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        He’s honor-bound to claim her, but he never expected love.

      

        

      
        Trapped in a cold, sterile laboratory, Luna longs for a normal life, complete with adventure and romance. When she sees an ad for Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides, she steals a laptop and signs up for the program, believing it’s the answer to her prayers. She’s thrilled when a massive otherworldly male named Balarr storms into the laboratory looking for her, but his stern, intimidating presence quickly gives her second thoughts. Has she made a terrible mistake, or is there a gentler side to the fearsome alien warrior?

      

        

      
        Balarr lost everything the day his mate and offspring were killed during an attack on his homeworld. He never anticipated moving on and claiming a human female, but then an old friend enrolls him in the VAMOB program. Honor-bound, he travels to Earth to take possession of his assigned mate—a stunningly beautiful female named Luna. Despite the unexpected spark between them, expressing his feelings doesn’t come easily, and he struggles to show Luna just how precious she’s become to him. But as their bond finally deepens, a shadow from the past returns, threatening the entire VAMOB program. Balarr is only certain of one thing—he’ll do anything to keep Luna.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Balarr stared at the message on his wrist comm. Disbelief swept through him, along with a wave of anger and a heavy dose of uncertainty.

      Vaxxlian Warrior Balarr of Planet New Vaxx: Congratulations! Your application to Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides has been accepted, and you have been matched with a human female named Luna. Please continue reading for more information about your mate and her pickup location on Earth.

      He read the message again, then verified the sender of the message—the Intergalactic Dating Agency. Not only had it been sent to his unique comm number, but it was addressed to him by name. It wasn’t a cruel prank, nor had the message been sent by mistake.

      The problem? He’d never signed up for the VAMOB program.

      Though all Vaxxlian warriors were expected to sign up for the VAMOB program, take human brides, and procreate as quickly as possible, he had hoped to avoid the obligation. In the aftermath of the terrible war against the Irrcons—his people’s greatest enemy—he was still mourning the loss of his beloved mate, Keissa, and their two offspring, Hunna and Calarr.

      How could he take a human female as a mate when he was still so deep in the throes of grief?

      Fluxx. He cursed again and lowered his wrist comm, wishing he could erase the message and pretend it didn’t exist. Dark suspicions crept into his mind. He hadn’t signed himself up for the VAMOB program, yet he’d been matched with a human female from Earth. A human woman named Luna who apparently lived in a place called Colorado.

      He gazed around the arena where his fellow warriors were gathered for daily warrior training. Thousands of Vaxxlian males were engaged in a variety of combat drills. He was currently awaiting his turn for a round of hand-to-hand fighting in the grassy area in the center of the open-air arena.

      Had one of his comrades signed him up for the VAMOB program? He shot a scathing look at his friend, Warrin, wondering if the male had somehow signed him up without his permission. Warrin stood in the next line over, also awaiting his turn for a session of hand-to-hand combat, but his attention was fixed on his wrist comm, a joyous expression on his face.

      “What do you look so happy about?” Balarr asked with a growl.

      Warrin glanced up, his eyes sparkling with happiness. “I’ve finally been matched to a human female. I just received a message from Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides. There was also an apology note for the delay in processing my application—apparently, there was a glitch on the Intergalactic Dating Agency’s end that held things up. But I’ve finally been matched with a human female, and I couldn’t be happier. Her name is Elora and she’s from a place called Tennessee.”

      “Congratulations,” Balarr forced out. Under normal circumstances, he would be more exuberant and happier for Warrin, but these weren’t normal circumstances—someone had signed him up for the VAMOB program. But… who? He narrowed his gaze on Warrin, wondering if his friend would dare to overstep his boundaries in such a way.

      Though Warrin remained smiling, some of the light left his eyes, and he eventually settled a concerned look on Balarr. “What troubles you, my friend?”

      Balarr suppressed another growl. “I will tell you later.”

      Before Warrin could respond, Commander Marrx stepped between them and peered intently at Balarr. The elderly warrior cleared his throat. “Warrior Balarr. Come with me please.”

      As Balarr followed Commander Marrx across the grassy field and outside the arena entirely, his dark suspicions from earlier only kept growing. How many times had Commander Marrx given speeches to the assembled warriors about their responsibility to help grow their population? Too many to count. Balarr tensed as the commander paused in a secluded area on the edge of the dense forest that surrounded Starzzia, the main settlement on New Vaxx.

      Commander Marrx faced Balarr, and his demeanor turned hesitant, but only for a moment. The elderly male was quick to stand taller and summon an air of authority. If he had signed Balarr up for the VAMOB program, he likely wouldn’t apologize for it.

      “By now, you have probably received a message from Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides,” the commander said. “A fresh wave of warriors recently received their acceptances and were matched with human females. Given that your application was fully processed a few days ago, I am assuming you’ve received… news.”

      “Yes, I just received a message from the VAMOB program informing me that my application was accepted and I’ve been matched with a human female from Earth named Luna.” Balarr paused and glared at Commander Marrx as he gave serious thought to challenging the male in the training arena. “However,” he finally continued in a voice thick with accusation, “I never applied for the VAMOB program.”

      Some of the severity left Commander Marrx’s face, and a smile tugged at the elderly warrior’s lips. It was an uncharacteristic display of humor for the highly decorated commander who was known for his ruthlessness on the battlefield. Despite his advanced age, Commander Marrx could fight as well as any skilled Vaxxlian warrior in their prime.

      The commander sighed and he leaned against a tree, crossing his arms over his chest as he assumed a casual stance. “Warrior Balarr, as you have probably already guessed—I took it upon myself to sign you up for the Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides program,” he said. “I know you are grieving the loss of your mate and offspring, but so are countless other warriors. It’s important that we regrow our population as soon as possible—take human mates and procreate. Though we were victorious against the Irrcons, we still lost millions during the war. We lost an unfathomable number of females and offspring when those bastards destroyed our planet, but we must stay strong, and we must rebuild. Rebuilding means every capable Vaxxlian warrior must take a human female as a mate. As far as I am concerned, there should be no exceptions to this directive.”

      Balarr stood in silence as he absorbed the news Commander Marrx had just imparted.

      A mate.

      The meddling commander had signed him up for the VAMOB program, and now Balarr was honor-bound to travel to Earth to collect his assigned mate—a female named Luna.

      Despite his dislike for the situation, her name-sound kept echoing in his head in a not unpleasant manner. In fact, he found himself wanting to repeatedly utter her name. Just to savor the vibration of it on his tongue.

      “Well?” Commander Marrx said. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

      “I cannot believe you signed me up for a human female,” Balarr blurted. “How dare you?” His blood heated with anger.

      The commander’s visage softened. “As a commander, I am within my rights to order you to sign up for the VAMOB program, or to directly sign you up to receive a human bride, but I didn’t do it just because I had the power to do so. I did it because I consider you a friend, and I believe taking a human mate will help you heal. I would never expect you to forget about Keissa and your offspring, but it’s my hope that claiming a human woman will help you move on from the darkness that’s been plaguing you. It’s my hope that a human female will bring some much-needed light to your life—especially if you procreate with her.”

      Balarr was stunned. He stood on the edge of the forest, staring at Commander Marrx, as a cool breeze descended from the blue skies of New Vaxx. The rustling leaves created a swelling, harmonious noise that nearly drowned out of the clash of weapons in the nearby arena. For the briefest instant, he thought he heard Luna’s name on the breeze.

      Surely he must be imagining it.

      He straightened and looked Commander Marrx in the eye. “I appreciate that you consider me a friend, Commander. But I would be lying if I claimed I was happy about the action you’ve taken. This human female—Luna—likely expects me to arrive on Earth soon. She’s probably hoping I’ll rescue her from a dangerous situation. Most human females who sign up for the VAMOB program are desperate to leave Earth for one reason or another. What choice do I have but to go fetch her?”

      Commander Marrx stepped forward and patted Balarr on the shoulder. “Go to Earth and rescue your human female, Warrior Balarr. Then bring her back to New Vaxx and impregnate her as quickly as possible. It’ll be good for you—I am certain of it.”

      Balarr emitted another growl as he considered the predicament the commander had placed him in. He truly felt honor-bound to travel to Earth and whisk the female named Luna to safety. But would he follow through and claim her as his mate?

      Why did he keep hearing her name on the fluxxing breeze?

      “I’ve been told that your friend Warrin was just matched with a human female from Earth. Perhaps the two of you can depart New Vaxx at the same time and travel to the human homeworld to collect your mates. And perhaps now that you and Warrin are taking mates, that quiet engineer friend of yours—Lorrd—can also finally be convinced to take a human bride.” The commander inclined his head briefly in a show of respect, then spun on his heel and headed back to the arena.

      Overcome with a sudden need for solitude, Balarr stalked into the forest and walked until his legs began to ache. Eventually, he paused in a flower-covered meadow and peered at the message on his wrist comm again.

      Luna. He’d been matched with a human female named Luna.

      If he refused to travel to Earth and collect her, what would happen to her? He couldn’t help but wonder. He didn’t see an option on the acceptance letter from the VAMOB program to withdraw his application. If he contacted the Intergalactic Dating Agency, would they quickly assign Luna to another Vaxxlian warrior?

      But for a reason he couldn’t fathom, the idea of another warrior taking possession of Luna filled him with… jealousy. How strange. It was an emotion he hadn’t experienced in ages.

      The VAMOB acceptance letter didn’t provide many details about Luna—only her age, location, and personal interests. No picture was included. All he knew about her was that she was twenty years old, she lived in Colorado, and she enjoyed hiking, baking, reading, and listening to music. He had no idea what she looked like or what circumstances had prompted her to sign up for the VAMOB program.

      The wind increased, rustling the leaves further and causing the multi-colored flowers in the meadow to shimmer beneath the midday sun.

      Luna.

      There it was again.

      His future mate’s name on the wind.

      He raked a hand through his hair and turned in a circle, scanning the trees for any sign of Warrin or any other warriors who might’ve followed him into the forest. But there was no one. He was alone, and the wind kept whispering Luna’s name.

      Perhaps it was a sign from the Star God.

      He heaved a sigh and started the long trek back to Starzzia, and as he neared the main settlement and heard the distant laughter of children and other sounds of life, he came to a decision.

      He would travel to Earth, and he would claim Luna as his mate.
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      Luna shivered and clutched the blanket around herself. Her mind was foggy, and her abdomen was sore. She glanced around the stark white room and tried to focus on the huge oak tree just beyond the barred window, but the effort made her nauseated, so she closed her eyes and tried sifting through her most recent memories.

      Each breath hurt. When she ran a trembling hand over her abdomen, she encountered a large bandage. Her throat clogged with emotion as a wave of helplessness swept over her—but it was quickly followed by a surge of anger.

      They’d taken another organ.

      How she was still alive, she wasn’t certain. All she knew was that every few months, she awoke with a fresh bandage, weaker than before. The doctors and scientists who occasionally visited always assured her that whenever an organ was removed from her body, a lab-grown substitute would be surgically implanted. They kept promising she wouldn’t die, and they also kept promising that one day she would be released—and well-compensated for her “contributions.”

      But Luna didn’t believe them. She was fairly certain that the only way anyone ever left this place was zipped into a body bag.

      What if her body eventually rejected one of the lab-grown replacements? Lab-grown organs weren’t as reliable as real ones. They broke down faster and failed more often. And when they did, they had to be swapped out all over again.

      Not for the first time, she found herself wishing she’d never heard of Zalora Biotech. She had walked through the building’s doors of her own free will, lured by the promise of a massive payout for donating her blood plasma, only to lose consciousness the moment the IV was placed into her arm.

      She’d awoken the next day to discover one of her kidneys was gone.

      At first, no one would tell her what had happened, nor would anyone tell her why she wasn’t permitted to leave the facility. It had taken weeks of relentless questioning—pressing orderlies, nurses, doctors, and the occasional scientist—before she’d pieced together the horrifying truth.

      Zalora Biotech was a government-funded lab that supplied healthy organs to patients willing to pay top dollar.

      A nurse, long since gone from the facility, once informed Luna that she possessed rare compatibility traits—genetic markers and immunity factors—that made her an ideal candidate for repeated organ donations. Her body recovered faster than most, and her natural organs were far less likely to be rejected by the wealthy recipients who bought them from Zalora Biotech.

      Five surgeries. She’d survived five so far.

      At some point, she would run out of the organs she’d been born with. How long would she last with nothing but lab-grown replacements keeping her alive? She doubted Zalora Biotech would offer long-term care once she was finally barren—the cold, clinical term they used to describe a patient who’d been stripped of every natural organ they were born with.

      The door creaked open and a nurse entered the room. The woman looked frazzled as she scurried inside and placed a laptop on the bedside table. She hummed a dissonant tune under her breath as she withdrew an infrared thermometer from her pocket.

      Luna remained quiet and motionless as the nurse took her vitals, but her eyes kept darting back to the laptop. Her heart raced—prompting the nurse to cluck her tongue in mild annoyance—as she wondered if maybe she would get a chance to use the laptop today.

      Sometimes the nurses got distracted and left their laptops or phones behind in Luna’s room. She’d never managed to get any of the phones to work, since they were password protected with the emergency call feature disabled. But last week, she’d managed to sneak onto a nurse’s laptop—just long enough to fill out an application for Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides.

      Her stomach flipped at the memory of that drastic act. She wondered if her application had been processed yet, or if she’d already been matched to a Vaxxlian warrior.

      Unless… unless the Intergalactic Dating Agency, which ran the VAMOB program, had rejected her application based on her current address—Zalora Biotech’s main research facility in Colorado. The Vaxxlian warriors needed human females for companionship and procreation. If the IDA or VAMOB didn’t think she was healthy enough, they might have already denied her application. Her heart sank at the thought.

      In the two years she’d been here, Luna had tried to escape countless times. She’d fought nurses and orderlies, stolen keycards, and even once tried to walk out wearing a doctor’s white coat… only to be caught every time. After each failed attempt, she’d been kept in a near-sedated state for at least a week.

      Eventually, she’d decided that if she was going to escape, she would probably need help from the outside. Like the help of a Vaxxlian warrior.

      In addition to her desire to survive, her longing for a normal life outside the cold, sterile walls of this facility had prompted her to fill out the VAMOB application.

      Two years. She’d been stuck here for two long years.

      “How are you feeling today?” the nurse asked.

      Luna barely lifted her eyes, nor did she bother answering. She was exhausted and sore, and she had no idea which organ they’d removed this time. She was too afraid to ask.

      “Not very talkative today, are we?” the nurse said with a chuckle.

      Another surge of anger flared in Luna’s chest.

      The people who worked for Zalora Biotech were monsters. They were liars too. They’d lured her here with false promises when she was desperate to earn some quick money so she could pay her rent. No matter how much she begged, they wouldn’t let her go.

      The door of her room was always kept locked. The windows were barred. She was a prisoner.

      And she had no idea if they really intended to release her—or compensate her—once she was barren.

      Raised voices floated in from the hallway. The nurse had left the door slightly ajar. Luna held her breath as she listened to what sounded like an argument unfolding. She couldn’t tell whether the nurses or doctors were arguing with each other, or if a patient was involved.

      A sudden crash echoed through the corridor, followed by a scream. Someone shouted, “Get him!” and then footsteps thundered past the door.

      The nurse taking Luna’s vitals cursed under her breath and rushed out of the room, slamming the door behind her and locking it with a sharp click.

      Luna immediately reached for the laptop, exhaling a shaky sigh of relief when she successfully guessed the nurse’s password—Password123. Her hands trembled as she opened the email account she’d used to apply for the VAMOB program. Please, she thought. Let there be a response.

      Even with the door closed, the crashes and screams in the hallway grew louder. Luna silently thanked whoever was causing the chaos, though guilt tugged at her when she considered the likelihood that a patient was involved. Whoever they were, if they were trying to escape, they wouldn’t make it. And for their troubles, they would spend the next week heavily sedated.

      The shouting eventually faded into the background as Luna focused on the dozens of emails in her inbox. In addition to applying for the VAMOB program, she’d also sent a few desperate emails to old friends she’d hoped might help her—as well as a few senators—but none of them had replied. How strange. Perhaps the messages had never reached them.

      She continued scrolling, sifting through junk mail, until she saw a familiar blue icon.

      The subject line read:

      Congratulations! You’ve been matched to a Vaxxlian warrior!

      Luna gasped and her hands trembled harder. She clicked open the email. She was so excited—nervous, relieved, and hopeful all at once—that she had to force herself to slow down and actually read the words.

      Balarr.

      A strange, unexpected warmth blossomed in her chest.

      That was her Vaxxlian mate’s name. Balarr.

      According to the email, she should anticipate his arrival within days. Since the message had been sent two days ago, that meant Balarr might arrive at Zalora Biotech at any moment—searching for her.

      Tears burned in her eyes. She prayed he would come soon. Maybe, just maybe, this long nightmare was about to end.

      Five organs. She placed a hand on her bandaged abdomen.

      Would Balarr care that she’d been an unwilling participant in an organ-harvesting enterprise? Would he worry that she wasn’t strong enough to bear his children?

      Did the Vaxxlians possess medical technology advanced enough to keep her alive? Eventually, the lab-grown replacement organs inside her would begin to fail.

      She really hoped Balarr would understand her situation and agree to help. She hoped he was as kind and affectionate as the commercials promised.

      Before her imprisonment at Zalora Biotech, she’d seen dozens of commercials on TV and on the Internet advertising the interstellar bride program. Most of the commercials featured testimonials from human women who were mated to Vaxxlian warriors, and the women always claimed they were happy and in love with their new alien mates.

      Even before Luna had come to Zalora Biotech hoping to sell her blood plasma, she’d given serious thought to signing up for the VAMOB program. She only wished she’d done it the first time the idea had entered her mind. She could’ve been spared years of fear and agony at Zalora Biotech. She might already be on New Vaxx, living on a beautiful planet in a safe community alongside her alien mate.

      She quickly logged out of her email account and closed the laptop, then carefully placed it back on the bedside table. Her pulse pounded in her ears, and she couldn’t settle her nerves.

      Was this really happening?

      Was a Vaxxlian warrior truly about to come to Earth—for her?

      In some of the VAMOB commercials, the human women had gushed about how their Vaxxlian warrior had swooped in and rescued them from a war-torn city. Would Balarr have to fight his way inside Zalora Biotech? How would he even find her?

      Doubts began to creep in. What if he walked into the lobby and asked for her by name? The receptionist would likely feign ignorance. But would Balarr give up that easily? Or would he push further? Would he fight the security guards?

      Her stomach dropped at the next thought.

      Would he kill anyone while trying to reach her?

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She liked to tell herself everyone at Zalora Biotech was a monster, but the truth was much more complicated than that.

      The entire country was in the throes of a severe economic collapse. Unrest had broken out in most major cities and even smaller towns. Some places resembled warzones, and food and supplies had become scarce.

      Jobs were scarce too—a fact Luna knew all too well. Before trying to sell her blood plasma, she’d lost her position as a barista when the coffee shop was forced to close. She’d spent weeks trying to find another job, but no one was hiring.

      Logically, she realized some of Zalora Biotech’s employees probably only worked there because they were desperate to stay afloat in a world that was quickly going to hell. Some of them probably had families and children to feed.

      But organ harvesting… she shuddered.

      She still had trouble believing a place like this existed, or that it was a secret government-funded program.

      She thought of the tall doctor with long white hair who sometimes visited her. A couple of times, she’d pleaded with him to help her—pleaded for release—only for him to snap at her to shut the fuck up. He was one of the monsters.
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