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        After escaping war-torn Earth, Skylar seeks refuge on planet New Vaxx, where she’s expected to take a Vaxxlian warrior as a husband. Eager for a fresh start, she longs to settle down with one of the huge, protective aliens. But when Vaxxlian Matchmakers informs her that her one true soulmate has perished, she’s heartbroken, even though she never actually met the male. When she’s matched to a widowed Vaxxlian instead—as a marriage of convenience—she worries she’ll never find happiness with the gruff, controlling warrior named Tahrin. She can’t help but think she should’ve never visited Vaxxlian Matchmakers in the first place. What if she’s made a terrible mistake?
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      Hello, big guy.

      The tall, dark-haired Vaxxlian warrior paused in the street and looked upward. When his gaze collided with Skylar’s, her breath stalled in her chest, and she experienced the sudden sensation of falling.

      How very strange.

      She’d never suffered such a visceral reaction to one of the alien males before, despite having glimpsed thousands of them during the three months she’d lived in Starzzia, the main settlement on planet New Vaxx.

      She placed a hand on the balcony railing to steady herself. At this distance, she couldn’t be sure, but she thought she heard a low growl rumbling from his chest.

      Her stomach flipped.

      Vaxxlian males usually growled for two reasons—to intimidate an enemy during battle, or when they were sexually attracted to a female.

      The stranger’s otherworldly green eyes glowed brighter, his jaw clenched, and his nostrils flared. As he drew himself taller and his muscles tensed, she half-worried he might scale the stone walls to her third-floor bedroom and… what?

      Challenge her to a duel?

      Carry her away and mate with her?

      She flushed at the carnal images that promptly flooded her mind, and she took a careful step back, though she couldn’t manage to tear her eyes from his. Nor could she stop wondering about his identity and the reason for his rather severe demeanor.

      Possible sexual attraction aside, he looked almost angry as he stared at her.

      Most Vaxxlian males were overly friendly to human women, particularly to the unmated ones such as herself. But not this male. No, this one seemed content to stand in the street glaring daggers at her.

      Hm. Warrior training had just ended for the day. Perhaps he’d performed poorly during today’s sparring sessions. Perhaps he was a sore loser.

      But no. Power and skill emanated from his massive, muscular body. She would bet her favorite pair of shoes—the comfy purple ones her sister Macy had recently given her as a birthday present—that he hadn’t lost a real fight in years, let alone a sparring session on the training field.

      She swallowed hard and tried to summon her bravery, even though the warrior’s intense gaze left her increasingly unsettled. She was perfectly safe on her balcony.

      Myadd, her official guardian, who was mated to her dear friend Sienna, had recently tweaked the security system on the house, which they also shared with his brothers and their human mates—Axall and Rachel, and Khann and Belle, as well as Belle’s fully human daughter, six-year-old Amie. There was Karla too, an older woman who’d been friends with Rachel on Earth and had recently arrived on New Vaxx. They were one big happy human-Vaxxlian family.

      Anyway, she couldn’t so much as lean over the balcony without the alarms going off. And if the warrior below walked too close to the house, he would slam into the electrified force field that Myadd and his brothers had finished installing yesterday.

      Overkill? Maybe. But considering that two of the unmated human females who had, until recently, also lived in their house, both managed to thwart the security system to go on unchaperoned adventures, she supposed she couldn’t blame Myadd and his brothers for making the improvements.

      Molly, a young woman who’d hitched a ride to planet New Vaxx with Khann and Belle, used to scale the walls to go for strolls through the nighttime forest. Of course, it was during one of these unchaperoned excursions that she’d met her mate, Gavvin, so Skylar supposed it had all worked out in the end.

      Likewise, it had also worked out in the end for Macy, who’d sneaked out the front door while the security system was temporarily disabled one morning. Macy had been lying in wait for her chance to slip off so she might visit Vaxxlian Matchmakers in secret, as she’d worried Skylar might try to stop her, and she was now happily mated to a warrior named Dakk.

      The security measures were necessary in the first place because unmated Vaxxlian warriors sometimes went mad with lust when they encountered an unmated female. Myadd and his brothers hadn’t wanted to worry about a Vaxxlian warrior breaking in and stealing away with their wards, so they’d taken to keeping the house in lockdown mode whenever possible.

      Myadd and his brothers, sweet and overprotective as they were, had wanted to make sure the unmated human females who’d fallen into their care weren’t forced into a mating union against their will. The three brothers had wished for their human wards to take mates of their own choosing or to visit Vaxxlian Matchmakers to be matched with their perfect mate, but only once they felt entirely ready.

      Skylar was ready to take a mate—in fact, she’d felt ready the moment she’d arrived on New Vaxx after escaping Earth—but one thing was currently holding her back: she worried Vaxxlian Matchmakers might match her with a warrior who lived outside the settlement of Starzzia, or even worse, on an outpost in space.

      After all that had happened on Earth, she despaired over the prospect of being separated from Macy. Her sister and Dakk lived just a short walk away near a beautiful lake.

      What would Skylar do if she visited Vaxxlian Matchmakers only to discover her one true mate didn’t live close to Macy? Even though Macy was mated to an honorable warrior who had already proven he would protect her with his life, Skylar still felt the need to be close to her sister.

      As a child, she’d made a promise to her mother as she lay on her deathbed that she would always look out for Macy. Even all these years later, Skylar intended to keep that promise.

      But Skylar couldn’t put off mating with a Vaxxlian warrior forever. All unmated human females who sought refuge on planet New Vaxx were expected to take Vaxxlian warriors as mates.

      Several years ago, the Vaxxlians had lost most of their females (and their homeworld of Vaxxlia) during a terrible war, and now that they were settling on this planet, they needed females with whom they were sexually compatible.

      And so, human females fleeing war-torn Earth frequently came to New Vaxx hoping for a better life, even though they were required to become the mates of Vaxxlian warriors.

      Maybe Skylar should stop waiting.

      Maybe she should just get it over with and visit Vaxxlian Matchmakers now.

      Today or tomorrow.

      In the end, would waiting really change anything?

      As she continued peering down at the stern-faced warrior, she felt a bit like a princess who’d been locked away in a tower. She fingered her long blonde braid, recalling the tattered copy of Rapunzel her mother used to read to her and Macy before bed.

      An ache pierced her chest. God, how she wished she still had that book, or any other book or possession that had once belonged to her late parents, no matter how small or insignificant.

      Something, anything, to keep as a remembrance.

      But there was nothing left of the family home.

      It had burned to the ground on the day her father died, on the day his political adversary—the current President of the United States—had arranged for his very public death-by-poison during a televised fundraising dinner.

      Yep, Skylar had had good reasons for getting the hell off Earth.

      “Oh, that poor man,” came a soft voice behind her. Skylar turned just enough to catch Karla entering her peripheral vision. The older woman placed a hand upon Skylar’s forearm, as if to comfort her, as if she knew the morbid turn her thoughts had taken.

      “Poor man?” Skylar whispered. “What do you mean? Do you know who that warrior is?”

      “Yes, I’ve seen him walking around Starzzia a few times. His name is Tahrin. Admiral Tahrin, to be precise. He’s very high up in the ranks. Anyway, I heard from Casey at the bakery that his human mate died recently.”

      “Died? Oh, that’s terrible. How? I mean, how is that possible? Human mates of Vaxxlians are given nanobot injections that are supposed to heal almost any injury or ailment.”

      “It’s tragic,” Karla agreed. “His mate, Alessandra, was on Norran visiting her brother when the planet was attacked by Errullssians. The city her brother lived in was demolished with a powerful weapon that left nothing but a massive hole in the ground. Not a single survivor for miles and miles.”

      “That’s so sad,” Skylar said. “Did-did they have any children?”

      “No, they weren’t married long enough for that. Only for two moon cycles. But they were matched by Vaxxlian Matchmakers, which as I’m sure you know, means they were soulmates, if you believe in that sort of thing. Though the admiral and Alessandra weren’t mated for long, I imagine they were deeply in love and he must miss her terribly,” Karla said in a wistful tone.

      Skylar fell silent for a while as her growing compassion for the warrior in the street made her chest tighten. She didn’t know what it was like to lose a soulmate, but she’d lost her parents far too soon, both of whom she’d cared for deeply. She’d also lost friends on Earth, people who’d died trying to protect her and Macy from their father’s enemies. She was well acquainted with loss and grief. Most of the human women who arrived on New Vaxx were.

      Her throat burned as Admiral Tahrin’s gaze remained on her.

      How long had he been staring at her? Several minutes at least.

      Well past the point of proprietary, even for a Vaxxlian warrior.

      “Maybe we have more than one soulmate,” Skylar found herself saying, though she wasn’t certain she believed it.

      “For the admiral’s sake, I hope you’re right,” Karla said.

      Tahrin finally looked away from Skylar and resumed walking down the street. She couldn’t say why, but when he disappeared around the corner, her insides resounded with an odd emptiness, and she had the urge to rush after him and ask if he was okay.

      “I’d say you caught Admiral Tahrin’s eye,” Karla said. “The way he was looking at you… well, he seemed interested.”

      “He seemed angry.”

      “Oh no, I doubt it. Vaxxlian males just sometimes look pissed off—often ridiculously so—when they’re attracted to a female. I bet he caught your scent on the breeze and realized you were unmated and the smell was driving him crazy. Maybe he’ll come back.”

      Once again, Skylar experienced the sudden sensation of falling, and when she faltered, Karla was quick to grab her arm and help steady her.

      “You feel okay, dear?”

      “Yeah, just a tad lightheaded,” Skylar said, then she wondered about Karla’s presence in her room. “Did you need my help making dinner or something? Or perhaps working in the rooftop garden?”

      Karla smiled. “I came to ask if you wanted to accompany me to the bookstore tomorrow. Axall says he can escort us there in the afternoon, once warrior practice lets out for the day. I heard they just received a new shipment of books from Earth. I knocked on your door and got worried when you didn’t answer. Hope you don’t mind that I let myself in.”

      Skylar’s spirits lifted at the prospect of a trip out of the house, especially to the bookstore. Maybe she could find a copy of Rapunzel, or one of the other books her mother used to read to her and Macy. She beamed at Karla. “That sounds wonderful. Yes, I would like to come with you. Thanks for inviting me. Oh, and thanks for checking up on me, too. I guess I was so distracted by the warrior—Tahrin—that I didn’t hear you knocking.” A funny feeling rushed through her when she said the admiral’s name out loud.

      Would she ever see him again?
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      Admiral Tahrin strode through the streets of Starzzia, feeling lost. He was walking aimlessly, as was often his habit after warrior training ended each day. He peered at the faces in the crowd, looking at each passerby with a desperate hope that belied logic.

      Though he knew his late mate, Alessandra, was gone and wouldn’t be coming back, he had an inexorable urge to keep searching for her. The feeling that if he looked long enough and hard enough that maybe one day she would suddenly appear in the street, healthy and alive as ever, her dark hair gleaming in the sun and a radiant smile upon her face.

      But fluxx, it would never happen.

      Alessandra was dead.

      She’d perished on planet Norran six moon cycles ago, and he couldn’t stop blaming himself for her death. He should have never allowed her to visit her brother, Frederick, who’d lived on the faraway world. Wanting to please her, he had given her too much freedom.

      Anger and grief clouded his mind, and he paused as his gaze lifted to a balcony that overlooked the street.

      His eyes met with deep blue ones that belonged to a pretty human female with golden hair, a female he’d never seen before. For a reason he couldn’t fathom, he could not look away, and he found himself studying the young woman.

      Her locks were arranged into a neat braid that rested over her left shoulder, and her cheeks grew pink as she held his stare.

      Then he caught the scent of her on the breeze—light and fragrant and untarnished by the scent of a male.

      She was unmated.

      Fluxx.

      Long-buried desires rose within him, and he experienced the abrupt and unexpected urge to climb up to the balcony and steal her for himself.

      Guilt ravaged him a moment later and he growled in frustration.

      What was wrong with him?

      This human female, whoever she was, wasn’t Alessandra. How could he even look at another woman with interest, let alone feel an intense sexual attraction to one?

      Monstrous. He felt monstrous, as if he were betraying his mating vows to Alessandra while she was still breathing.

      Star God, he had loved her with his whole heart. He would give anything to have her back in his arms, anything to change the past.

      He would sell his soul to the darkest deity in all the universe if only it meant he could have one more moment with Alessandra.

      One last chance to touch her and hold her, one more opportunity to tell her how much he cared for her.

      He glared at the female on the balcony, furious that she could elicit such longings inside him.

      He continued growling, though he doubted the pretty blonde could hear the noise from this distance. But when she suddenly appeared unsteady and grabbed onto the balcony railing, he worried that perhaps she had heard him and he’d inadvertently given her a fright.

      The sweet scent of her increased in the air. Despite himself, he couldn’t resist taking a deep inhale, even though doing so was foolish and dangerous.

      The golden-haired female would probably visit Vaxxlian Matchmakers soon and be matched to her own soulmate. That was what most human females who sought refuge on planet New Vaxx did—allowed the two psychic sisters who ran VM, Carmen and Heather, to set them up with their true mates.

      Memories washed over him. After signing up with VM nearly a year ago, he had waited anxiously, day after day, hoping that his one true mate would finally come to New Vaxx and visit Vaxxlian Matchmakers. He’d been thrilled to finally receive word that his soulmate was waiting for him at Vaxxlian Matchmakers, and his heart ached as he recalled the spark of attraction and the warmth that had filled him when he’d first looked into Alessandra’s dark eyes.

      It had been love at first sight, for both of them, as Alessandra had later admitted to feeling the same intense emotions.

      But sadly, it wasn’t meant to last.

      Two moon cycles. They’d enjoyed just two moon cycles together before Alessandra’s untimely death.

      Rage swelled inside him as he remembered rushing to Norran, fast as his Vaxxlian cruiser would take him, hoping and praying that the reports of the planet being attacked by Errullssians weren’t true. Hoping and praying that even if the planet had sustained an enemy attack, that he would find Alessandra alive and well.

      The only consolation he’d received was learning that her brother’s city had been destroyed in an instant. At least his beloved mate hadn’t died in pain.

      Was she watching over him from the afterlife? Did she know how much he missed her? Did she understand the depth of his love?

      Sometimes when he closed his eyes, he would see her standing before him, a baby cradled in her arms. They’d been hoping to start a family soon, and he couldn’t help but envision what might’ve been. He couldn’t help missing her and mourning the family they would never have.

      The blonde woman’s face became more flushed, and she lifted her hand from the balcony railing and stepped back. Her gaze momentarily flickered with fear, which only caused Tahrin’s guilt to deepen. He didn’t need a mirror to know he was probably wearing a murderous expression right now.

      He attempted a softer look just as an older human female appeared at the blonde’s side. His curiosity grew as the two women whispered back and forth. He supposed the women were discussing him—likely wondering why the fluxx he’d been standing in the street staring up at the blonde for so long.

      Time to move on. Time to go home.

      He tore his gaze from the blue-eyed beauty and continued on his way, this time heading for home instead of wandering aimlessly. He needed to stop doing that, needed to stop torturing himself by looking for what he would never find again. The dead didn’t just come back to life. If only.

      But even once he returned home, he couldn’t settle his thoughts. He couldn’t stop thinking about the golden-haired female. Her braid had gleamed in the sun and her eyes had sparkled like rare korrsan gems.

      And her scent… his cock stiffened as he recalled the sweet scent of her that had reached him on the breeze.

      He cursed and slammed a fist into the wall.

      Guilt and grief and fury ate at his insides, making him feel physically ill. He decided to avoid the golden-haired female’s street in the future. He didn’t want the temptation.

      He’d had his chance at a mating union and at happiness, but he’d also lost that chance when he allowed Alessandra the freedom to travel without him. Maybe he deserved this despair.

      In any case, he would never mate again. Vaxxlian Matchmakers touted that they could successfully match Vaxxlian warriors to their human female soulmates, and they had already matched him to his one true soulmate.

      Even if Tahrin desired another mate, it would never come to be.

      He would remain alone for the rest of his life.
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