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        Protect her. Claim her. Never let her go.

      

      

      

      
        
        Desperate to escape her family’s oppressive cult, sheltered Wren flees the compound and begins a new life in a remote mountain town. But just as she starts to feel safe, she learns her family is searching for her. Terrified of being dragged back, she turns to the Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides program, and within a day, an intimidatingly large, muscle-bound alien warrior named Lorrd arrives to collect her. But can she find happiness with the stranger from another world, or is she about to trade one prison for another?

      

      

      

      
        
        Lorrd is expected to claim a human female and procreate as quickly as possible, but he worries he’s too battle-hardened to properly care for a mate. Then he meets Wren—beautiful, timid, and nothing like he expected—and an overwhelming instinct to protect her takes hold. Aware that his massive size frightens her, he tries to win her trust with patience and gentleness. But before they can leave Earth, danger strikes, and he must call upon his skills as a warrior to protect the one female he can’t bear to lose.
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      At three in the morning, the compound was eerily quiet. Wren’s nervousness deepened as she crept through the darkness, praying no one would catch her. Her pulse pounded in her ears, her breaths coming in ragged, shallow gasps. She adjusted her backpack and tried to keep her footsteps light.

      She also tried not to think about what would happen if someone caught her slinking through the night while she carried a backpack that held all her worldly possessions. But it was no use. She couldn’t stop picturing the events that would transpire if she were caught, and she struggled to suppress the tremors that began to rack her body.

      The alarm would blare, waking the entire compound. People would come pouring outside, including men with guns. She would be seized and dragged before the Prophet. She would be publicly shamed and likely sentenced to a few months of hard labor. She would also probably be forced to wear the Shroud of Disgrace, and the members of the Order of Harmony would shun her for a set period, likely for a full year. Her parents would be livid, especially her father.

      A shiver rushed through her as she considered the devastating fallout of being discovered.

      She paused and flattened herself against a storage building, trying her best to blend into the shadows. Was she making a mistake? Most residents of Harmony seemed blissfully happy, but she couldn’t understand why. No matter how hard she tried, she never really fit in, and for too many years, she’d harbored dreams of escape.

      Everything about this place felt wrong.

      Corrupted.

      Tears burned in her eyes, but she blinked them away, determined not to cry.

      She gazed beyond the locked gates as a sense of longing swept through her.

      Freedom. Oh, how she wanted to be free.

      She wanted to make her own decisions about her own life. With every passing day, the walls of the compound felt more like a cage. If she didn’t leave now, she might never get the chance.

      Her twentieth birthday was fast approaching, and that meant she would be forced to get married soon, forced to marry whichever man her father selected for her. In Harmony, it was tradition that young women got married shortly after their twentieth birthdays, and the women had absolutely no say in the matter.

      Another shiver cascaded down her back. If she got married, there was a good chance she might find herself pregnant soon, and she couldn’t fathom raising children in the compound.

      If her parents hadn’t joined the Order of Harmony, how would her life have turned out? She couldn’t help but wonder. She’d been ten when they moved to Harmony, and she had only vague memories of the outside world.

      After gathering her courage, she set off again, dashing from building to building as she worked her way closer to the gates. She glanced at the watchtower that stood in the center of the compound. Her brother, Alec, was on guard duty tonight—alongside two other guards—but she doubted any of them were still conscious. Earlier, she’d handed Alec a large container of cookies for his shift… cookies carefully laced with a fast-acting sedative.

      Even though he was an unwitting participant, she felt guilty for involving Alec in her escape plan. She sincerely hoped he and the other guards didn’t get into trouble because of her.

      Finally, she reached the building that stood closest to the gates. She paused for a moment as she caught her breath. A cold wind swept down from the sky, but she didn’t let the frigid weather deter her. She’d donned her warmest clothing, and she reminded herself that the sun would be up in a few hours. She might get a little uncomfortable, but she wouldn’t freeze to death.

      The nearest town was only ten miles away. She could do this. She could make it. By sunrise, she would be well on her way to starting a brand-new life. A life that didn’t feel so dark and suffocating.

      A sudden howl in the distance made the hair on the back of her neck stand up, but she didn’t turn around. She drew in a deep breath, then dashed toward the gates. She flattened herself along the wall, where a rarely used emergency door had been built seamlessly into the stone. She removed one of her gloves, and her pulse quickened when her hand grazed over the cold, metal keypad cover.

      If she entered the wrong code, the alarms would blare. But she knew the code, and she wouldn’t fail. At least that was what she kept telling herself. Last week, she’d found a random sequence of numbers scrawled inside an old, faded prayer book hidden in a secret compartment of her father’s desk. The moment she’d glimpsed the numbers, she’d immediately thought of the emergency door near the gates. Then she’d started to plan her escape.

      Please let it be the right code.

      Only one way to find out.

      She faced the keypad and lifted the cover.

      As her fingers hovered over the illuminated numbers, she glanced to the left and studied the towering gates. If she typed in the wrong code and set the alarm off, would she be able to quickly climb over the metal gates? She swallowed past the abrupt dryness in her throat and squinted down at the keypad.

      Here it goes.

      She held her breath as she typed in the code: 5-6-3-1-0-9.

      Relief surged through her when she heard a faint click, and thankfully, no alarm. Aside from the wind rustling the trees and the occasional howl in the distance, the night was blessedly silent.

      She clasped the doorknob and sent up a prayer of thanks when it turned. Slowly, she opened the door and slipped outside the walls of the compound. After pulling the door shut behind her, she took off into the trees.

      The full moon provided just enough light for her to navigate the nighttime forest, though she had a flashlight tucked in her pocket in case clouds suddenly obscured the moon.

      A sense of freedom immediately rushed through her, and she felt hopeful for the first time in forever.

      If she ran straight through the forest, she would come upon the main road in a matter of hours. She would reach Hillsboro by sunrise, and hopefully by tomorrow afternoon she would be on a train bound for a faraway town. She didn’t have a destination in mind. She just wanted to put as much space between herself and Harmony as she possibly could.

      She ran until her sides ached and her lungs burned, but she didn’t dare stop. She ran like her life depended on it—because in a way, it did. Just the thought of staying in Harmony filled her with dread. Sometimes, escapees were found and dragged back to the compound, and the Prophet always made their lives hell.

      But the farther she got from the compound, the more confident she became that her escape would be a success. As long as no one noticed her missing until morning, she would have a real chance at buying a train ticket and getting far, far away.

      She only hoped she had enough money. She had no idea how much things in the outside world cost. In Harmony, money never changed hands. People were expected to share with their neighbors, though she’d heard whispers about some families hoarding supplies.

      Thankfully, she’d found a small stack of paper money in the same hidden compartment of her father’s desk where she’d discovered the prayer book. Was three hundred dollars enough to buy a train ticket? Would paper money even work? She recalled hearing something about galactic credits being the preferred method of payment in the United States these days. God, she wished she knew.

      Worries started to flit through her mind, darkening her spirits. Where would she live? How would she purchase food? She would need to secure a job immediately. But would anyone be willing to hire her?

      She possessed very little knowledge of the outside world, and most of that knowledge came from the Prophet’s vocal condemnation of modern customs during his sermons. Sometimes, he gave specific examples of the evils of the outside world. He frequently talked about the Internet, claiming it was a blasphemous creation that tempted humankind to sin. He also lambasted the various treaties Earth governments had forged with different alien races, since he believed all aliens were demons. He thought money was evil too, though that hadn’t stopped her from taking the three hundred dollars from her father’s desk.

      Despite Wren’s concerns about surviving in the outside world, she didn’t turn back. She reminded herself that every time the Prophet spoke, her instincts screamed that he was wrong. Even as a young child, she’d doubted the truth of his sermons.

      She didn’t remember much about her life before coming to Harmony, but she recalled being happy and carefree. She had fond memories of playing with neighborhood children in a small town called Franklin. She also remembered enjoying school, especially the art and music classes.

      When she thought about how her parents had uprooted her and Alec, anger ignited in her chest, and she managed to hasten her pace through the forest. If she’d thought Alec might’ve considered joining her, she would’ve invited him to run away with her. But he was as deluded as her parents. All three of them truly believed that only those who followed the Prophet and belonged to the Order of Harmony would ascend to heaven. All three of them worshiped the ground the Prophet walked on.

      She wanted no part of it.

      She ran until the rising sun splintered through the trees, and the main road came into sight. A lone hovercar whooshed by on the road, and as she ran closer, she finally glimpsed the town of Hillsboro. While she’d never visited this town before, Alec had shared a few details about Hillsboro and other nearby towns. In addition to his duties as a guard, he was occasionally sent beyond the walls of Harmony to acquire supplies.

      She knew Hillsboro had a population of about six thousand. She also knew it was considered one of the safer towns around. But most importantly, Hillsboro had a train station, and it was her understanding that you could just walk up to a counter and purchase a ticket to another town or city. Giddiness filled her as she crossed the main road and hurried toward the buildings.

      In the distance, she spotted a few people out for a morning walk. Her heart panged when she noticed some of them had dogs. Years ago, her parents had dropped the family dog, Snowball, off at a shelter before they moved to Harmony. The Prophet didn’t approve of pets, believing them to be unclean.

      Overcome with emotion, Wren paused in the middle of a small park. She removed her backpack and took a seat on a bench. She blinked back tears as she gawked at everything. A quick glance at her watch showed it was just after six in the morning. She grabbed a canteen from her backpack, took a long drink of water, then put it away.

      A middle-aged woman jogged past her while flashing a brief, polite smile. Wren smiled back, then jumped to her feet.

      “Wait! Please, if you don’t mind, could you tell me which way to the train station?” Wren asked.

      The woman glanced over her shoulder, then turned and jogged in place as she gave Wren a strange look. “You mean Greenrail? It’s right past the school over there,” she said with a gesture at a large brick building. “Just follow the path around the left side of the school and you’ll see it.” The woman smiled one last time, then turned and jogged away.

      Greenrail? Yes, that was what the new train system was called. Wren remembered going to the grand opening of the terminal in Franklin as a child. Huge solar panels had covered the roof of a bright green train that was on display that day. When the train had pulled away with its first passengers from Franklin, the whole town had erupted in applause.

      How strange. She hadn’t experienced the emergence of such a clear, detailed memory from her childhood in years. If she remained outside the repressive walls of Harmony, would she recall more childhood memories with full clarity?

      After she put her backpack on, she headed toward the school. She walked around the brick building, and the Greenrail came into sight. A joyful gasp burst from her throat.

      But the station didn’t appear to be open yet. The small building next to the tracks was locked, and there was no one around. She removed her backpack and found a seat on another bench, determined to purchase a ticket as soon as the station opened.

      She gazed at the tracks, following the slightly curving path that disappeared into a wooded area on the horizon. Free. She was finally free.

      She prayed no one would come looking for her.

      A sudden rumble in the distance filled her with unease.

      She glanced around until she noticed smoke rising over the trees, though the fire had to be miles away from Hillsboro.

      Two more rumbles followed, then a massive bang shook the ground beneath her feet.

      More smoke darkened the horizon, and eventually, several hovercrafts cut through the sky.

      Red beams of light flashed overhead as the crafts exchanged fire. Some angled their weapons downward, blasting the ground below with searing red.

      Wren’s stomach twisted with worry. The fighting was miles away, but still too close for comfort.

      Another blast made the ground tremble, and the cold breeze carried the wail of a distant siren.

      What was happening?
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      Seated at a desk in his home library, Lorrd stared at the Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides application on the glowing screen. He’d filled out the form hours ago, yet he hadn’t clicked the ‘submit’ button yet.

      What was he waiting for?

      A sudden noise outside the window made him grow tense, and he automatically reached for his blaster. But he wasn’t armed, and his fingers only grazed the waistband of his pants where the weapon would have been affixed during times of war. He growled and slumped back in his chair. When he heard the thumping sound outside again, followed by children’s laughter, he forced himself to take a few deep breaths.

      His people, the Vaxxlians, were no longer at war.

      That noise? It was just children playing.

      He cursed inwardly. Would the echoes of battle ever fade? He glared at the illuminated screen. How could he apply for the VAMOB program when he hadn’t fully returned from the war?

      He feared he was too battle hardened to claim a female, yet he had a responsibility to his people to help their new settlement on planet New Vaxx grow and prosper.

      Now that the war was over and his people were starting over, all Vaxxlian warriors were expected to claim human females as mates. Not only was Lorrd expected to claim a human female, but he was expected to procreate with his new mate as soon as possible.

      Children. Just as he couldn’t fathom taking a mate, he also couldn’t fathom having children. Would he be a good father? He had warm memories of his own father, but just as he feared he wouldn’t make a good mate, he worried he wouldn’t make a good father. What if he was too cold and distant? Children required nurturing, patience, affection, and understanding, and he wasn’t certain he would be able to provide any of those things.

      There was no denying that he was lonely, however, and he couldn’t help but glance at the VAMOB application on the screen again. All he had to do was hit the ‘submit’ button and a human bride would eventually be assigned to him.

      The doorbell suddenly reverberated through the house, and Lorrd clicked over to the security footage on his screen.

      Balarr and Warrin, his two closest friends, stood on the doorstep.

      Lorrd sighed and pushed away from the desk. He departed the library and navigated the long corridors of his house until he reached the entryway. He opened the front door and shot his friends a questioning look. They typically didn’t come calling in the middle of the day, and he had a feeling he wasn’t going to like whatever news they were bringing.

      “Good afternoon, Balarr and Warrin.” He stepped aside and gestured for them to enter his house, the very house he’d recently finished constructing. The massive house that contained twelve bedrooms—enough space for a large, growing family—yet he was hesitating to take a mate. He suppressed a growl as he waited for his friends to announce the reason for their visit.

      After Balarr and Warrin stepped inside, Lorrd pressed the button to shut the door, and it promptly zipped shut behind them.

      The two males wore strange expressions and regarded Lorrd warily.

      “Is this about me skipping warrior training this morning?” Lorrd scoffed. “I informed Commander Baxx that I would be absent today, though perhaps he failed to tell you.” He’d spent the morning helping several neighbors install solar panels on their newly built homes. The same neighbors had helped him during the construction of his abode, and it only felt right to return the favor.

      “No, no,” Balarr said. “Commander Baxx told us the reason for your absence. That’s not why we’re here.” He pressed his lips together and exchanged a look with Warrin.

      “Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides recently matched Balarr and me with human females,” Warrin blurted, his eyes twinkling with excitement. “We are planning to depart for Earth tomorrow morning, and we were hoping that you would decide to join us.”

      Warrin elbowed Balarr and gave him a pointed look, clearly expecting him to contribute to the conversation.

      “The unrest on Earth has been increasing lately, and more human females are signing up for VAMOB than ever before,” Balarr said with obvious reluctance, as though annoyed Warrin had dragged him along. “If you submit your application right now, you’ll probably be assigned to a human female before the night is through.” He didn’t appear as happy as Warrin about the prospect of finally taking a human bride, making Lorrd wonder about the circumstances that had led to his participation in the VAMOB program.

      Lorrd turned and stared out the nearest window. The battle raging inside him intensified. Though he was thankful his people had defeated the Irrcons—that dreadful alien race that had destroyed their home planet, Vaxxlia, killing nearly all their females and children—there were times he lamented that the war was over.

      Because the urge to kill still simmered inside him. Constantly.

      There were still some Irrcons left, though they'd been driven far from the sectors surrounding New Vaxx. It would likely take many moon cycles of full-speed travel in a Vaxxlian cruiser just to reach the nearest Irrcon.

      “Lorrd?” Warrin’s voice penetrated his thoughts. “We must all take human mates. You know this. You know it’s expected of us.”

      “I know what’s expected of me,” Lorrd said in a sharp tone. His hands curled into fists at his sides. “I’m happy for you Warrin, as I know you signed up for the VAMOB program a while ago and you’ve been eager to claim a human female. However, I am surprised by the news that you, Balarr, have also been matched with a mate. I didn’t realize you had also signed up for VAMOB.”

      “Commander Marrx, the meddling old gurruva, signed me up for the program without my knowledge,” Balarr said with a growl, “and though he signed up on my behalf, I am now honor-bound to travel to Earth and claim the human female who’s been assigned to me.”

      Lorrd pressed his eyes shut for a moment. He was shocked to learn of the circumstances that had led to Balarr being matched with a human female, and now he was suddenly worried a commander might do the same to him. What if he truly wasn’t given a choice about claiming a human mate?

      “As I’ve already told you, I am sure Commander Marrx meant well,” Warrin said in a cautious tone.

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’ve been harassing me to sign up for the VAMOB program for several moon cycles.” Balarr released another growl. “Still, I’m glad you were finally matched with a female, Warrin. I’m furious on your behalf that a glitch in the Intergalactic Dating Agency’s database caused such a long delay in your application.”

      A glitch? Lorrd had wondered why the frequency of Vaxxlian warriors getting matched to human females had slowed recently, but that would explain it. When the program had first launched, it was believed that the number of human female applicants would soon surpass that of the available Vaxxlian warriors.

      “I was angry about the glitch at first,” Warrin said, “but now that you’ve also been matched with a bride too, I’m just glad we’ll be traveling to Earth together to fetch our mates.” He cleared his throat. “Perhaps you’ll consider signing up for the VAMOB program yourself, Lorrd? The glitch has been fixed, and if you register now, as Balarr already said, you’ll probably be matched with a female before nightfall.”
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