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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Her heart sank.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      In which direction should she run?

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

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

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

      She gasped and stopped in her tracks.

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

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

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

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

      What was happening?

      Where was this huge alien taking her?

    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Join Sue’s VIP reader newsletter!
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Also in the Vaxxlian Mates series
      


      		
        The Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides series
      


      		
        The Vaxxlian Matchmakers series
      


      		
        Also by Sue Mercury
      


      		
        About Sue Mercury
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		The Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides series


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


