath, she peered at the massive alien male who stared at her. His stance remained wide, as if he wished to keep her from passing. Her heart pounded in her ears, though she couldn’t quite hear it over the thunder, but she felt the thump thump thump as panic swirled through her.

      She gulped hard and peered more closely into the alien male’s glowing green eyes, only to realize she knew him from Heta’slem. Vaguely. A newcomer in the village, she had met him just yesterday when he’d visited the bakery.

      “Deza? What are you doing here?” she called out in Galactic Common.

      He moved closer and gripped her by her shoulders, his countenance taking on a concerned look as his glowing green eyes roved up and down her body. Then, without a word, he scooped her up into his arms and took off through the trees, moving at a rapid, inhuman speed that both startled her and left her in awe.

      What was happening?

      Where was this huge alien taking her?
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      The little human had struggled for several moments after Deza picked her up, but once she realized he wasn’t going to put her down, she had given up and gone still in his arms. She was so tiny, so fragile, and the urge to protect her from any harm reverberated in his chest. He should have announced his intentions to claim her yesterday when they’d first met and brought her directly to his ship. But, having never met a human before, he had decided to spend some time observing her first.

      “Sweet Annika,” he said in his native tongue, not slowing his pace as he headed for shelter, “I will keep you safe.” He doubted she heard him over the noise of the thunder, but he hadn’t been able to resist leaning over her and placing his lips to her ear. It had only felt natural to say something to soothe her.

      He carried her into the small cave he’d passed by earlier in the day. Cocking his head, he listened for any sounds of breathing from within the darkness that might indicate the cave was occupied. Given the noise of the storm, he was forced to close his eyes briefly and concentrate, listening for the pulse of a sound wave issuing from deep within.

      When he didn’t feel even the slightest wave against his eardrum, he gently set Annika on a smooth rock formation. He despaired to release her, but he needed to make the shelter comfortable for the little human.

      He took off his travel pack and withdrew a light orb, tossing it to the ground. It immediately illuminated the cave and dried the moisture from the air and his body as well. A glance at Annika showed her hair and yellow dress were both rapidly drying too. She peered down at herself in surprise and cast a curious glance at the light orb, obviously having never seen such technology.

      Next, he set up his portable forcefield in front of the cave’s entrance. There was no telling how long the storm would last. He didn’t want to risk any forest creatures joining them, particularly any dangerous ones, and he also wished to keep any potential floodwaters out. Once the forcefield was set up, he adjusted its controls to mute the noise of the storm.

      “Deza?” Annika peered at him with wide blue eyes. “What-what are you doing up here on the mountain?” She tensed and looked nervously around the cave, as if she were searching for somewhere to run.

      “I followed you, little human,” he said, this time in Galactic Common.

      Her hands trembled in her lap. “You-you followed me?” Her eyes widened further and she appeared truly alarmed. “Why-why?” she asked in a shaky voice. She moved to the other side of the rock formation, as if trying to put as much space between them as possible.

      Did she fear him? Deza wished for nothing but to hold the sweet human again, but he did not wish to frighten her.

      “I wanted to ensure your safety,” he finally said.

      “I thought I heard something in the forest a while ago, and then I felt as if someone was watching me. You-that was you?”

      “Yes, sweet Annika. As I explained, I wished to keep you safe.”

      “But why?” A shiver racked her body and she wrapped her arms around herself, moving her hands up and down her arms.

      Deza withdrew a warming blanket from his travel pack and held it up as an offering. Slowly, he approached her, and to his delight she didn’t try to evade him. She allowed him to drape the blanket over her shoulders and sit down beside her.

      “Thank you,” she said with a small smile, though her expression soon turned worried again. “Please, tell me why you wish to keep me safe? I only met you yesterday, when you came to the bakery for Wavarnnian pastries.”

      “I wish for you to become my mate, Annika.” He placed his hand on her thigh, unable to keep himself from touching her. He was drawn to her like no other. His blood heated and his cock went rock hard just from sitting so close to her. Yes, he most definitely should’ve carried her back to his ship yesterday.

      “Your what?” she asked, trying to scoot away, but he stopped her with an arm around her shoulders. He pulled her close to his side and admired the smattering of freckles on her nose. Her dark brown locks, now dry, rested in waves over her shoulders. Ah, she was a lovely creature. And his. All his.

      “My mate. My female,” he finally responded. “You see, Vaxxlians and humans are sexually compatible. In fact, as far as my people know, humans are the only species capable of reproducing with them. When I learned from traders at the Horollan Outpost that a human female had ventured into this sector of space on a Ratillian ship, I began scanning each nearby planet for human life signs. I was determined to find you.”

      “I-I see.” She fell quiet for a moment, her gaze on her lap. Finally, she took a deep breath and met his stare. “You are the first Vaxxlian I’ve ever met.” Most of the fear left her eyes and her countenance turned thoughtful. “When I saw you yesterday in the bakery, my heart almost stopped. I-I thought for a moment you were human. That is…until I took in your full size and your eye color. Humans can have green eyes, but not the same shade as yours, and definitely not glowing. After you left, the proprietor of the bakery told me about the tragedy that befell your people. He said your planet was destroyed, along with most of your kind, during a terrible war on the other side of the galaxy.”

      “That is correct. Vaxxlia was destroyed by a powerful weapon known as the Eraser, wielded by a dishonorable race known as the Irrcons.” His throat tightened as memories of all the people he’d lost swept over him. His parents, aunts and uncles, cousins, and countless friends. Only the Vaxxlian Warriors who were off planet during the fight against the Irrcons had survived the brutal attack on his homeworld. And sadly, only a handful of female Vaxxlians had survived—those who had also been off planet during the attack.

      Annika’s eyes shone with sympathy. “Look, I’m truly sorry about what happened to your people, but I can’t become your mate. I-I want to return to Earth someday. I miss my family and I’m sure they miss me.”

      Deza took a deep breath, weighing his options. He could overpower her and take her away with him. She was a tiny creature and he knew her strength would not match his own. But the thought of forcing her left him with a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. He wished for her to want him as much as he wanted her, even though that wasn’t always the Vaxxlian way. Before the attack by the Irrcons, most matches on his planet were arranged.

      He had made a pact with his four brothers though. The five of them had promised one another they would seek out human mates and bring them back to his people’s new settlement on a planet now known as New Vaxx. Now that the Irrcons had been driven far away, the Eraser destroyed, along with all who had helped build it, Deza’s people were starting over.

      He could not let his people down.

      He took Annika’s hands in his and waited for her to meet his gaze. Once her eyes collided with his, he said, “Though it is a long trip and one we could not make often, if you would agree to be my mate and bear my children, I will promise to take you to visit your family on Earth. I will also provide you with a video comm system that will allow you to communicate with your family and friends on Earth. I promise to protect and care for you, sweet Annika, until the end of my days. You would be my cherished female, the one I revere above all others.”
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      Annika could scarcely breathe.

      Deza’s glowing green eyes mesmerized her. He was so breathtakingly handsome that she found it difficult to hold his gaze. Tall and broad-shouldered, he was built like the fiercest warrior. He wore black pants and a snug gray shirt that hugged his muscles in all the right places. He had a strong, square jaw covered with dark facial hair, as if he hadn’t shaved in a few days. His similarity to human males was astounding, but just as fantastic as the differences. She judged him to be about seven and a half feet tall.

      Of all the aliens she’d met during her travels, he was the most fascinating and she found she couldn’t stop stealing glances at him.

      His hand still rested on her thigh, and his closeness, as well as his spicy masculine scent, made her pussy clench and tingle. Her breath came in short, faint gasps. Heat seared her cheeks and she hoped he didn’t notice her flushing. She couldn’t help herself and it was becoming increasingly difficult to form a coherent thought in his presence.

      And he wanted her as his female. His mate.

      She couldn’t believe it. He’d actually tracked her down to Wavarnn, without even knowing her personally. All he knew of her was that she would be sexually compatible with him. But he was offering her more than the opportunity to mate with him and have children together.

      He was offering her a way off this planet.

      A chance to see Earth again.

      But it came with a price.

      Emotion tightened in her chest. Her tongue felt thick in her mouth. She didn’t know how to respond to his offer. If she said yes, they were basically making a marriage, or the Vaxxlian version of a marriage, into a business transaction. On Earth, people still got married for love.

      Of course, from what she’d observed from aliens during her travels through the galaxy, they often married or mated for reasons that had nothing to do with love. On the Horollan Outpost, she had even seen females in a variety of species for sale, intended to be used as slaves or mistresses or wives—the buyer’s choice. She shuddered at the memory.

      “You are thinking of something sad,” Deza said. “I can see it in your eyes. Are you thinking of those you left behind on Earth?”

      She glanced at the darkness beyond the cave, at the rain pelting down the outside of the forcefield, before returning her gaze to his. “Not exactly. I was thinking of something disturbing I saw at the Horollan Outpost. Females being sold. It was the first time I had seen such a horrid practice since leaving Earth. For a while, I-I dressed as a man to feel safe. Thankfully, the Wavarnnians are a welcoming people, not prone to violence, and they do not mate with aliens.”

      “I am glad you found safety on this planet, though I am sorry you witnessed such atrocities during your travels.”

      Lightning flashed outside the cave, but she felt safe seated on the rock next to Deza. Safe and dry and warm. The blanket he’d draped over her shoulders had stopped her shaking from the cold, and the glow of the light orb he’d thrown on the floor reminded her of a fire, even though it wasn’t emitting heat. He’d turned the cave into a cozy, warm fortress in the midst of a raging storm.

      As she stared into his otherworldly green eyes, it seemed as if they were the only two souls left in the unraveling universe, adrift together in the last safe place in all of existence.

      Her heart warmed in the aftermath of her poetic musings. She barely knew this Vaxxlian male named Deza, but there was a huge part of her that wondered if perhaps she should accept his offer. From what she knew of his people, they were a proud but fierce race, only rising to violence when threatened by others. The proprietor of the bakery had welcomed Deza’s business with enthusiasm and seemed genuinely happy to see a Vaxxlian in Heta’slem.

      A long silence stretched between Annika and Deza, though it was a comfortable silence. There was something about him that put her at ease. His eyes, she realized. It was his eyes. They conveyed understanding and kindness. Empathy and longing. He felt compassion for her plight, being stranded far from her homeworld, and beneath his controlled visage burned a smoldering desire.

      “Tell me, little human,” he said, reaching for an errant strand of her hair and brushing it behind her ear, “how you ended up so far from Earth.”

      Grief pierced her and for a few seconds, she struggled for breath. She blinked hard, trying to contain the burn of tears. “My-my younger sister,” she said, somehow managing a steady voice, “was very ill with the Trushii plague. Several people in my hometown came down with the disease. The doctors told us the fatality rate was one hundred percent and that there was nothing that could be done. But I learned of an experimental treatment being developed on Borrann. I left Earth at once, determined to bring back the treatment and save my sister.”

      Deza cupped her face and wiped away a tear she hadn’t realized had fallen, dragging his thumb through the moisture as he gave her a tender look. “Did you reach Borrann? Did you find the treatment you were seeking for your sister?”

      She shook her head, more tears blurring her vision. “Just after I left the Horollan Outpost, I received a message from my parents that my sister had passed away. The plague was contained, at least, and they said no new cases had been reported anywhere on Earth for several weeks. But my sister—her name was Marie—is gone.”

      “I am truly sorry for your loss,” he said, gathering her close to his chest.

      Though she barely knew this alien called Deza, Annika found she could not resist the comfort he was offering. His arms were the sweetest refuge, and the steady beating of his heart against her ear lulled her into a peaceful trance the likes of which she had never known. She tried to tell herself she was simply lonely and starved for physical contact, but deep down she knew it to be a lie.

      She was starting to harbor a hopeless attraction to this alien male.
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        * * *

      

      Annika was a sweet, gentle soul. Deza admired her for leaving the safety of Earth for her younger sister. But he despaired over the fact that she’d left all by herself, without a strong male to protect her.

      She wouldn’t go without protection ever again. He would see to that. He would protect her with his life, if necessary.

      “I must confess, Annika, that I asked some of the villagers about you. They told me about how you were stranded here and told me you worked and lived in the bakery.”

      She withdrew slightly from his chest and peered up at him, her eyes reflecting the rays from the light orb. “I’ve been living in the village for nine Earth weeks now. Though the people here are friendly, I still long for home. My family probably believes I’m dead by now.”

      “The moment we reach my ship, I will arrange for you to contact your parents. Will that make you happy?”

      She straightened and stared directly into his eyes. “Happy? The very thought of sending word to my parents leaves me overjoyed. How-how soon do you think until we can reach your ship?”

      “Once the rain stops, it is a half day’s journey to my ship, on the other side of the mountain. I chose not to land directly in the village, as I was unfamiliar with its inhabitants.”

      “You were wise in that regard. Not many ships come to Heta’slem. Supply ships land very briefly before taking off. None of them ever linger, and after witnessing what happened after the pilot who brought me here died, I can understand why. Not long after he took his last breath, the villagers dismantled his ship for its parts. Wavarnnians are not typically violent, but they attempt to scavenge anything useful, particularly building supplies and technology, that they can get their hands on.”

      Though Annika had tensed when he’d first sat beside her, she was now relaxed and her eyes were bright with excitement. She anticipated communicating with her family soon, though she had not agreed to become his female just yet.

      The thought of giving her an ultimatum did not rest well, but he could not return to New Vaxx without a mate. Until yesterday, he’d never seen a human female before, let alone interacted with one, but he was magnetically drawn to her, so much so that he couldn’t fathom ever letting her out of his sight. How could he convince her to return to New Vaxx with him willingly?

      His brothers, particularly his older brother, Fynd, had often told him he was too compassionate. He suspected most of his brothers would not hesitate to bring a human female back to their new settlement by force. Though he didn’t believe his brothers would mistreat their mates, he would not be surprised upon his return to New Vaxx to learn they had kidnapped a female from a human outpost.

      But the sooner they all returned to their new planet and joined the other surviving Vaxxlians to rebuild their civilization, the better. The faster they rebuilt, the sooner they would be stronger and resilient enough to withstand another attack from a race such as the Irrcons.

      He could not fail his people, but he still couldn’t take Annika back to New Vaxx against her will. He did not wish for her to resent him. He had spent considerable time tracking her from the Horollan Outpost to Wavarnn. If he had to start over in his search for a mate, it would likely mean a trip to a faraway outpost, or perhaps even the long trip to Earth. Perhaps he should have gone to Earth in the first place. But when he’d learned of a human female travelling through this sector, he had experienced a profound knowing in his soul. A psychic pull toward Annika, though at the time he hadn’t known her name or even what she looked like. All he had known was that he must find her, protect her, and bring her back to New Vaxx as his beloved mate.

      He realized he knew nothing of human mating practices. Despite their sexual compatibility, perhaps he needed the permission of her family before he mated with her. On Vaxxlia, most mating pairs had been arranged years in advance, with fathers making matches for their sons and daughters with respective mates from families they wished to form alliances with. The female his father had arranged for him to mate with, Coronn, whom he had only briefly met once, had perished during the Irrcon attack on Vaxxlia. He peered at Annika and took a deep breath, savoring the unique feminine scent of her.

      “Tell me, sweet human, what I must do to earn your affection. I must have you as my mate.” He reached for her hair and ran his fingers through her silken locks. He could easily imagine awakening to her every day for the rest of his life, her dark hair spread out on the pillows and her luscious body curled around his. As he stared at her, each beat of his heart belonged to her.

      “Deza, I-I don’t know how to answer that. I’m sorry.”

      A horrible thought entered his mind and he couldn’t stop the jealous rage that filled him. “Is there another male who holds your affection? Did you leave a mate behind on Earth?” He imagined wrapping his hand around a nameless human male’s throat and squeezing the life out of him. Annika must have sensed his violent thoughts, for she tensed beside him and a worried look entered her pretty blue gaze.

      “No. I’m not married and I don’t have a boyfriend waiting on Earth either.”

      “Boyfriend? What is a…boyfriend?” He didn’t understand the meaning behind the translation.

      “On Earth, couples usually date for a while before they get married. Men and women who date one another become boyfriend and girlfriend.”

      He laced his fingers through hers and brought her hand to his lips. Then he placed a gentle kiss on the back of her hand, letting his lips linger on her soft, warm flesh. He met her eyes and stared into her bottomless blue depths. He leaned closer, until his lips rested so close to hers, he felt the heat of her increasing breaths against his face.

      “Annika from Earth,” he said in a formal tone, “I wish to be your boyfriend. Will you please be my girlfriend?”
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      Annika couldn’t believe it.

      The alien she’d met only yesterday, the very same male who had rescued her during the fierce storm, had just asked her to go steady. Stunned speechless, she found herself gazing into his beautiful green eyes as the aching between her thighs increased.

      “Deza,” she said, finally finding her voice, “we just met. I don’t know you well enough to even consider becoming your-your girlfriend. I’m sorry.”

      When his eyes filled with sadness, her own heart felt as if it were breaking. She didn’t understand it. Why did his sadness feel as if it belonged to her? Why was the fervent aching in her loins increasing with each second spent in his presence? And why did she long for him to lean just a smidge closer and press his lips to hers?

      “How many days must we know one another until you will agree to become my girlfriend?” An expression of genuine confusion crossed his face.

      She sighed. “There is no set number of days, but one surely isn’t long enough. I-I wish I could explain better. Um, usually after a few dates, if a man and woman both really like each other, they will often agree to only see one another. They will become boyfriend and girlfriend.”

      “Dates?”

      Oh dear. She wondered how males and females became mated in his culture. Apparently, it must happen a lot faster than on Earth. But though she despaired over hurting his feelings, she welcomed the opportunity to exchange knowledge with him. She liked talking to him, very much. She also liked sitting close to him, with his big muscular arm still wrapped around her shoulders.

      “A date,” she explained slowly, “is when two people who are attracted to one another spend some time together, perhaps going out to dinner or to the movies. Or they might just grab a quick cup of coffee or maybe walk around the park together on a nice day. The point of a date is to spend time alone together and get to know one another better…for the purpose of discovering whether or not they are compatible.”

      “I think I understand,” Deza said, a smile lighting his face. He glanced around the cave and then returned his eyes to hers. “We are currently alone and spending time together. We are talking and getting to know one another better. We are on a date right now, are we not?”

      She returned his smile. “Yes, yes I suppose we are on a date right now, Deza.” She laughed. “An unusual date, but a date nonetheless.” She didn’t have the heart to say otherwise. He had looked at her with such hopefulness shining in his eyes that she couldn’t bring herself to contradict him. At least he didn’t appear sad anymore.

      A series of bright flashes outside the cave caught their attention, the height of the storm bearing down upon the mountain. But she was still safe and warm, thanks to Deza. Muddy water cascaded by the mouth of the cave, but the forcefield he’d erected kept the flash flood from entering. It was strangely quiet in this small space, and she appreciated that the forcefield also muted the sound of the storm.

      “Deza, I want to thank you again for bringing me here. I-I don’t like thinking about what might’ve happened had you not…shown up at the right time.” Had you not been stalking me, she thought with an inward smile. She couldn’t be angry with him for following her up the mountain. He’d had good intentions. Not to mention, she was very aware of his size and his strength. He could do anything he wanted to her and she wouldn’t be able to stop him, but he wasn’t forcing himself upon her, wasn’t forcing her to become his mate.

      “It was my pleasure to bring you here, sweet human.” He nodded at the backpack he’d left on the floor. “I have enough provisions in my travel pack to keep us hydrated and fed for several days if we find we cannot yet leave the cave. We must wait to leave until it is safe. I won’t risk you becoming trapped in a mudslide.”

      “If this storm is like all the others I’ve experienced during my nine weeks on Wavarnn, we should be able to leave the cave by tomorrow morning. The rainstorms are violent and last for hours, but once it stops raining the floodwaters usually recede quickly and soak into the ground. I have not heard of any mudslides occurring on the mountain, only deadly flash floods nearer to the village.”

      The hardness of the rock was making her left butt cheek go numb, and she decided to shift her weight to the other side and find a more comfortable position, only to find her leg had also gone numb, which caused her to fall forward directly into Deza’s lap. She grasped at his thigh to steady herself, only to realize she wasn’t just grasping his leg.

      Something big and hard pulsed beneath her hand.

      She glanced down to see the massive bulge of his manhood in his pants…and her hand wrapped right around it.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry!” She righted herself and primly folded her hands in her lap, as if she hadn’t just been gripping his cock.

      He placed a finger beneath her chin and forced her gaze to his. “No need to apologize, sweet human.” Passion flared in the depths of his green gaze. “Our first date is going well, is it not?”
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        * * *

      

      Desire pulsed through Deza, his blood heating and his cock hardening further. The feel of Annika’s hand wrapping around his stiff length had been pure carnal bliss. He hoped she groped him again.

      “Really, I didn’t mean to do that. This isn’t the most comfortable rock. My-my leg was numb and I was just trying to get more comfortable and…” Her voice trailed off and she flushed a deep shade of pink. She was so adorable, this sweet little human who would soon be his mate.

      As he held her chin between his fingers, he leaned down to press his lips to hers, capturing her mouth in a tender kiss. Though he longed to grab her head with more force and hold her in place while he thrust his tongue deep inside, he restrained himself from being too forward and rough. He had no wish to scare her, and given her explanation of boyfriends and girlfriends and dates, it would seem human relationships began more gradually than a traditional Vaxxlian courtship. Though many Vaxxlians didn’t know one another well before they became mated, it was customary for a male and female to grow in their relationship together after their mating.

      When she moaned against his lips, he moved his hands to either side of her face, though he only maintained a soft grip on her. If she decided to pull away from his advances, she wouldn’t find herself trapped against him.

      He scooted closer to her, reveling in the feeling of her skin touching his. He longed to strip off her little yellow dress and kiss every part of her body, longed to bury his face between her thighs and taste her growing arousal. He inhaled deeply through his nose, heartened by the telltale scent of the moisture quickening in her sex. Ah, so the little human was attracted to him after all, whether she was ready to admit it or not.

      Another little moan escaped her, the sweetest vibration against his tongue. He deepened the kiss as her hands came to rest upon his thighs, tentatively at first, before she squeezed them and moved her fingers up to his chest, where she traced the outline of his muscles through his shirt.

      Unable to help himself, he lifted her and placed her on his lap, keeping his mouth pressed to hers as he did so. She squealed in surprise against his lips but soon settled onto his thighs and thrust her tongue along his with increasing urgency.

      The scent of her arousal heightened in the air. She wiggled slightly in his lap and shuddered when his cock pulsed harder beneath her curvy little bottom. But she didn’t try to escape his hold. Instead, she began to push herself down upon his manhood in a steady manner that drove him wild with desire.

      Perspiration trickled down his temples and he sweltered in the confines of his attire, longing to rip every last thread of clothing off his body before doing the same to Annika. He’d never known such primal need, such intense passion. When he finally withdrew from the kiss, she stared at him with wide blue eyes, both of them panting breathlessly.

      Her face was flushed and her chest rose and fell in a rapid rhythm, drawing his attention to the mound of her breasts. A slight amount of cleavage showed above the neckline of her dress, a tease to his system.

      “You are the most beautiful female I have ever beheld, sweet Annika,” he said, brushing her hair behind her ears and delighting in the shiver that racked her body. Again, she pressed her bottom down upon his groin, her eyes sparkling bright even as a nervous gasp left her.

      “I-I usually don’t move so fast on a first date,” she said with an endearing blush staining her cheeks. “But I find I cannot help myself. It doesn’t seem like we just met, I feel so strangely comfortable in your arms. Perhaps we knew each other in another life.”

      “What do you mean?”

      A smile touched her lips. “Reincarnation. Some humans believe in it.” Her grin widened. “I believe in it. What about Vaxxlians? Do your people believe in it?”

      “In a way,” he said after some thought. “The Star God sometimes grants a soul a second or a third chance at life, if the soul’s first life did not fulfill his or her destiny or learn all the lessons required for a soul to reach a transcendent state, which is required to join the Star People.”

      “Star People? You mean angels?” She rested her hands on his chest, her expression one of rapt interest. Her face was still beautifully flushed, making her freckles stand out with more prominence.

      “What are angels?” he asked, enjoying the feel of her seated on his lap. He tightened his arms around her.

      “Well…sort of like supernatural beings, I guess you could say, who live beyond this life. Many Earth religions believe that once you die you go to heaven, up beyond the clouds, and become an angel. Angels are usually depicted as people with great white wings.”

      “Star People do not have wings, although they can soar above the clouds and travel through space. Their ethereal bodies glow and sometimes only appear as streaks of light.”

      The curiosity in her eyes deepened. “Have you ever seen a Star Person?”

      He nodded. “Of course. My deceased relatives have visited me from time to time. Particularly during times of great sorrow or great happiness, relatives who have left this life will appear in their star form to offer comfort or to share in your joy.”

      Tears brimmed in her eyes. “I’ve never seen an angel,” she said, her voice cracking as a look of despair darkened her features.

      Understanding dawned and his heart ached knowing the grief she was still experiencing over the loss of her sister. Having lost people he loved dearly recently, he knew the depth of her sorrow too well.

      Drawing her to his chest, he held her tight, hoping his actions helped soothe her grief, if only a little. “Shh, Annika. All will be well. Even if you haven’t seen her yet, you can rest knowing Marie is an angel now, with huge, beautiful white wings. And you will talk to your family soon, I promise.”
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      Not for the first time, Annika mused that Deza’s arms were the sweetest refuge. She kept her face buried in his chest as she tried to reel in her emotions. She had cried when she learned of Marie’s passing, but she hadn’t discussed her sister’s death with anyone. Telling Deza about Marie and learning that in his culture it was common to see the spirits of deceased relatives left her feeling vulnerable. Her grief was a raw open wound and she wondered if she would ever feel whole again.

      Even though she knew there was no possible way she would’ve been able to find the cure on Borrann and bring it back to Earth before Marie succumbed to the illness, as her sister had not lasted as long as most of those afflicted with the disease, Annika still couldn’t help but feel guilty. Guilty for not finding the cure, despite the dire lack of time. And guilty for not being there when Marie died. She hadn’t been there to say goodbye, and she had missed the funeral as well.

      “Here, my sweet,” Deza said. He retrieved a clean cloth from his pocket and pressed it to her face, gently drying her tears.

      “Thank you,” she said, his tender regard warming her heart. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to cry and totally ruin the sexy mood.”

      “You need not apologize.” He peered into her eyes with a look of devotion that astonished her.

      How could he gaze upon her with such regard when they had only known each other for a day? She couldn’t fathom it, but she was starting to care less and less about how long they’d known each other. She only knew that she liked his kisses, his warm embraces, and his company.

      “Annika, why were you walking up the mountain with an ax?” he suddenly asked, and she suspected the question was an attempt to distract her from her sorrow.

      “Today is Christmas. I wished to find a Christmas tree, cut it down, and bring it back to my room at the bakery and decorate it,” she said, and warmth flowed through her because she had thought she would spend the holiday alone. But she wasn’t alone. Deza was with her. Here in this cave, keeping her safe and trying to convince her to become his mate, of all things.

      “What is Christmas?”

      She thought about how to best explain the holiday to an alien who wasn’t familiar with her culture or the many religions belonging to humans. “Well, it’s a time of joy and togetherness. Families and friends come together and enjoy one another’s company. We decorate our houses with Christmas decorations—like with Christmas trees and strings of lights—and it’s also a custom to exchange gifts with your loved ones. In my family, all my cousins, aunts, and uncles, and my sister when she was alive, would converge at my parents’ house on Christmas Day. We would exchange presents, sing carols, and then enjoy a huge feast together.” She smiled, imagining her family doing all this right now, and she prayed all her loved ones on Earth were currently healthy and happy.

      “I wish you a happy Christmas, Annika,” Deza said, his eyes glowing brighter as he snuggled her deeper into his comforting embrace.

      She grinned. “On Earth, we usually say ‘Merry Christmas’, though it’s also fairly common to say ‘Happy Christmas.’” She paused as his luminous gaze held her captive. “I-I wish you a Merry Christmas, too, Deza.”

      They spent the next few hours discussing the various holidays in each of their cultures, sharing tidbits from their lives and getting to know one another even better. The rain continued to fall, but the light orb beamed bright in the cave. When they became hungry, Deza pulled what looked like beef jerky from his backpack and offered her some. She gladly accepted, though she was surprised to find it tasted like an apple with a chewy texture. He also offered her water and a sweet tasting drink called trissta in his native language.

      When her eyes began to droop, he pulled another blanket from his backpack and arranged a makeshift bed for her on the cave’s floor. Grateful for his kindness, she lay down and her heart danced as he placed the other blanket atop her, tucking her in with great care. He even placed a lingering kiss on her forehead.

      “Sleep, my sweet Annika.”

      She drifted away and dreamed of a beautiful alien world, green and lush and mountainous. She also dreamed of Deza kissing her huge, swollen stomach as the life growing within her kicked.

      When Annika awoke an indiscernible amount of time later, she smelled something odd that she hadn’t smelled before she fell asleep. It reminded her of the sharp, sweet and refreshing scent of a spruce tree—of an actual fresh cut Christmas tree. Inhaling a deep breath, she rubbed her eyes and sat up, looking around for Deza.

      She spotted him placing rocks around the base of a small green tree that had shining red lights. She gasped and sat up further, too stunned to speak. It was a Christmas tree! Or, the best version that could be found on Wavarnn. Thick green leaves covered with large, translucent red berries glowed against the white rays emitting from the light orb on the floor.

      “Deza, I…” Her voice trailed off and her throat burned.

      “Merry Christmas, Annika.” He approached her, drew her up into his arms, and leaned down, pressing a soft kiss to her lips.

      “Merry Christmas, Deza.”
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        * * *

      

      Deza watched as Annika fawned over the tree. “I can’t believe you went out in the rain while I was sleeping.” She tried to give him a reproachful look, but in her exuberance over the tree she couldn’t seem to stop smiling. “You could have gotten hurt!”

      “I reset the forcefield the moment I stepped outside the cave, to keep the water from rushing in on you. And as for the rain, well…this is not very severe compared to the storms we used to get on Vaxxlia.”

      “But you could have been struck by lightning!”

      He touched the front of his shirt. “All Vaxxlian clothing contains threads of anicon in it, a material that repels lightning. All our homes are fortified with anicon as well.”

      “Well, thank you, Deza.” She touched one of the berries. “With the light shining on these see through berries, it looks as if you’ve draped string lights around this tree. It looks like a real Christmas tree to me. I still can’t believe it. Thank you, thank you, thank you.” She rushed to him and wrapped her arms around his waist, stood on her tiptoes, and planted a kiss on his lips.

      Warmth surged through him. For the first time in a long time, the corners of his mouth hurt from smiling. It had been so long since he’d experienced joy in his life. Annika’s sweet presence brought him happiness and he could very well imagine spending the rest of his life with her as his mate. He only hoped she agreed to return to New Vaxx with him when the storm lifted.

      But if she still refused to go with him, he couldn’t leave her alone on Wavarnn, even if the inhabitants were friendly toward humans. There was no telling what might happen to her on this planet if she didn’t have proper protection, particularly given her propensity for wandering up steep mountains. If he hadn’t been here…his blood surged hot and his muscles tensed as he imagined harm befalling his sweet little human. He thanked the Star God he’d arrived on Wavarnn just in time to save her.

      To Deza’s dismay, the rain began to slow. They stood beside the Christmas tree, still in one another’s arms, and watched the cave’s entrance until the storm finally ended. Deza found himself wishing it would rain for days on end, if only it meant he could keep Annika in this cave, all to himself.

      “It stopped,” she said. “That-that is good. We can leave soon.”

      The three moons of Wavarnn soon appeared on the horizon, glowing through the tree line and no longer obscured by the cloud cover. “Yes, but not until morning arrives. We must give the sun some time to dry out the walking paths on the mountain.”

      An awkward silence hung between them. She hadn’t yet agreed to become his mate, despite the intimacies they had shared during their time alone in the cave. The sweet taste of her mouth still lingered on his tongue.

      “You cannot stay here alone on Wavarnn,” he said in a commanding tone, unable to keep the frustration from his voice. “And…I promised to help you communicate with your family. You can only do so from the comm system in my ship, the Merrona.”

      A wary look entered her eyes and she withdrew her arms from around his waist, backing up toward the Christmas tree. “I-I would only ask for a few minutes on your comm system, Deza. Just long enough to let my family know that I’m alive and that I will try to return to Earth one day. Surely one of the supply vessels that occasionally arrive in Heta’slem will eventually agree to take me as a passenger. I will keep asking until one of them says yes, and I will find a way off this planet and I will be just fine.” Her expression took on an adorable willfulness. He had the sudden urge to grab her by the shoulders and shake her for being so stubborn and for denying the truth he suspected she felt in her heart.

      She was tempted to accept his offer and become his mate. He could sense it and see it in her beautiful blue gaze. Why wouldn’t she give in to her desires and say yes? Vaxxlian females were not as stubborn as their human counterparts, he decided. He admired her strength, but he couldn’t imagine letting her go. He couldn’t fathom continuing his search for a human mate, all the while knowing the perfect female for him was stranded on Wavarnn, alone and praying for rescue so she might one day return to her people.

      “I will not leave you on Wavarnn,” he said quietly, sorrow consuming him from the inside out. “I will take you with me off this planet, and if you still refuse to become my mate, little human, by the time we reach the nearest outpost that has an Earth embassy, I will leave you among your own kind.”

      To his surprise, tears brimmed in her eyes. But he didn’t understand the nature of her tears. Was she happy at the prospect of returning to her people? Or sad at the idea of parting ways with him?

      When she rushed to him and gave him a fierce hug, he decided it must be a mixture of both. He returned the hug, wrapping her in his arms and burying his face in her hair, inhaling the intoxicating fragrance of her femininity. He only hoped she decided to give him a chance.

      In the short time he had known her, she had become an important part of his life. He couldn’t imagine a day without her, let alone permanently being parted from her. If she refused him in the end, his heart would remain forever broken.
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      Annika stared at Deza’s ship, a large but sleek disc-shaped vessel that gleamed in the afternoon sun. They had spent the last few hours traveling over the mountain to the place he’d hidden the Merrona. During their journey, neither one of them had spoken much. He’d offered her food and drink every so often, but other than that he had barely said a word. She had tried to make small talk a few times, only for him to reply with a nod or a noncommittal grunt.

      Every time she looked at him, he appeared deep in thought. She supposed her refusal to become his mate weighed on his mind. But it couldn’t be helped. How could she throw away her opportunity to reach Earth? Once he dropped her off at the nearest Earth embassy, human officials would arrange for her to travel back home.

      Why did she feel so guilty?

      She would be a fool to refuse Deza’s assistance, even though he wasn’t asking anything of her in return. He was helping her reach home out of the kindness in his heart and nothing more.

      Her throat burned with emotion. The thought of never seeing Deza again brought tears to her eyes. She blinked rapidly and swallowed hard, determined not to break down in front of him again. She was glad to have met Deza and she couldn’t help but wonder if they might have had a chance under different circumstances—like if they had all the time in the world to get to know one another. But Deza had to return to New Vaxx soon with a human mate. The males of his kind were trying to rebuild civilization and start over. There wasn’t time for a long courtship.

      Oh, she wished there was more time.

      “Come, Annika.” He touched her lower back, guiding her toward the ship, and his nearness sent tingles rushing through her body. “I’ll fire the comm system up immediately and you can contact your family.”

      As they walked, she rested a hand on his chest briefly and offered him a smile. “Thank you, Deza. I cannot begin to express to you how grateful I am for your kindness. You are a good man.” And the human female you claim as your mate will be the luckiest woman in all of existence, she thought with a sinking heart. Jealousy ripped through her, and she tried her best to push the ugly emotion away. This would all be for the best. She would reach Earth and he would eventually find a mate, a woman who wanted Deza as much as he wanted her.

      As they approached the ship, he shouted a command in his native tongue. A moment later, the side of the ship shifted, opening into a ramp that folded down directly in front of them. Steep steps ascended to a lighted interior. He urged her to proceed up the steps ahead of him. Once she entered what she supposed was the bridge, she took in her new surroundings with a sense of awe.

      Two white glimmering chairs hovered in front of a series of flashing control panels. Though she hadn’t seen windows from the outside of the ship, the inside of the bridge contained a massive window that revealed a view of the forest, the clear blue sky, and the distant mountains covered in mist. When she stepped close to a small indent in the wall, a door zipped open to reveal a long corridor filled with multiple doorways. She peered over her shoulder at Deza and noticed the ramp was retracting behind him, folding back into the wall of the ship.

      “Please take a seat in either of the chairs,” he said.

      She sat in the nearest one and gasped as the floating chair instantly molded itself to her body. It was the most comfortable chair she’d ever sat in. She placed her hands on the armrests and stared out the viewport. Deza sat in the other chair and started pressing buttons on the control panel, as well as issuing orders in his native tongue to the ship’s systems. The Merrona shuddered slightly and then stilled.

      The mountains and trees disappeared from the viewport as it turned black and various numbers and letters crossed the surface in rapid succession.

      “I need to locate your parents’ comm system in the Earth grid. Were they issued a comm number by your government?”

      She nodded and slowly uttered their newly issued comm number, hoping she got it right. It had been a long time since she’d called them. And the last time had been the day after Marie’s funeral, when she’d called to check in and offer her sympathies and her regrets for not being able to join them.

      “It’s requesting a connection,” he said, giving her a smile. It was the first time he’d smiled at her all day and she was glad to see his happiness, even if he was just being polite. His eyes were twinkling though, so it must be a real smile, she reasoned with growing hopefulness. “If your parents are home, they will answer. If they are not home, you will be able to record a message, and of course we will then try again later.”

      When her mother’s surprised face appeared on the screen, Annika couldn’t contain her excitement. She smiled through happy tears as she waved at her mom.

      “Oh, Annika, it’s been so long. I feared something terrible had happened to you. I’m so very happy to see you. Are you well? Where have you been? You must tell me everything,” her mother said as she wiped away tears of her own. “But first, who is that handsome fellow seated next to you?”

      Annika smiled at the handsome fellow in question. “Mom, I’d like to introduce you to Deza. He’s a Vaxxlian—and a very kind one at that.” She found herself flushing hot as she cast another glance at her sexy alien companion on the bridge.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Deza,” her mother said. “I’m Reba.”

      Deza inclined his head toward the screen. “I am happy to meet you as well, Reba, and I want you to know that I’ve pledged my protection to your daughter. We are on a planet called Wavarnn, which is very far from the nearest human settlement or outpost. I promise to bring her to the nearest Earth embassy, where she will be safe among her own people and can arrange for travel back to Earth.”
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        * * *

      

      Deza was soon introduced to Annika’s father, who had just returned home from visiting a neighbor. He reiterated what he’d told Reba about protecting Annika and bringing her to the nearest Earth embassy, then he excused himself from the bridge under the pretense of checking the ship’s systems in the engineering room. In truth, he simply wanted to give Annika a chance to speak with her family alone.

      He was happy for her, even if her happiness came at the price of his own.

      Running a hand through his hair, he emitted a groan of frustration and entered the guest quarters. He made sure the room was adequately prepared for Annika, with the softest sheets on the bed and the kitchen area well-stocked. He also ensured the food replicator was functioning. It would be several Earth weeks until they reached the nearest Earth embassy.

      Would that be a long enough time to convince her to become his mate and return to New Vaxx with him? Or would trying to win her heart only be futile in the end?

      He cared for her. Truly and deeply. His heart ached at the mere thought of one day bidding her goodbye, never to see her again. She possessed a kind, sweet soul. He sensed it in the depths of his being every time he peered into her bottomless blue eyes. She would make a fine mate and a wonderful mother. There was nothing he would deny her. He would spend the rest of his days endeavoring to make her happy, if only she would give him a chance.

      When he heard the doorway zip open, he turned to find Annika standing there, a multitude of emotions reflecting in her gaze. Joy, longing, and gratitude, to name a few. She ran to him and threw her arms around him.

      Stunned, he rubbed his hands up and down her back, enjoying the feel of her in his arms. He tightened his hold on her, never wanting to let her go. A fierce sense of possessiveness stole through him, burning white hot and almost violent in its intensity.

      How would he say goodbye when the time came?

      How would he keep himself from forcing her to stay with him?

      He didn’t know if he had the strength to do the right thing, having her in his life was too sweet a temptation. If only he could freeze this moment in time.

      “Thank you, Deza,” she said, withdrawing slightly from the embrace to peer up at him. “I never thought I’d speak to my family again. My parents wanted me to tell you ‘Merry Christmas’ and they also want you to know how appreciative they are for all your help. My father has offered to pay you for all the trouble you’re going to on my behalf, as well. He’s prepared to wire you ten thousand galactic credits.”

      “Money?” he asked in a clipped tone. He held her out by her shoulders and glared down at her, coldness gripping him, all the warmth from her embrace fleeing in the aftermath of the impersonal offer. “You think I want payment for helping you?”

      Her face fell. “I just thought⁠—”

      “These are your quarters. I suggest you get comfortable, Annika. The nearest Earth embassy is a three-week journey from this sector. Do you have any important personal belongings you need to retrieve from the village before we leave Wavarnn?”

      “Only clothing and travel essentials. Nothing very personal or important.”

      “In that case, I would prefer we lift off directly from this mountain without stopping in Heta’slem, particularly given the locals’ tendency to strip ships that linger too long on the landing platform. You may use the materials replicator in engineering to replace any of the items you may need during the journey.”

      She nodded and turned away from him, her arms wrapped around her center as if she’d taken a chill.

      He departed her quarters, cursing himself and the entire universe for the wedge that had been driven between them. Perhaps she had meant well by offering him a reward for her safe passage to an Earth embassy, but he was deeply insulted by the proposition. Even if he needed the galactic credits, he wouldn’t be tempted. Didn’t she realize he would gladly deliver her to safety on nothing but his honor?

      When he’d bid his brothers good luck as they left New Vaxx, all headed in different directions in search of a human female, Deza had not anticipated the heartache that might accompany meeting such a potential mate. Nor had he fathomed a female might turn him down. He was a strong, virile Vaxxlian warrior. He would make any female a good mate, protector, and provider.

      But why couldn’t the one female he wanted in all the universe also want him in return?

      After taking a quick shower and donning fresh clothes, he stalked to the bridge, his mood growing darker with each step. He worked to prepare the Merrona for takeoff. It would be a long journey to the nearest Earth embassy on the Xeshinkan Outpost.

      Annika’s blue eyes continually flashed in his mind, and as he guided the ship through the layers of Wavarnn’s atmosphere and into open space, his temper began to cool. He swallowed hard and decided he ought to check on the little human soon. And maybe, just maybe, he would take her in his arms and kiss her again. His blood heated at the thought.
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      Annika emerged from the bathroom, feeling refreshed after a much-needed shower. To her delight, the bathroom also contained a clothing refresher, and her clothes were now clean and smelled like a fresh summer breeze.

      She sat near the viewport and her thoughts soon strayed to Deza. She started replaying her last interaction with him over and over in her head, and guilt soon settled on her shoulders.

      She hadn’t thought her father’s offer through before opening her mouth to Deza about it. She supposed trying to pay him for his kindness was a grave insult, especially to a proud Vaxxlian warrior. The type of male who would whisk her off to the safety of a cave during a storm, yet not force her to become his mate even though he seemed to want her with every fiber of his being surely wouldn’t want money in exchange for taking her to an Earth embassy.

      Oh, how she wished she could take back her words.

      Would he ever talk to her again?

      She wished they were still back in the cave, seated next to the beautiful Christmas tree, while he stroked her back and told her about his people’s new world. She admired him for doing what he must and seeking a mate to help rebuild the Vaxxlian civilization. Apparently, the males of his kind were leaving New Vaxx in waves, all of them in search of a human female.

      Fortunately for the Vaxxlians, there were human settlements on worlds other than Earth, so the long trip to her home planet wouldn’t be necessary for all of the males. He’d told her the trip would take three Earth months on a Vaxxlian cruiser, which was the same type of ship as the Merrona.

      When she recalled the time he’d asked her to be his girlfriend after she’d explained human dating practices, she couldn’t help but smile as warmth rushed through her. Deza was the nicest, sweetest, and sexiest man she’d ever met. In the depths of her heart, she knew she’d never meet another man like him.

      The dream she’d had last night about living on New Vaxx as his mate, her stomach swollen with his child, resurfaced and she experienced a deep yearning in her soul for the very thing she had refused.

      She sat on the bed and stared in awe out the viewport of her quarters. It wasn’t as large as the one on the bridge, but it provided a majestic view of the landscape as the Merrona lifted off the forest floor. They sailed over Heta’slem and the mist-covered mountain range beyond, then gradually ascended to the stars. Once they were in open space and moving away from the planet, she marveled at how smooth the takeoff was. From what she’d seen so far, Vaxxlian technology far surpassed that which most other races possessed, including humans.

      Her musings were interrupted by a noise behind her. She spun around to find Deza standing in the doorway, his huge body taking up the entire frame. A dark, primal look filled his gaze when his eyes met with hers. Her heart commenced racing and her pussy clenched.

      He reached her in three long strides and immediately took her in his arms.

      “I’m sorry,” they both blurted at the same time.

      Annika laughed and Deza smiled wide, before the dark, primal look once again took over his features. He grasped her face and pressed his lips to hers, hard and demanding. He delved his tongue into her mouth with a forceful passion, increasing his hold on her face as he pushed his center against her stomach. The full thickness of his erection poked at her between the layers of their clothing.

      Heated longing assailed her. She didn’t want to think about the consequences of what might happen between them, she only wanted Deza to keep kissing her. Keep touching her. She wanted his hands all over her body, stroking and caressing and squeezing. And she wanted to see what this big strong Vaxxlian looked like without his fitted pants and shirt.

      She found herself untucking his shirt from his pants and running her hands up and down his hard, muscular chest. An erotic thrill ran through her. She moaned into his mouth as he deepened the kiss and backed her toward the bed.

      Everything below her waist pulsed and ached. Molten desire swept through her in heated waves, making her gasp for air when Deza finally broke the kiss.

      He cupped her face. “You are the most beautiful female I’ve ever seen, Annika. I want to kiss you all over and make you mine.” He placed her hand over his heart, and she felt the steady thumping of his life force underneath her palm. “And I want to give you my heart.”

      “But what about⁠—”

      “If you still wish to return to Earth when we reach the embassy, I will not stop you. But I cannot keep myself from you, little human. Even if we must part ways in three weeks, my heart will remain forever yours.”

      His words, so tender and filled with devotion, caused tears to spring to her eyes. She blinked against the burn and stood on her tiptoes, kissing his cheeks and holding his face in her hands. I’ll be your mate and return to New Vaxx with you, rested on the tip of her tongue. But she swallowed the words, a small part of her still holding back from vowing to become his mate. Was it wrong to sleep with Deza if she couldn’t promise forever? When he bent down to kiss her bosom through the thin layer of her dress, all rational thought fled.

      He pressed her down on the soft bed, hovering above her as he cupped one breast while kissing down the slope of her neck. Goosebumps rose all over her body, and endorphins rushed her head. She felt faint under the torrent of mounting desire and helpless against the sensations Deza was inflicting upon her. Every touch, firm or gentle, deepened her craving for the strong Vaxxlian warrior.

      She attempted to push his shirt over his head, only for it to become tangled around his neck. He gave her a faux stern look and finished removing it, tossing the garment to the floor. Her heart thumped faster. His sculpted muscular chest was a testament to pure masculinity. When his huge biceps flexed as he shifted position over her, the pulses between her thighs increased.

      “Time for you to lose that dress, little human,” he said, his eyes darkening before he added, “as well as your bra and panties.”
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