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        The savage alien warriors need human mates.

      

        

      
        Twenty years ago, the Marttiaxoxalians conquered Earth. Though most of the “Martians” reside on terraformed Mars, mankind still lives under the rule of the powerful aliens. Life on Earth hasn’t been easy since the war, and desperate human women are sometimes forced to become mail order brides to the Martians, just to save a family member from debtors’ prison or to escape a bad situation on Earth. But is it possible to find happiness with one of the muscular horned aliens?

      

        

      
        This smoking hot collection of sci-fi romances includes books 1 – 3 in the Savage Martians series.
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        Possessive Alien Mate

        Ravenous Alien Mate
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        About Royal Alien Mate:

      

      

      

      He's determined to conquer her heart...

      

      Desperate to save her parents from debtors' prison, Esmay signs up as an alien mail order bride. She'll travel to Mars to become a savage alien's mate, and in exchange for her sacrifice, all her family's debt will be forgiven. She prays she'll find some semblance of happiness on Mars and hopes her future husband treats her with kindness. But she's stunned to discover the muscle-bound blue alien she's been matched with is Prince Vaath, a fearsome warrior who once led a deadly battle against Earth. How can she willingly give herself to an alien who killed so many of her people?

      

      Prince Vaath is aware many of his followers are hesitant to mate with humans, but after losing most of their females, it's necessary that they claim as many human females as possible in order to procreate and strengthen their numbers. He's shocked by the possessiveness he feels when he first looks upon golden-haired Esmay, and long-buried instincts soon rise to the surface as he claims his new princess time and time again. He knows she's afraid of him and believes him to be a savage, but he can't get enough of the little human who incites his desires, and he is determined to one day win her heart. But dark forces are gathering, and it will take all his power to keep Esmay safe from harm.
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        About Possessive Alien Mate:

      

      

      

      The bossy, possessive alien will never let her go...

      

      Rem is completely taken by the beautiful dark-haired human who steps off the spacecraft from Earth. Tyra. His Tyra. After many years of solitude, he finally has a female to call his own. But he carries a dark secret, one which deeply affects his budding relationship with Tyra. She hasn't given him any reason not to trust her, but as he tries to outrun the secrets that are haunting him, he finds himself restricting her freedom more and more, always on the premise of keeping her safe. Her furious response stuns him, but he refuses to back down--he's determined to keep the female as his.

      

      Tyra has spent her whole life looking to the stars and dreaming of leaving Earth. The prospect of becoming an alien mail order bride excites her and she signs up as soon as she reaches the minimum required age of twenty-one. But she's in for a rude awakening when she meets her betrothed, a huge bossy Martian named Rem. He won't let her out of his sight...in fact, he won't let her do much, at all. His passionate kisses drive her wild, but he's far too overprotective and prone to jealousy for her liking. Has she made a terrible mistake, or will the sexy green alien eventually come to his senses?
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        About Ravenous Alien Mate:

      

      

      

      Her freedom comes with a price--her hand in marriage.

      

      After spending ten years behind bars, Leah is offered early release if she agrees to become an alien mail order bride. Though she's nervous about the prospect of marrying a complete stranger--a huge Martian, no less--she's also desperate for freedom. She reluctantly agrees with the parole board's terms and soon finds herself traveling to Mars, where she meets Jav, the huge muscular alien who will become her husband. She soon realizes he's not like other Martians--he's a genetically enhanced warrior, and he cannot help his feral need to claim her over and over again. He seems to harbor a growing affection for her, yet she can't help but worry--what will he do if he learns of her past?

      

      Jav is beyond pleased with the little human called Leah. She's everything he has ever hoped for in a mate--charming, kind, and passionate in the bedroom. He senses she's not telling him the truth about her past, though he's certain she'll open up to him as they become better acquainted. As the days pass, his desire for her grows stronger and his heart aches with tenderness whenever he thinks of her. But his newfound happiness is shattered when Leah is accused of a terrible crime. Can he help clear her name and keep her safe, or will he be forced to say goodbye to his sweet human bride forever?
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      Esmay crept down the narrow hallway, careful to avoid the creaky spots in the ice-cold floorboards. Unease spread through her, but she followed the murmuring of voices, curious about the late-night conversation that was occurring in the kitchen. Her parents were usually fast asleep by now.

      Without warning, a chill descended upon her, a sudden sense that something terrible was about to happen, that all of their lives were about to change forever.

      She swallowed hard and tried to shake the unpleasant premonition away, but the heavy feeling only strengthened as she drew nearer to the stilted, high-pitched whispers.

      What were her parents talking about? Desperation and fear tinged their hushed voices, a realization that only caused Esmay’s worry to deepen. Her hands started shaking and a full body tremble soon followed. She crossed her arms over her chest in an attempt to calm her trembling, but it didn’t help much.

      Keep going. You have to find out what’s wrong.

      The kitchen door sat ajar, allowing a sliver of light to escape into the otherwise darkened hallway, beckoning her to slink closer. She paused just outside the room and pressed herself to the wall, holding her breath as she listened. The tense exchange within persisted and she leaned toward the light, eager to hear every word, even as the content of the discussion broke her heart.

      “If we get divorced and I claim all the debt as my own,” her father said in an anguished tone, “it’s possible you won’t be sent to prison as well.”

      “No,” her mother said, “absolutely not. I-I can’t do that. We’ve been married for twenty-three years and—”

      “The girls need you here,” he interrupted. “Esmay would need to take a second job just to afford rent for a one-bedroom apartment. Who would look after the twins while she’s working? At least if you’re not in prison, taking care of the twins will be easier. You and Esmay could try to get different shifts at the factory.”

      Esmay’s stomach dropped to the floor. She had suspected something was amiss for a while now. Both her parents had recently taken extra shifts at the factory, but despite the additional money coming in, the kitchen cabinets had become practically barren as of late.

      Employed at the same factory, Esmay recalled her co-workers talking about a recent increase in both rent and taxes, which made it more difficult than usual for families to make ends meet. Those who couldn’t pay their bills were jailed until their families could settle their debts.

      Her heart lurched at the thought of her parents going to prison.

      “You make more money than me,” her mother said. “I would hate for us to get divorced, but if-if we do get divorced, it would make more sense for me to claim the debt as mine.”

      “No. I will not allow it. I’ll call a lawyer in the morning and we’ll try to get everything taken care of before the first deadline. Fucking Martian governor and his fucking taxes.” His shadow blocked out the sliver of light, causing the hallway to darken completely.

      Having heard enough, Esmay made a quiet retreat to the cramped bedroom she shared with her younger sisters, the aforementioned twins.

      With an air of forced bravery, she drew in a deep breath and opened her bedside table drawer. She pulled out the flyer and ran her fingers gently over the embossed lettering.

      
        
        BECOME A MAIL ORDER BRIDE TO THE MARTIANS!

        SINGLE HUMAN FEMALES WANTED

        AGES 21 – 35

        Benefits:

        Live on beautiful terraformed Mars

        Receive a one-time payment of 10K galactic credits

        Bonus - all family debt erased!

      

      

      Esmay had swiped this flyer from a post office message board a couple of weeks ago, telling herself she was just grabbing it in case her family ever fell upon hard times. She had hidden the flyer away at the bottom of the drawer, hoping she would never have need to look at it again, but here she was, still tracing the embossed letters as she seriously considered applying to become a mail order bride to the Martians.

      What choice did she have?

      She sighed. The benefits were listed on the flyer, and in her current circumstances they sounded almost too good to be true. The cons, however, were not spelled out on the brochure, though she had no difficulty imagining the many downsides of marrying a Martian.

      If she became a mail order bride, she would likely never see her family again. Her throat burned when she considered being forever separated from her twin sisters Carmen and Lilly, as well as her beloved parents. She glanced at the nine-year-old girls and watched as they slept peacefully, both blissfully unaware of the troubles facing their family.

      They can’t lose Mom or Dad. I won’t let it happen.

      Still holding the flyer, she moved to the small bedroom window and peered into the darkness. Her family’s apartment rested on the tenth floor of a dilapidated New York City apartment building. From this window, all she could see was a trash-filled alley and the brick side of another equally derelict apartment building. There were also two campfires burning in the alley below, and she spotted the figures of several people huddled together close to the flames, trying to keep warm on this unseasonably cold winter night.

      I won’t let the same thing happen to my family.

      She exhaled a sharp breath and ran a hand through her long locks. As a child, she used to stand at this very window and pretend she was looking over green rolling hills bordered by tall trees that swayed in the wind. She used to dream she saw animals grazing—usually a herd of deer, an image she must’ve picked up from a book long ago—and birds flitting amongst those make-believe trees.

      In such visions, she could open her window and inhale the pleasing fragrance of flowers that flourished around the perimeter of the building, rather than the stomach-turning stench of overflowing garbage bins.

      Mars.

      She clutched the flyer to her chest and said a prayer. She’d never been particularly religious, but she still prayed sometimes, usually in her most desperate hours.

      Like the time her father got hit by a truck and barely survived, or the time Carmen caught a bad strain of the flu and ended up hospitalized for a month.

      She set the brochure aside, then closed her eyes and bowed her head.

      Please let this work. Please let my family understand why I’m leaving.

      Please keep them safe and healthy. Please keep them together.

      Please, God, please.

      She opened her eyes and peered at her sleeping sisters. Careful not to disturb them, she sat down and brushed their blonde locks from their faces, memorizing their features and trying to preserve this quiet moment in time.

      What if she never saw them again?

      Her heart clenched with sorrow. The heavy feeling from earlier persisted, until each breath became a painful, shallow gasp.

      Her gaze fell upon the flyer again.

      BECOME A MAIL ORDER BRIDE TO THE MARTIANS!

      She shuddered and turned back to her sisters.

      “I love you both.” She leaned down to press a kiss upon Carmen’s forehead, followed by Lilly’s. “Please take care of Mom and Dad.”

      Quickly and quietly, she donned her warmest pants, a thick long-sleeved shirt, and an oversized sweater. After slipping into wool socks and a pair of boots, she packed one of her old school backpacks with as many of her belongings as she could shove inside.

      She had heard terraformed Mars was warm, almost tropical, though some of the aliens preferred to live in caverns beneath the surface of the planet that were not as warm, so she packed a variety of clothing—pants and heavy sweaters, comfy socks her mother had knitted for her, a few sundresses, and her nicest undergarments. She also threw in a beautiful wooden hairbrush her late grandmother had gifted her, her prized collection of gemstones, a small family photo album, and a tiny stuffed bunny given to her by her late grandfather on her sixth birthday.

      She found writing supplies and began drafting a letter to her family, clutching the pen tightly in her trembling hand to keep her penmanship legible.

      
        
        Dear Mom, Dad, Carmen and Lilly,

      

        

      
        I’ve decided to become a mail order bride to the Martians. Forgive me for not saying goodbye, but I know you would try to stop me. Don’t worry about me, I promise everything will be fine. This is for the best. I will try to contact you once I reach Mars.

      

        

      
        With all my love,

      

        

      
        Esmay

      

      

      There. Short and to the point. She didn’t want to admit she knew about her parents’ debt, though of course they would realize she must be aware.

      Otherwise, why would she take the drastic measure of becoming a mail order bride to the very aliens who had conquered Earth twenty years ago?

      She’d been an infant during the quick but deadly war, but she’d heard stories about it from her parents and grandparents, as well as older coworkers at the factory. No woman would sign up to marry a Martian unless she was desperate, unless she wished to help her family.

      Those poor girls, she remembered her father uttering once as they passed a line of young women waiting to enter the Martian Affairs building a few blocks away. Her stomach flipped when she recalled his pitying expression as he glanced at the women. God help them, he’d said once they reached the next city block. God help those poor girls.

      Giving herself a mental shake, she listened to the sounds of the apartment, waiting until she heard her parents finally go to bed. Once all was quiet, she slipped on her backpack and escaped into the cold, unforgiving night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Esmay couldn’t help but stare at the huge male Martian guards who stood along the walls. She sat inside the twenty-four-hour Martian Affairs building, waiting for a clerk to call her name. Her hands trembled in her lap. She hadn’t been so close to one of the Martians in a few years.

      The guards were about seven feet tall, exceedingly muscular, and they had brightly colored skin. Most were green, but several were orange, purple, and red. They had fierce looking horns that curved back over their heads too.

      Everything about them was frightening and intimidating.

      She had seen videos of the Martians fighting like barbarians during the war, charging their opponents and headbutting them to death. Apparently, their skin was naturally armored and they were impervious to most weaponry. Though they were an advanced species, capable of interstellar travel and of terraforming entire planets, for some reason they preferred ground combat. From what she’d witnessed in the videos, it seemed they enjoyed fighting by hand, relished slaughtering the human soldiers who were trying to defend their planet.

      Technically, the aliens weren’t from Mars, though their species name started with an M and was so long Esmay and most other people could never remember it, so humans generally referred to the invaders as Martians. They had made Mars their new home planet, after all, changing the gravity to match that of Earth’s and causing green landscapes to flourish upon the once red, barren planet. But they also had several settlements on Earth.

      Alien savages. That was what her grandparents had always called them. Before the war against the Martians, Earth had been in contact with several other alien races, but all those who’d come before had been mostly peaceful. None had ever attacked Earth.

      I’m going to become a savage Martian’s mate.

      Her stomach flipped at the thought. She glanced around the room and noticed all the other women who were waiting their turn looked nervous and pale. None of them spoke to one another. She felt as if she were part of a vigil of sorts, observing a long moment of silence with all the other prospective human brides before they met their collective doom.

      Were all these women as desperate as Esmay?

      Judging by the tattered clothing most wore, she supposed they were facing similar circumstances. She caught the eye of a petite brunette sitting nearby and gave the young woman a sympathetic smile. The woman tried to smile back, but tears blurred in her eyes and her lips quivered, so she looked away from Esmay and stared at the floor while hugging herself.

      “Esmay Cantrell!” a human female sitting behind a desk called out as her gaze swept around the room.

      On weak legs, Esmay stood up and moved to sit across from the clerk, her heart pounding rapidly in her chest. She set her backpack down beside her and took several deep breaths in an attempt to calm herself. The middle-aged human woman wore a name tag that said Vivian and her hair was swept into an elaborate updo. Her clothing appeared strange, the material of her flowing blue dress shimmering with her every movement, and Esmay wondered if it was the Martian style. She’d never seen a female Martian though, since their numbers were so few.

      “Good morning, Ms. Cantrell,” Vivian said.

      “Good morning,” Esmay replied, forcing a smile.

      The clerk passed her a tablet that displayed a questionnaire. “Please enter your citizenship number here,” she said, pointing to a line at the top of the screen, “and while I conduct a background check you can fill the rest of this application out.”

      Esmay entered the number and continued filling out the application. It contained basic questions, asking her name, the names of her parents and siblings, education and work history, health status, sexual history, and so on. She answered the questions honestly, though her hands shook harder when she selected the I’m a virgin box on the sexual history portion of the application.

      If her application was accepted, she wouldn’t remain a virgin for much longer. She would be given as a bride to one of the Martians. From what she’d heard about their race, they were trying to procreate as quickly as possible. That meant she would be having lots of sex with her new mate, didn’t it? At least until she got pregnant, that was.

      It was crazy to think humans and Martians were sexually compatible, but she’d seen photos of the offspring produced from the unions. Scientists claimed the two races held a common ancestor, despite how different the Martians looked in appearance to humans, an ancestor who must have existed over two hundred thousand years ago.

      Once she finished answering all the questions on her application, she pushed the tablet toward the clerk. Vivian pricked Esmay’s finger for a blood test and then smiled broadly. “Thank you, my dear. Now, if you’ll just go have a seat, I’ll call you back up in about an hour and let you know if your application has been accepted.”

      Esmay drew in a deep breath. “Do-do you think I have a good chance?”

      Vivian cast a glance at the nearest guards and then leaned closer. “Your application looks fine to me. As long as your blood test shows you’re relatively healthy, you should be good.”

      “If I’m accepted, I’ll be leaving Earth right away, is that correct?” Esmay had heard spaceships regularly departed Earth for Mars, most of them containing mail order brides to be delivered to their new mates, though some were simply supply ships. Many of the factories on Earth specifically manufactured goods intended for Mars.

      “Yes, the next ship is scheduled to depart in a few hours. Don’t worry, your application and blood test will be processed before then, I assure you.”

      “Thank you.” Esmay watched as Vivian handed the tablet, as well as her blood sample, to a passing assistant who immediately walked through an automatic door situated behind the rows of desks. Before the door closed, Esmay caught sight of more Martian guards standing along the walls of a long hallway lined with doors.

      She returned to her seat with her backpack, her heart in her throat. She felt perfectly healthy and prayed everything with her blood test came back okay. If her plan failed, then her father would end up in jail, or, possibly both her parents, if a judge didn’t accept her father’s declaration that the debt solely belonged to him.

      She glanced at a nearby guard and felt a stab of hatred. If it weren’t for the Martians’ absolute rule over Earth, her parents probably wouldn’t be in such dire financial straits. The former United States had been divided into twenty-four zones, and each was ruled by a Martian governor appointed by the King of Mars. Other countries had been divided into zones as well, and the Martians ruled the entirety of Earth with an iron fist, squashing any hint of rebellion with deadly force.

      If the newest governor hadn’t raised taxes, her parents wouldn’t be so behind in both taxes and rent. The guard she was staring at turned his head to meet her eyes and she immediately glanced away. A shiver ran through her. His eyes had been black and cold. Would her future mate have the same dark, frightening gaze?

      She clasped her hands tightly in her lap to keep them from shaking so hard. Please let my future mate be kind. She swallowed hard and tried to remain calm as she awaited the results of her application and blood test. Over an hour passed and her impatience kept growing, alongside her nervousness.

      She couldn’t believe it had come to this. She couldn’t believe she was actually offering herself to the Martians. From the corner of her eye, she kept peeking at Vivian, but the woman was continuously busy with other prospective brides.

      But finally, after an hour and fifteen minutes of waiting, the clerk called Esmay’s name.
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      I’m going to Mars.

      Esmay felt as if she were in a dream while she boarded a spacecraft bound for Mars. The silver walls of the corridor gleamed under the bright overhead lights. She accompanied a group of over two dozen human women, most of whom were in their early twenties. From the bits of conversation she’d gathered, many of the mail order brides were also desperate to save a family member from debtors’ prison.

      She couldn’t help but wonder if the Martians had increased taxes in hopes that more human women would sign up to become their mates. While the Martians could easily take human women by force, and in the early years after the war many Martians did just that, this had eventually led to protests and even full-blown riots in several Earth cities. This had resulted in much bloodshed, but it also convinced the Martians to devise a new method of obtaining human brides—by offering something in return.

      Payment.

      The ten thousand galactic credits would deposit into her parents’ account by tomorrow morning. Vivian had showed her the transfer order, as well as the order dismissing all rent and tax debt owed by her parents, and a weight of worry had lifted from her shoulders. They would be okay. As frugal as her parents were, ten thousand galactic credits would stretch for years, and it would at least last until Carmen and Lilly reached adulthood.

      Five burly Martian guards escorted the women into a large dormitory that contained dozens of bunk beds lining the walls. In the center of the room, there were several couches and a screen arranged into a living room area, and beside that rested a huge kitchen. Near the kitchen, there were two long dinner tables, and a hallway on the far side of the room opened into a huge bathroom complete with showers and hot tubs.

      Esmay explored the mail order bride quarters with the rest of the women, a sense of awe spreading through her. Compared to what she was used to, they would be traveling in near luxury. She hadn’t known what to expect when she boarded the spacecraft.

      As Esmay made her way back into the kitchen, one of the women gasped.

      “Look! I think this is a food replicator!”

      Everyone gathered around the gleaming kitchen contraption that looked like an over-glorified bread maker to Esmay. A guard approached, his face set in a deep scowl. At first, Esmay thought he was going to yell at everyone to back away from the device, but to her surprise he cleared his throat and then, speaking in perfect Galactic Common, patiently explained how it worked, though he also pointed out that the cabinets and refrigerators contained plenty of fresh food.

      As he moved around the kitchen, opening the cabinets and refrigerators to reveal what was inside, Esmay felt her eyes growing wide. In all her life, she had never seen so much food in one place before, not even at the local market where her family shopped for groceries each week.

      Guilt descended upon her, that she should travel in such luxury and have access to so much food, but she quickly reminded herself that her family would soon receive the ten thousand galactic credits. The cupboards in their apartment would no longer sit barren.

      Her heart contracted painfully at the thought of her family.

      She prayed she would manage to contact them soon via a video comm, or at the very least, to send them a message letting them know she was all right and that she loved them. She also prayed they would understand her decision to leave Earth. Her throat burned at the prospect of them being angry with her.

      “Hey, you okay?” the tall brunette standing next to Esmay asked.

      “Oh, I’m fine,” she replied. “Just a bit overwhelmed.”

      “I know what you mean. This place is crazy. It’s like a palace compared to where I used to live.”

      “Same here.”

      The brunette smiled. “I’m Faith, by the way.” She offered her hand and Esmay politely shook it.

      “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Esmay.”

      “Are you from the New York area too?” Faith asked.

      “Yes, right in the city. I think most of the women here are from the New York area. At least that’s what I heard one of the clerks from Martian Affairs say. I believe they send ships containing brides to Mars from the more populated areas of Earth quite frequently.”

      “Do you know how long this trip will take? I’m pretty sure the clerk I talked to told me, but after she said my application had been accepted I sorta zoned out in my excitement.”

      “About ten hours.” Esmay gestured at the beds and then the kitchen, where several women had lined up to take turns trying out the food replicator. “I’m surprised they’re going to all this trouble for us when we won’t even be aboard the ship for very long.”

      “Well, I hope it’s a good omen. I hope it means life on Mars won’t be too hard.” A shadow crossed Faith’s face and she leaned closer to whisper her next words. “Do you think the Martians will treat us with kindness? I mean, do you think they’re really the bloodthirsty savages everyone says they are?”

      Esmay didn’t know how to answer. In her heart, she was already praying that her own mate would treat her with kindness, but there was always the risk that he would be cruel or unfeeling. Always the risk that he would only care about getting her pregnant. She swallowed hard and gave a slight shrug of her shoulders. “I-I honestly don’t know. I mean, I know they are fierce warriors, but I’m not sure how they treat their females. Unfortunately, none of the mail order bride advertisements I’ve seen have mentioned it, instead they focus on how much money you’ll be given and the fact that your family’s debt will be forgiven.”

      Faith grasped Esmay’s arm and guided her away from the other women and the huge Martian guards who were lingering in the doorway. Esmay walked with her over to the bunks, where they selected their beds and placed their backpacks down. From the worried look on her face, Esmay got the sense Faith wanted to say something else about the Martians but desired privacy first.

      “I’ve seen videos,” Faith eventually said in a hushed whisper. “Violent, frightening videos from the war. The Martians are practically indestructible.”

      Coldness gripped Esmay. “I know. I’ve seen the videos too.”

      “Have you ever talked to a Martian before?” Faith asked.

      “No. My parents taught me to avoid them at all costs. Whenever I saw a Martian enforcer in the street, I would always turn the other way, and none have ever directly approached me.”

      “Once, when I was a child, I was running through the streets, playing tag with my friends, and I accidentally ran straight into a Martian enforcer.” Faith’s eyes grew wider and she paled as she seemed to recall the distant but shocking memory.

      “What did he do?” Esmay asked as both women sat down beside one another on a bottom bunk, huddling close so no one would overhear their private discussion.

      “He looked at me with a murderous glare, his eyes gleaming black as sin, and then he drew in a deep breath and growled so loudly that the windows in a nearby house shattered. I thought he was going to kill me. I was frozen in place and couldn’t make my legs move to try to run away. Eventually, he growled at me again and by that time, someone had alerted my father to what was happening. He came outside, apologized to the enforcer, and carried me home.”

      “That sounds terrifying.” Esmay reached for Faith’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze. “I’m sorry that happened to you. Maybe that particular Martian was just an asshole. Maybe they’re not all like that. At least I hope some of them are nice. I-I keep thinking that people—humans, I mean—can be so different. Maybe it’s the same with Martians.”

      Faith cast another glance toward the guards. “I hope you’re right.”

      The two women grabbed a drink and made their way to the sitting room, where they conversed with the other women. The guards soon left the room, though Esmay heard a loud clicking sound after the door shut behind them, leading her to believe they had locked the women inside. She tried to repress the shudder that ran through her at this realization.

      Suddenly, the wall beside the kitchen transformed, all at once becoming transparent. Esmay stood up and gaped at the image of Earth growing smaller and smaller in a viewscreen. Apparently, the ship had already taken off, though she hadn’t felt even the slightest vibration as the sleek alien vessel departed her home planet. Not for the first time, she marveled at Martian technology.

      As she stared at the blue-green orb on which she’d spent her entire life, a pang of preemptive homesickness resounded in her chest. She wrapped her arms around herself, because she all of a sudden felt as if she were falling apart.

      In a matter of hours, her entire life had been upended.

      She’d gone from believing her family was simply struggling a little financially to realizing her parents were facing jail time to deciding to leave Earth in order to save them. In order to keep her parents and her sisters together.

      In a matter of moments, Earth became a pale blue dot in the vastness of space. Her stomach dropped, as if she sensed the rapidness of their departure, though in reality she didn’t truly feel the movement of the ship, and she sat back down because her legs were also becoming unsteady.

      No matter what happens on Mars, at least my family will be safe.

      At least they’ll be together.
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      Vaath watched as the ship descended to a landing platform outside the palace gates. He stood on the balcony of his royal chambers, trying to decide whether he should leave the palace grounds to greet his bride, or simply allow her to be brought to him.

      All the other males who had been promised a human female from today’s shipment were supposed to retrieve their new brides directly from the spacecraft, though Vaath’s father—the King of Mars—had ordered him to remain inside the palace walls until his bride was escorted to him.

      “It would look unseemly if you appeared eager to claim your human female,” his father had said in an imperious tone. “Besides, you are the first in line to the throne. People and things are brought to you, not the other way around.”

      Vaath growled as he recalled his father’s words. He wished his father a long life, but when Vaath ascended to power, he intended to make many changes. For starters, he wouldn’t allow servants to constantly wait on him, nor would he spend so much time within the palace walls. He intended to travel the planet and come in contact with his people on a regular basis.

      The best way to understand what his people needed and what issues required his attention was to talk directly to his constituents, rather than only glimpsing the few messages the royal council members deemed worthy of passing along to the king.

      Several Marttiaxoxalian males who’d been waiting near the platform boarded the ship, and suddenly Vaath could wait no more. He wanted to meet his bride now. He exited his chambers and rapidly descended the steps, not caring if he appeared overly eager, and not caring if his father learned of his disobedience.

      Vaath had led several successful attacks on Earth during the war, including the final battle that had resulted in the planet’s surrender, and whenever the king questioned Vaath’s actions, simply reminding his father of his steadfast dedication to his people seemed to appease him.

      In comparison, Vaath’s father had not led a single battle in his two-hundred and fifty-nine years, instead allowing his wartime advisors to appoint generals to do all the difficult, and often deadly, work of defending Marttiaxoxalian interests and battling their enemies.

      Vaath emerged through a servants’ exit in the gardens and as he approached the gates, he shot a stern look at the palace guards, letting them know that he expected the gates to be opened even if the king had publicly, during last night’s feast, ordered him to wait for his human bride to be brought to him.

      Rem, one of the guards on duty, simply nodded at Vaath, his expression solemn as ever, as he pressed a button to open the gates. Rem had worked for the royal family for a long time and was one of the palace’s most trusted guards, though Vaath didn’t interact with the male very frequently, as Rem kept to himself and rarely spoke to anyone unless duty demanded it.

      As Vaath left the palace grounds and headed for the landing platform, Jav stepped out of the bushes, his manner overly casual, as if he’d been hiding there waiting for Vaath to pass by.

      “Good morning, Prince Vaath,” Jav said, tapping a foot against one of Vaath’s. “I figured you would be coming this way.”

      “Did my father ask you to watch over me?” Vaath asked as he tapped a foot to one of Jav’s, returning the traditional Marttiaxoxalian greeting. However, he couldn’t help but feel annoyed by his friend’s sudden appearance. Jav was a member of the Vash’arr, an elite group of genetically enhanced Marttiaxoxalian warriors, and Vaath thought the male had better things to do than guard a prince who was perfectly capable of defending himself, should the need arise.

      Jav shook his head. “No, but I decided to come, just in case the drakks show up.”

      “The anti-Earthers haven’t proven violent thus far,” Vaath replied.

      “Yes, but if they are aware that the great Prince Vaath is expecting a human bride today, they might be moved to do more than shout their disapproval of Martian-human mating unions.”

      “Martian?” Vaath scoffed at his friend’s use of the shortened version of Marttiaxoxalian typically utilized by the humans.

      Jav shrugged. “Well, the humans refer to this planet as Mars and we’ve taken to calling it Mars as well, rather than giving it a new name as your father originally wished to do. Your father is the King of Mars, not Marttiaxoxalia 2 or New Marttiaxoxalia. Besides, I like the way it sounds. Martian. It’s exotic sounding and makes me feel like a savage, just as the humans say we are.” He chuckled as they neared the landing platform.

      “You’re a member of the Vash’arr,” Vaath reminded him, keeping his tone humorous. “You are very much a savage and I pity any human female who ends up married to you.”

      Jav smiled. “Speaking of human females, I have signed up to receive one.”

      “Have you? Well, I will see that you’re moved to the top of the waiting list.” Though Vaath truly did worry for any female matched to Jav, as he knew that members of Vash’arr were positively ravenous and insatiable in the bedroom, he trusted his friend would not truly harm a female. He would simply need to learn to control himself, so as not to damage his human bride. If anyone was capable of such control, it was Jav.

      “Thank you, Prince Vaath, I truly appreciate it. Speaking of favors, I do have a request for you. It’s about Rem.”

      “Speak your request.” Though Vaath didn’t think Rem had friends, he recalled that Jav had fought alongside Rem in several battles against Earth, and even though Rem wasn’t a member of the Vash’arr, Jav claimed the guard had fought admirably and had personally disabled a nuclear weapon the humans were attempting to release upon a fleet of Marttiaxoxalian warships.

      “He’s lonely. I think he would benefit from a bride. As you might have heard, he lost his betrothed mate many years before the war against Earth—she died when the Xieandans poisoned our water supplies—though what you might not know is that before the female perished, she had broken their betrothal and left him for another.”

      “And you want me to…what? Order him to take a human bride?”

      “Precisely. He is like a brother to me,” Jav said, surprising Vaath, who hadn’t realized how close the two males were, and he resolved to pay better attention to the goings on and interpersonal relationships in the palace. “I wish for him to find healing and peace.”

      “I doubt he’ll be happy if I issue such an order,” Vaath replied in a wary tone.

      “If you want me to beg,” Jav said with a small laugh, “I will get down on my knees and embarrass you during the next feast.”

      “If you ever do such a thing,” Vaath said, “I will see you banished to the corners of the known universe. You know how I feel about such displays. When I am king, I will expect my subjects’ loyalty and respect, but I intend to earn it and I will not demand anyone kneel before me.” There was a bitterness to his tone and Vaath looked around to ensure no one had overheard him. He ought not to speak out against his father where anyone but his closest confidants might hear. His relationship with his father had only become more complicated since the Marttiaxoxalians had settled upon terraformed Mars and he didn’t wish for tensions between them to rise, not when he was about to meet his human bride.

      Jav paused just before the landing platform and reached for Vaath’s arm. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. I see darkness in Rem’s eyes, a bleakness that I think only the sweetness and companionship of a female could cure.”

      “Very well,” Vaath said, “I will grant your request. I hope you are correct that a bride is what Rem needs.”

      “Thank you, Prince Vaath.”

      “Any friend of yours is a friend of mine. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Vaath said, gazing up at the ship, where several males were disembarking with their new females, “it is time I meet my bride.”
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      Esmay stood in the women’s quarters alone, her heart pounding a frantic rhythm in her chest. A guard had informed her that he would personally escort her to the palace to meet her mate once all the other females had been claimed by their males. She didn’t understand why her future husband wasn’t meeting her at the ship and her spirits sank as she considered the possible reasons for his absence.

      Perhaps he was coldhearted, or maybe he wasn’t anxious to meet her at all.

      But the guard had specifically mentioned taking her to the palace. She wasn’t sure what that meant. She supposed it was possible she had been matched with a Martian who worked at the palace, a servant or mayhap a guard or a royal advisor. Her heart thumped faster. The idea of living in a luxurious palace—well, she assumed it would be luxurious, weren’t all palaces?—sent her nerves into overdrive.

      She paced back and forth in front of the door. Though she was impatient to meet her mate, she was also growing increasingly anxious. She would soon meet the alien male with whom she would spend the rest of her life. Martians mated for life, or so she’d heard. They also lived a long time, much longer than humans, which meant her mate would probably outlive her.

      What about their children? Would their children have the long lifespans of Martians, or something closer to a human’s lifespan? Before she could contemplate this further, the door zipped open and a huge blue Martian stood before her.

      Her mouth went dry and she struggled for breath.

      The male’s dark, unblinking gaze fixed on her and she got the sudden sense that he was sizing her up. He wasn’t dressed like the guards and she wondered about his identity. She took a step back and swallowed hard, then felt her face heating in embarrassment over her reaction.

      Be brave, she told herself, and in the next moment she forced herself to take a step forward and lift her chin, despite the fact that her legs felt suddenly weak.

      “Are you Esmay?” the huge Martian male asked, speaking in Galactic Common.

      “I am.” She lifted her chin higher and studied his features. Like all Martian males, he had ridges on his forehead and long horns covered in dark markings that curved downward over his back. He wore tight, form-fitting black pants and a sleeveless white shirt that revealed his massive muscles. Her face heated further and this time it wasn’t due to embarrassment.

      She found herself strangely attracted to this huge alien male, whoever he was.

      He stepped closer and it took all her strength to remain in place. She judged him to be at least seven feet tall and she had to lift her chin higher just to hold his penetrating gaze.

      Why was he staring at her with such a fierce intensity?

      Her skin prickled with awareness and she felt increasingly faint in his presence.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      His sensuous lips curved in a slight smile, and to her shock, his eyes lit up with what appeared to be pleasure, completely transforming his rigid, imposing features.

      He reached for her hand and placed a kiss upon it, his lips branding her flesh with a tingling heat that made her shudder. He also tapped one foot against hers, ever so lightly, and she vaguely remembered it was some sort of Martian greeting—instead of shaking hands, they tapped one another’s feet.

      But he soon lifted her hand to his lips again, as if unable to resist placing another kiss upon her knuckles.

      In her surprise over his bold actions, she gasped, even as warmth flooded her center. She wasn’t certain if she should tap her foot to his in return, so she simply stood before him and awaited his response to her question, even though she now had a very good idea about his identity.

      “I am Vaath,” he replied. “Your mate.”

      Oh God. She sucked in a quick breath and was once again struck by his huge size. He was taller than most Martian males she’d seen. And she was supposed to marry him? Nerves seized her and for several long moments, she couldn’t find her voice. When she finally managed to speak, her words issued as a shaky whisper.

      “It-it is nice to meet you, Vaath,” she said as a sudden bout of shyness overcame her. She didn’t have much experience with men or dating and now she was about to become a married woman. Before she’d signed up to become a mail order bride, her life had consisted of working long grueling hours and helping to take care of her younger sisters, which had left little time for socializing with her peers, let alone dating.

      Vaath. The name sounded vaguely familiar but she couldn’t quite place it.

      Still holding her hand, he reached up with his free hand and cupped her face, stroking his fingers along her cheek in a slow, enticing caress.

      The warmth flooding her center flared hotter and she found herself shifting in place. When she inadvertently pressed her thighs together, she felt the throbbing of her arousal, a steady pulsing sensation unlike anything she’d ever experienced before. And yet, despite her attraction to Vaath, she still couldn’t help but fear him.

      Not only was he so much larger than her, but he was also a Martian, he belonged to a race of fierce aliens who had conquered her people. Though the war had occurred when she was too young to remember it, she’d heard stories about what life had been like on Earth before the arrival of the Martians.

      The people of Earth still longed for life to return to the way it once was.

      Humans still longed for freedom.

      She couldn’t help but wonder if she was betraying her people, in a way, by agreeing to become the bride of a Martian.

      “You are beautiful,” Vaath said in a deep rumble as his eyes shone brighter. “Your hair is like spun sunshine and your eyes are like blue bottomless lakes.” His nostrils flared as he leaned closer, taking a deep inhale as he very obviously smelled her. When she tried to back away, he released her hand and grabbed hold of her upper arm, forcing her to remain in place. “And you smell quite enticing, my sunshine.” He took another deep inhale. “You are excited. You desire the consummation of our marriage.”

      She pushed against his chest, though he didn’t release her. “I-I do not,” she insisted vehemently, “desire the consummation of our marriage, and I would appreciate it if you stopped smelling me.”

      He pulled back just far enough to peer into her eyes, and his face remained so close to hers that she felt the heat of his breath upon her neck and cheeks. Amusement sparkled in the depths of his dark eyes.

      “Don’t worry, my eager bride. You won’t have to wait long.” He grasped her hand again and led her out into the corridor. “Come, and I will show you where you will live, and then we will find a Wise One to bless our mating union.”

      Esmay’s mind whirled as they navigated the corridors of the ship and finally emerged into the brightness of a beautiful day. The sun hovered on the horizon, though she wasn’t sure if it was morning or late afternoon. Everywhere she looked, she saw green, more green than she’d ever seen in her whole life. Well, aside from pictures of rainforests. There were houses too, large structures that appeared sculpted from red clay, all of which were surrounded by thick vegetation.

      In the distance, she glimpsed the largest structure of all—the palace. Her heart raced. It towered over the entire landscape, its tall red spires reaching high into the blue sky, almost touching the white, billowing clouds above.

      That’s where I’m going to live.

      Disbelief swept through her.

      She paused on the ship’s ramp and gawked at the planet that would be her new home. She’d seen images of Mars, a rust-colored barren land, taken before the aliens had terraformed it, and the difference left her stunned.

      If only the aliens would use their terraforming technology to help repair the places on Earth that had been left barren or uninhabitable due to global warming and pollution.

      Was that even possible?

      She had left her family with plenty of money to get by, but what kind of world would her sisters and their future children inherit?

      Vaath tugged on her hand, jarring her out of her trance, and she finished descending the ramp at his side. He guided her down a smooth white stone path that curved through the thickness of the tall forest. Overtop the trees, she glimpsed the palace’s spires as they approached the imposing structure. A flock of huge yellow birds swept through the sky, speeding beyond the palace toward the forest-covered mountains in the distance.

      “Oh, I forgot my backpack,” she said. The handsome alien’s sudden arrival in the women’s quarters had left her so frazzled she hadn’t remembered to grab her belongings, all that she had left from her life on Earth.

      “It’s all right. Someone will bring it to my chambers,” he said.

      She nodded her thanks and hoped she was soon reunited with her things. She could just kick herself for forgetting the backpack, especially since it contained family photos and mementoes.

      What if she never managed to contact her family again?

      It was possible her mate would not allow it. A tight ball of worry formed in her stomach. She wouldn’t be able to relax until her backpack and the contents within were once again in her possession.

      “A guard told me you lived in the palace,” she said as they continued walking hand in hand. “In fact, the guard said he would escort me to the palace, that you weren’t coming to pick me up.”

      He glanced down at her as he squeezed her hand. “Yes, I live in the palace. A guard was originally supposed to bring you to me, per the king’s orders, but I found I could not wait to meet you.”

      Alarm filled her. “You defied the King of Mars? Forgive me, but is that wise?”

      “I have spent my entire life defying the king,” he said, amusement tinging his deep voice.

      Esmay found this statement rather curious. “I thought the King of Mars was all-powerful. How exactly do you get away with your defiance?” She really hoped she wasn’t walking into some kind of strange political war. That would be just her luck.

      “Easy,” he replied. “I am his only son and heir to the Marttiaxoxalian Empire.”

      “You are Prince Vaath?”

      “I am.”

      Shock resounded within her. Vaath. Of course.

      No wonder his name had sounded familiar.

      Her knowledge of the war returned to her in one horrid sweeping realization—her new mate was the feared Prince Vaath, the very Martian prince who had led several well-known and deadly battles against Earth, including the final battle that had resulted in her home planet’s surrender.

      She was very much about to marry the enemy.
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      Vaath couldn’t help but notice a chill had descended upon Esmay once she learned of his status as a royal. She kept her head down as she walked beside him, her demeanor more subdued than before, and he felt her tiny hand trembling within his.

      Was she afraid of him? Or did she hate him after recalling the importance of his role in the war against Earth?

      Before she’d cast her gaze down, he had noticed a glimmer of worry in her blue eyes. He resolved to try his best to make her feel at home in the palace, and also promised himself he would treat her gently as he bedded her for the first time. He didn’t want to accidentally hurt her and give her more reason to fear him.

      But fluxx, she was lovely, and he couldn’t stop glancing down at her and admiring her beauty as they approached the palace. He had never seen a female with hair so shiny and golden before, nor one with eyes so blue or expressive. He could drown in that bottomless blue gaze of hers and spend days upon days simply stroking her sunshine locks.

      The gates opened up and Vaath guided his tiny human bride underneath the arching entryway to the palace grounds. Her trembling increased and he noticed her peeking up occasionally to take in her new surroundings, though she didn’t look in his direction once. She acted as though he weren’t beside her, despite the grip he still had on her hand.

      Irritation warred with his more rational side. He ought not be angry over her reluctance to acknowledge him. She was new to his planet and his people had conquered hers, lending an inescapable tension to their impending union.

      “You needn’t fear me, sunshine,” he said, infusing his voice with warmth.

      She breathed deep and finally looked up to meet his eyes, though she said nothing. After a moment, she glanced away and focused on the wide stone steps that ascended to the palace’s main entrance.

      Her hand remained trembling in his and his arms ached with the urge to wrap around her and hold her until the shaking ceased, until the last vestiges of her fear dissipated in the safety of his embrace.

      Soon, he thought. Soon he would have her alone in his chambers, where no one would disturb them. But first he needed to visit Wyvonus, the palace’s highest Wise One, and secure a blessing for their union.

      Guards, palace officials, and servants paused to stare as he led Esmay up the steps and into the vestibule. She peered upward at the high arching ceiling and her eyes widened. She gulped hard and her steps slowed. He paused to give her a moment to look around, and he took the opportunity to admire the handiwork of the artists who had carved images of ancient Marttiaxoxalian beasts into the ceilings, as well as the walls. There were also several massive statues in the vestibule, all of which depicted the deadliest animals once found on Vaath’s home planet, vipas and thormis and all manner of yepkins.

      A Marttiaxoxalian male could not join the Brotherhood of Warriors without slaying at least one of the three beasts by hand and living to tell the story. Vaath had battled a rare ten-horned vipas and eventually strangled the beast with one of its tails. As the memory flitted through his mind, he recalled the thrill of the battle and the satisfaction of victory.

      A growl left his throat as the echoes of battle-induced rage washed through him, heating his blood and making him hunger for another fight, or perhaps another war.

      He would be lying if he claimed he hadn’t enjoying conquering the humans, and sometimes he lamented that the war had been too short and not challenging enough. In his mind, the humans had deserved their defeat and all the suffering that had come with it, as they had attacked his people first—destroying their first settlement on Mars, before the entirety of the Marttiaxoxalian race had arrived on the planet.

      Five thousand souls vanquished in one brutal, unprovoked attack. His people had sent an ambassador to Earth to inform the humans of their arrival in the solar system, as well as their intention to settle upon Mars and terraform the planet to make it habitable for their needs, yet the humans hadn’t been happy to share a planet so close to theirs, viewing Mars as their property despite not having a settlement upon it. The Marttiaxoxalians had found evidence of several failed human colonies on Mars, but at the time of his people’s arrival, no humans had currently been living here.

      Esmay tried to pull her hand from his, but he tightened his hold and yanked her closer, frustrated that she would show defiance toward him in public. “Our mating union is very important. You will abstain from any displays of rebellion while we are around others. Do you understand?”

      Her face paled as she stared up at him. “Important?” she asked. “Why is our union very important? Surely you must realize I’m no one. I’m not the daughter of a former human politician or general.”

      He leaned down, placed his lips to her ear, and whispered, “Our union is important because rather than mate with a female of my own kind, I have decided to set an example for my people by willingly taking a human. There are some males who are resistant to the idea of mating with a non-Marttiaxoxalian, even if it means our numbers will dwindle because we no longer have enough females of our own kind left to even sustain our current population level.”

      “So, you expect me to be obedient and pretend I’m happy because you want more Martian males signing up to receive brides from Earth?” Though her words were infused with bitterness, he was at least pleased that she had whispered her terse reply.

      “Yes,” he said. “And might I remind you that you signed up to become a Martian’s bride,” he said, putting an emphasis on the shortened version of his race’s name. “You were not forced.”

      “You probably have no idea what it’s like on Earth. When was the last time you visited? Did you know people are jailed if they can’t afford their taxes or fail to pay their rent? Did you know the Martian governors keep raising taxes, which forces rent up, which creates a cycle of debt from which few can escape? Did you know families are being torn apart when parents are sent to debtors’ prison and their children end up in orphanages?” Anger glimmered in her eyes and he felt quite taken aback by her fiery response.

      “Taxes are raised whenever there are too many acts of civil disobedience in a particular zone. This is common knowledge among your people, yet that does not always stop those who are intent to plot against Marttiaxoxalian rule. We will do whatever it takes to prevent a human uprising.”

      “I find it difficult to believe that is the only reason taxes are being constantly increased. My parents have never plotted against your people, yet they would have been sent to debtors’ prison had I not signed up to become a Martian’s bride, thus forgiving their debt. I’ve spoken to other human women who were in the very same predicament as me. In fact, almost all the women on the ship that arrived today only signed up to become a Martian’s bride because they wanted to ease the financial burdens on their families, or keep their parents out of debtors’ prison.”

      “I have never met a female who speaks as boldly as you,” he remarked. “You know who I am, you know what I’ve done to your people, yet you are standing here, in my own palace, lecturing me as if I am your subordinate.” He had the sudden urge to grab her and kiss her, but he refrained from the action, for he feared once he kissed her he wouldn’t be able to stop. Despite himself, he was drawn to her like no other female. He hadn’t expected to experience such a strong attraction to his human female, yet he found himself pulling her closer and enjoying the pressure of her body against his. He also found himself craving her beyond all reason, nearly to the point of madness. It became difficult to form a coherent thought as he peered into her angry gaze.

      “I do not usually speak so boldly,” she said, the fire in her eyes diming slightly, “but now that I realize who you are, I feel compelled to make sure you understand what my people are going through. There aren’t many humans left who fought you in the war, and the commanders and leaders who led those soldiers are all dead. It’s wrong to keep punishing us when those who opposed you most fiercely are long gone, especially when the vast majority of your population doesn’t even live on Earth.”

      “I would be delighted to speak more about politics with you later, my sunshine,” he said, trying to lighten the mood, “however now is not the time. We must secure a blessing for our mating union and then consummate our marriage.”

      “Do you really mean it?”

      “Yes, I do. I intend for us to consummate our union as soon as possible.”

      A flush overcame her and she appeared somewhat scandalized as she looked around, as if checking to ensure no one had heard what he’d just said. “Not that,” she said. “I mean… do you truly mean you will speak with me about Marttiaxoxalian rule over Earth at a later time?”

      Holding her gaze, he pulled her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss upon her delicate knuckles. “I give you my word. Now, let us find the Wise One. I am growing most impatient to make you mine, sunshine.”
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      Sunshine. Why did he keep calling her that?

      Esmay cast a sidelong glance at Prince Vaath as they moved down a wide, opulent corridor lined with statues of huge Martian males.

      Did he truly mean sunshine as an endearment?

      Her heart leapt at the thought. He had complimented her hair earlier, as well as her eyes.

      Your hair is like spun sunshine and your eyes are like blue bottomless lakes.

      Of course, he had uttered those flowery words before their little argument. She still couldn’t believe she’d spoken so boldly to the Prince of Mars and wondered what had come over her.

      A combination of anger and fear and frustration, she supposed.

      Like most human women who signed up to become a Martian’s bride, she’d done so out of desperation. She couldn’t just sit by and watch while her father went to prison, possibly never to be released, or, the worst-case scenario—both of her parents. Her heart broke at the thought.

      She eyed the large door they were approaching, which rested at the end of this long hallway that was filled with the ancient-looking statues. Had the statues been transported here from their old home planet, or had they been recently constructed, along with the rest of the palace? She had noticed the detailed carvings upon the ceiling and the walls in the entryway and couldn’t help the sense of awe that swept through her, just from standing in the presence of such impressive art. It reminded her of photos she’d seen of ancient human castles and structures in old library books, those which had been bound in a clear protective material and weren’t allowed to be checked out.

      If not for the spaceship that had brought her here, she could almost pretend she had stepped back in time, back into some alternate past where aliens had walked the Earth.

      But she wasn’t on her home planet any longer. She was on Mars and she was about to marry Prince Vaath, conqueror of her people and next in line to the throne. What would it be like to be mated to him?

      Was there any trace of kindness in his heart?

      Sunshine. Would he call her that if he weren’t at least somewhat kind?

      She latched onto this idea and prayed for the strength to get through her first day on Mars. In mere moments, she would face a Wise One, a holy man who would bless their union, the Martian version of a marriage ceremony. She didn’t know much about Vaath’s religion, but she had heard they worshiped several gods and they looked to the Wise Ones for spiritual guidance.

      The door zipped open upon their approach and Vaath guided Esmay into a large cavernous room that was lit with thousands of tiny sparkling lights, some of which were affixed to the walls, others which appeared to be floating in the air, just below the ceiling. It gave the illusion of candlelight and reminded her of the time her parents had taken her and the twins to a Christmas Eve service late at night. The church had been darkened and lit up with thousands of candles, or so it had seemed to Esmay. She recalled the peaceful walk home from church in the dark, when the snow had started falling and the city had gone so quiet, it had felt as if Esmay and her family were the only souls left on Earth.

      “This way,” Vaath said, directing her further into the huge room.

      She spotted several more statues, similar in appearance to those in the corridor outside, though much larger, standing in a more illuminated area of the room. It was here that Vaath led her, and she also soon noticed the figure of a Martian male seated on the floor before the statues. His skin was a deep orange shade and he wore a long white robe. His horns were a darker shade of orange and curved down his back to touch the floor.

      “Prince Vaath, is that you?” the holy man asked, though he didn’t turn around to look.

      Esmay appreciated that he had spoken in Galactic Common. She didn’t know a single word of the Martian tongue and from what she’d heard, the alien language was physically impossible for humans to speak, as it consisted of some buzzing and clicking noises humans typically couldn’t make.

      “Yes,” Vaath said
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