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      “My beloved human female. Now I’m going to claim you as mine.”

      

      Desperate to escape war-torn Earth, young women are lining up in droves to submit applications to Mail Order Human. If chosen, they must journey to faraway planets to meet their new alien mates. Of course, when you combine space travel, nervous mail order brides, panty-melting alpha male aliens, and the occasional villain…something is bound to go wrong.

      

      Cultures collide and passion burns hot as a supernova in this collection of five sci-fi alien romances.

      

      Featuring:

      

      Alien’s Innocent Bride

      Desperate to escape war-torn Earth, Tara submits an application to Mail Order Human, a company that specializes in matching young women with alien males from distant planets. She’s excited when her application is accepted, but as she boards the Starship Matchmaker, reality sets in and she can’t help but worry. She’ll never see her home planet again, and there’s no guarantee her new alien mate will treat her kindly.

      Not long after she’s dropped in the wilderness of a strange world, a huge beast of a man chases her down, claiming he’s her mate and she belongs to him. He actually thinks he owns her after paying Mail Order Human’s exorbitant fee for an otherworldly bride. Oh, like hell! One way or another, she’ll escape the big, muscular alien.

      The chase is a tradition in Sev’s culture, and he’s angered to discover Mail Order Human didn’t educate Tara about his people. After a series of mishaps, the spirited human softens and he thinks he’s won her over, and though the animal in him hungers to take her roughly, he’s gentle and patient with her during her first time. But the next morning, he awakens to discover she’s run away, and he senses her distress in the forest below. Though her rejection stings, he bounds into the forest, determined to save her. Will he manage to win her heart once and for all? Or will the stubborn human still insist on returning to her home planet?

      

      Alien’s Princess Bride

      A princess on the run... A hunky alien in need of a wife...

      Fearing for her life, Elizabeth signs up for Mail Order Human and hopes for the best. It frightens her that marriage to a stranger—an alien!—on a faraway planet is her only option for survival, but she can’t stay hidden in the English countryside forever. She arrives on the planet Sepkar, beyond nervous about meeting her new mate. He’s a fierce looking alien, after all, and a huge one at that.

      Zarr is drawn to Elizabeth at first glance and hopes they can build a happy life together. But it isn’t long before their cultural differences cause a rift between them. It’s never a good sign when your new bride screams the moment you take off your pants on your wedding night. There’s also the problem of marking her as his and hoping she doesn’t hate him for it. Wooing his human bride just might be the most difficult thing he’s ever done, even more so once it becomes apparent someone on Sepkar is trying to harm her. Can he keep her safe and earn her trust at the same time?

      

      Alien’s Reluctant Bride

      Ally can’t believe her late father really arranged for her marriage to an alien through Mail Order Human. She attempts to remain on Earth, but ends up aboard the Starship Matchmaker anyway, bound for a planet called New Protemeda. Her promised mate, a tall and sinfully handsome alien named Naad, greets her at the landing site with a smile…only to go all caveman on her and toss her over his shoulder moments later. But her barbarian soon proves to be gentle, and she finds herself yearning for his touch and thinking perhaps life on this strange world might not be so bad. That is until he betrays her.

      Naad doesn’t understand why Ally would run off after their week of nonstop, passionate mating. Intent on tracking down his reluctant bride, he tears down the mountain, desperate to find her before she meets with trouble. But even if he finds her in time, will she accept him into her heart?

      

      Alien’s Orphan Bride

      All Hailey ever wanted was a place to belong. After growing up in an orphanage and learning firsthand how hopeless survival on Earth has become, she signs up for Mail Order Human. An alien husband on a faraway planet is her best bet at finding the happily ever after she’s dreamed of since she was a little girl. But her heart is broken when her new husband gives her a cold reception and confines her to his property. She tries to uncover the demons haunting the huge Marrlxian so she can better understand his coldness, but he keeps his heart closely guarded and only tightens his leash on her. Will he ever bare his tattered soul to her? Or will he cast her aside after she gives him the heir he so desperately needs?

      After his first mate ran away with her lover, Cav doesn’t trust females of any race. But he needs an heir, so he arranges to receive a young human woman from Mail Order Human. He’s heard humans are more easily controlled than the females of his own kind, and he thinks if his new mate fears him, she won’t dare make a fool of him like his first mate did. But Hailey isn’t easily cowed into submission, and he soon learns human females can prove as stubborn and proud as a seasoned Marrlxian warrior. Can he learn to stop living in the past before he drives Hailey away completely?

      

      Alien’s Beloved Bride

      Riley boards the Starship Matchmaker, desperate to escape all the heartbreak she’s known on Earth, only to find her hopes for a better life soon shattered. The starship is attacked and she’s sold to a fearsome creature—who displays her as a curiosity in an alien marketplace. Just when she thinks her situation can’t get any worse…here comes a deadly flash flood. But to her utter surprise, she’s beamed onto a ship, where a huge green alien greets her and claims he’s her mate. Though she’s grateful for his help and can’t stop admiring his muscle-bound physique, she wonders if she’s truly safe with him.

      Zurron is enraged by Riley’s treatment in the alien marketplace. He vows swift and brutal vengeance upon the creature who bought her, but first he must get her settled safely on his home planet. He’s entranced by her delicate beauty and light blue eyes, and his blood heats at the prospect of finally claiming her. He delights in exploring every part of her and making her blush hard, and he’s thankful to finally have a female to call his own. But when tragedy befalls Zurron’s family, honor and duty dictate that he must depart Norina and go to battle.

      Riley finds it difficult to believe the very alien who kissed her senseless and made her body hum with pleasure possesses such a violent and vengeful side. Yet she longs for his homecoming and fears being given to another Norinan male if he perishes in battle. Will the hunky green alien who’s captured her heart return before it’s too late?
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      Tara stood in line, careful to keep her head lowered. If Magino’s men spotted her, she wouldn’t last another day. Her heart raced and she pulled her hood down, obscuring her face and hoping the criminals responsible for her parents’ death didn’t notice her amidst the crowd of desperate women.

      She couldn’t believe her life had come to this. Once upon a time she’d lived in a beautiful home in southern Pennsylvania, with hardly a care in the world. Much had changed since the Great War.

      Crows cawed and swooped overhead, and an icy breeze pierced through her thin dress. She shivered. If Magino’s men didn’t kill her, something else would take her out before long. Hunger. Illness. Hypothermia. A stray bullet.

      She shuffled forward. Only two young women remained ahead of her. Once she signed her name on the list and scurried onto the waiting starship, she would be leaving Earth forever.

      A shudder ran through her. Escape from her war-ravaged home planet came with a price.

      By signing her name on the list, she would be signing her life over to Mail Order Human, a company that scoured Earth for single women who were willing to give themselves to an alien male. The women were given no guarantee they would be treated kindly by their new alien mates, but as conditions on Earth deteriorated, many women saw Mail Order Human as a worthwhile risk. For Tara, she viewed it as her only chance at survival.

      Most governments had fallen and society was crumbling. Rival gangs continually fought one another, taking down many innocent bystanders during their feuding. Illnesses swept through towns, leaving behind death and despair. Food became scarcer as the days passed.

      Earth was doomed.

      Tara would probably be standing in this line even if Magino’s men weren’t after her. She gulped and wished to glance around the market square, but she feared drawing attention to herself, so she kept her gaze down and stepped up to the table. The half-human, half-Harivlian official smiled up at her with a mouthful of crooked, yellow teeth.

      “Hello, dear. Well, aren’t you a pretty little thing. What is your age?” His red eyes swept up and down her body.

      “Nineteen,” she lied, knowing there was no way he could verify her answer. If she confessed she was twenty-seven, he would laugh that she was too old and a guard would toss her out of the line.

      “Any diseases?”

      “None.” At least that was the truth. By some miracle, she hadn’t caught any of the various illnesses that had plagued her town during the last year.

      “Are you a virgin?”

      Her eyes widened and her mouth fell open. She hadn’t expected this question, and heat suffused her face. “I…um…”

      “It’s a simple question,” the man said in an agitated tone. “You won’t be sent away if you’re not a virgin, but we need to know. Virgins fetch a higher price.”

      She frowned. “I’m not a slave to be sold. I’m a woman in search of a husband.”

      “Yes, and Mail Order Human is the middleman in this venture. You’re free to go back home if you don’t wish to become the property of an alien.”

      “The property? I don’t understand. I thought we were to be wives.”

      The man rolled his eyes and glared at her impatiently. “The three races of aliens we deal with—the Zaxxumians, the Aceppans, and the Harivlians—have rather archaic views of women. You can call yourself a wife if it makes you feel better, but the truth is, you’re nothing but chattel, little woman. The races I represent need fertile young women such as yourself. In return for becoming a breeding mare, you get to leave this shithole known as Earth behind forever. If you wish to continue with this interview, answer my question about your virginity. Are you a virgin, or not?”

      She restrained an exasperated sigh. “Yes, I am a virgin.” Probably the oldest virgin in her town, but her intense fear of disease had kept her chaste. Not to mention the fear of childbirth. Contraceptives weren’t readily available and many women died during or shortly after having a baby. Life on Earth seemed to be reverting to the stone ages, for all the modernity that remained.

      “Ah, a virgin.” The man licked his lips and typed on his screen. “You’ll fetch a fine price and attract a powerful, rich husband. Now, what is your name?”

      “Tara Wagner.”

      “Very good.” He typed on his screen for another minute, then paused and stared at it eagerly.

      Tara held her breath and resisted the urge to stand on her tiptoes and peer over the table at his screen. After a small eternity, his eyes lit up and he placed his screen down flat on the table. He met her eyes with a crude grin. “You are approved, Tara. Please sign right here, and then you may board the Starship Matchmaker.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She signed her name quickly, then fingered the straps of her small backpack that held her few belongings, and a moment later two guards ushered her up the steps of the waiting starship. Her shoes clanged on the metallic surface of the ramp. Once she entered the interior of the ship, she let out a sigh of relief.

      Oh, God. Thank you. She closed her eyes briefly and let the moment wash over her. There was no way Magino’s men could board this heavily guarded ship, even if they did suspect she was a passenger.

      A woman wearing red silks and heavy makeup stepped in front of Tara. She smiled and the guards dispersed.

      “I’m Angeline,” said the woman, reaching for Tara’s hand. She gave it a squeeze and her grin broadened. “Do not be afraid. Come, I’ll take you to the sleeping quarters.”

      Tara didn’t know what to make of the fancily dressed woman, but she was grateful she hadn’t been treated poorly yet. Being called chattel by the half-Harivlian had distressed her. She wanted to be a wife and have a happy marriage, like her parents. She hoped the alien who paid her bride price saw her as more than a female to bear his children.

      The rest of the day passed in a blur. She joined the other women in the massive sleeping quarters for a few hours, claiming a top bunk and pretending to sleep for a while. The soft mattress soothed her aching muscles. In town, she had toiled cleaning houses and chopping firewood, and the exhausting physical work had taken a toll on her body.

      Conversations drifted around her. Some of the women were overjoyed at being selected, while others were more pessimistic. Tara thought it best to keep to herself and not join in the chatter. Soon the ship would depart Earth and each woman would be delivered to her new mate. She had heard the trip from Earth and amongst the ten planets inhabited by the Zaxxumians, Aceppans, and Harivlians took a total of three weeks. Better to not make friends when she would only end up losing them. She huddled under her blanket until the lights blinked. All conversation ceased, and she peeked her head out to see the women were lining up near the doorway.

      Summoning her bravery, she left the comfort of her bed and took her place in line. The same woman in red silks from earlier scanned each woman with a handheld object she assumed took a picture. The line moved quickly, and Tara was thankful they didn’t have to remove their clothing, though she suspected it was because the odd looking camera could penetrate their attire.

      As it turned out, Tara’s town was the last stop on Earth, and the ship disembarked later that evening. The departure was announced by speaker and the ship gave a slight shake before all went still again. She wished the sleeping quarters contained a window. It felt strange to be leaving Earth without actually witnessing the planet growing smaller and smaller.

      The woman on the bottom bunk didn’t speak to Tara or anyone else, and aside from a few short, meaningless conversations with women while she ate meals in the cafeteria, she didn’t interact with anyone. A week passed and she grew restless. It bothered her that there were no windows in any of the areas the women were permitted to venture on the ship. She felt caged in.

      A booming voice came over the speakers and announced each stop, and Angeline would arrive to collect the women who had reached their destination, the planet where their new mates lived. Tara’s heart raced each time Angeline listed the names. She wanted to hear her name, but at the same time she wanted to stay in her top bunk, curled up under the covers for all eternity. It felt safe there, and it was nice to be able to sleep without one eye open for a change.

      But after a week and a half into the journey, the woman in red silks announced Tara’s name. She shot up in bed and peered at Angeline with wide eyes. Somewhere on the mysterious alien planet they’d just landed on, a male alien had paid her bride price and was waiting for her to disembark the Starship Matchmaker.

      “Come down from there, Tara. Bring your belongings. You are the only woman being delivered to this planet.”

      Tara glanced around the sleeping quarters. Over half of the women were gone. A blonde seated on the bunk opposite of her shot her a sympathetic smile.

      As if in a trance, Tara threw on her best shawl and collected her things in her backpack. She crawled down from her bed and straightened her dress and her hair, then met Angeline’s expectant gaze.

      “I’m ready.” But her hands trembled and worry clouded her thoughts. She didn’t feel ready. Nor did she feel hopeful. She followed Angeline off the ship, her shoes clanging on the ramp. The sight that greeted her nearly made her swoon, and as she gawked at the alien landscape, a sense of regret washed through her. Perhaps she should’ve taken her chances with Magino’s men. This world looked nothing like Earth.

      “I wish you good fortune, Tara. May you find happiness on the planet Zaxxuma with your Zaxxumian mate.” Angeline turned and made her way back up the ramp.

      “Wait! You can’t just leave me here, in the middle of nowhere.” Horrorstruck, Tara peered at the thick forest and the mountains looming in the distance. A dim sun cast an eerie glow over the treetops, and something rustled in the nearby bushes. “There’s no one here to meet me. Where is my mate?”

      “Your mate instructed us to leave you here at this precise hour.” Angeline’s lips thinned and her smile faded. “Your mate paid an exceptional price due to your virginity, your innocence. I am certain he will come along to claim you soon.”

      The ramp retracted beneath Tara’s feet, sending her to the soft grass below with a plop. She gasped and watched as the ship took off, leaving her behind. Leaving her alone. Tears gathered and spilled down her cheeks. This had to be a mistake. Why would an alien pay her bride price only to instruct she be abandoned in the middle of nowhere?

      She rose up and clutched her backpack, eyeing the forest that was evocative of the tropical forests on Earth, except larger and intimidating. Then she glanced over her shoulder at the grassy field that seemed to stretch on forever. In which direction should she travel?

      Helplessness descended and she cursed. She hated feeling weak and powerless. She believed she was a strong woman capable of making a good life for herself, and she had a huge heart and wanted to devote herself to others. Fear had always held her back. She was sick of being afraid, and she gave her head a harsh shake and set out for the forest, determined to conquer her fears. If the alien who’d paid her bride price showed up, she would give him one hell of a piece of her mind.

      As her shoes crunched over a stick in the forest, a growl rumbled through the leaves and echoed amongst the trees. She spun around to witness a huge figure rushing straight at her.

      She screamed.
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      Sev watched from a distance as the Starship Matchmaker delivered his new mate. Tara. He liked the sound of her name, and even better, he liked the sweet feminine scent of her that carried through the breeze. Ah, he couldn’t wait to get his hands on her, and he couldn’t wait to run his tongue over her flesh and taste her.

      He hungered for the chase, but he waited until she finished scanning her surroundings. When she began walking toward the forest, he moved from his place behind the rocks in the tall grass and followed her. He would hunt her down and carry her back to his abode, as was the custom of his people.

      Before the plague that had claimed the lives of most of the females of his kind, male Zaxxumians used to chase their females down in the forests during a great, annual mating ritual. Now that there were hardly any females left, the hunts only occurred one on one, when the families of the females arranged it, or when a male with wealth, such as himself, procured an otherworldly female through Mail Order Human.

      His nostrils flared as her scent drifted through the breeze once more, and he crept along behind her, careful to remain hidden behind rocks and trees. Soon the petite human female known as Tara would belong to him. He would claim her and make her his in every possible way. A thrill rippled through him, and he moved faster, finally rushing out into the open.

      He growled and ran straight for Tara, his arms open as he prepared to snatch her up.

      Her high pitched scream filled the air, making him wince and stumble just enough to miss her on the first swoop of his arms. As he made to grab her again, she hit the ground, rolled away, and came back at him with a sharp stick. The pointed end scratched his chest but didn’t break the skin.

      Growling again, he paused to study the little human he’d purchased. Long dark brown locks framed her pale, delicate face. Luscious pink lips. A cute tiny nose. His heart swelled with affection. Ah, she was a beauty. And his. All his.

      “Mine,” he snarled, panting. “My Tara.”

      She jabbed him with the stick twice more. “How do you know my name?”

      “You are my mate, little human, and I’ve come to claim you.”

      Her pretty blue eyes widened and she shook her head. “Like hell. I changed my mind. I want to return to Earth. This deal is off. I didn’t know they were setting me up with a crazy person.”

      He advanced on her further, looming over her. Grasping the stick in one hand, he snapped it in two and tossed it aside. “You are mine, Tara. I bought you. Legally, you belong to me for the rest of our lives.”

      She snorted and inched away from him, backing against a tree. “Oh, great. Just my luck. I’ve landed on the most backwards planet in the universe.” Though her words sounded brave, her whole body trembled. But her fear was an aphrodisiac. Not because he wanted her to fear him, but because he wanted to ease her fears and keep her safe. The urge to protect her consumed him. Didn’t she realize the chase was all part of the Zaxxumian mating ritual?

      He cleared his throat. “Didn’t Mail Order Human show you the information tablets I transmitted? About our mating rituals?”

      “No. I wasn’t even told which planet I was being sent to until the last minute, right before they left me here. All alone in the middle of nowhere, I might add.” She stood up and brushed the dirt off her dress. “Would it have troubled you too much to meet me when the starship dropped me off?”

      He stared down at her, his face heating with anger. He clenched his fists. “I paid five thousand grutia for you and went to the trouble of learning your language, and Mail Order Human didn’t show you the information tablets?” He felt like punching the nearest tree, but he held back, not wishing to frighten this female further. Had she read the contents of the tablets, she would’ve expected the chase through the forest. She might have even enjoyed it. No wonder she was shaking and looked so pale.

      “Like I said, no one told me anything about my mate.” She stood straighter with tears brimming in her eyes. “I know nothing about your culture. It isn’t fair that you blame me for a misunderstanding. Please, it doesn’t even matter, because I would like to go home.”

      “My transaction with Mail Order Human is final, Tara.” He stretched his fingers out, longing to touch her, but she recoiled from him and circled around the tree. He followed her and in a flash of movement, pinned her between his arms. Tilting her chin up, he peered into her gorgeous blue depths. “You are so beautiful you make my insides warm and tingly.”

      “That’s nice. Now let me go. I must find a way to contact the Starship Matchmaker before they get too far away.”

      “I cannot allow that, Tara.” He turned her and slipped the traveling bag from her back, hoisting it over his own shoulder. “Like I said earlier, you belong to me now.”

      She tried to slip around him, but he caught her and tossed her over his other shoulder.

      “Hey! Put me down, asshole!”

      “Stop struggling, little human. I have chased you and captured you, and now I will take you to my abode where I will spend the night claiming you as mine.” A faint growl rumbled from his throat. “My Tara, my mate. My bride.”
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      Tara closed her eyes and ceased her squirming after a few minutes of unsuccessfully trying to escape the large alien. The tall, shirtless, muscular male terrified her, but his strength and speed surpassed hers, making escape impossible. Perhaps she could try sneaking away while he slept, or when his attention was focused elsewhere.

      Oh, what a horrible mistake she’d made. At least while she was trying to elude Magino’s men, she was on her own turf. On Earth. Here, on this strange planet, she would be entirely dependent on her new mate. She had no money, no food, and she didn’t know a single person.

      All the blood had rushed to her head and she wished he would put her down. She didn’t even know his name, this large alien who was carrying her through the tall grasses to his home. Did he live alone? Did he live in a village?

      Each time she opened her eyes, she became nauseous from the constant movement, so she pressed her eyes shut and prayed they reached his abode soon. She prayed for a lot of things during the walk, but mostly, she prayed for the alien to have a change of heart. Maybe Mail Order Human would refund his money. It riled her that he believed he owned her.

      His boots crunched over a rocky surface, and a quick peek showed they were climbing a mountain. He moved with surprising speed, taking long steps, his breath not even becoming labored. The warmth of his skin against hers sent a shiver through her. What if he really went through with it and claimed her? She doubted he would allow her to leave Zaxxuma if he took her innocence. She would have to do everything in her power to elude him tonight.

      “We have reached home.” She felt his stride increase, and a second later, he sat her down on her feet. She heard a faint thump and realized he’d dropped her backpack near the door.

      She blinked rapidly and put a hand to her forehead as her vision cleared. The alien kept an arm wrapped around her waist, holding her steady. Her dizziness gave her no choice but to accept his help, and his touch sent electric pulses straight to her core. She tried to ignore the feelings he incited within her. They had hardly spoken, didn’t know each other well at all, and for fuck’s sake, she still didn’t know his name. One glance into his dark eyes, and one brush of his skin over hers, and she became putty in his hands. The increasing warmth throbbing between her legs made her angry with herself.

      “Sit down and I will get you something to drink, and to eat. You must be famished after the chase.”

      She peered up at him and swallowed a scream. His eyes, though dark, appeared luminous and so devastatingly beautiful, they took her breath away. She concentrated on taking in air, then nodded her assent. Sitting down sounded nice. She still felt weak from being over his shoulder during the walk up the mountain, and she gratefully sat on a nearby sofa, with his assistance, of course. He seemed to have a difficult time keeping his hands off her, much to her chagrin.

      Before he walked away to fetch the beverage and food, he stood over her and stroked the hair from her face. His eyes flickered with emotion, and her mind whirled as she tried to understand him. Surely, this arrogant male would never care about her. He kept reminding her that he owned her, and she doubted life with him could possibly be happy.

      “I will take care of you now, my sweet Tara. You need not fear me or anything else on this planet.”

      The burning in her throat intensified as he turned and left the room. She heard him rummaging around in what she assumed was a kitchen area, and for the first time she let her gaze wander around his home. Indeed, they were on the top of a mountain. Huge windows dominated each wall, displaying the forest, plains, and rivers below. There was just enough sunlight left for her to glimpse the outside, and panic struck her at the realization that there weren’t any other houses nearby.

      She was all alone. With him. With a large alien whose name she still didn’t know.

      Tears stung her eyes and she dashed the moisture away with the back of her hand. Damn the woman in red silks for not showing her the information tablets about this world, and damn Mail Order Human for making the promise of a new life sound so freaking wonderful in the brochures they had scattered around her town. Would it have been so bad to go into hiding? To escape to a nearby town and seek refuge with an Elder? The religious figures were quick to offer help. She could have changed her name, cut her hair, and begged an Elder to find her a kind husband.

      Her hands curled into fists and she pounded them on the sofa. Once again, her fear had driven her toward a foolhardy decision.  She sighed and glanced around the house, appreciating the minimalistic décor. His home was large compared to the hovel she’d been living in on Earth. Small pieces of artwork, possibly wood carvings, sat on a shelf on the far side of the room. There were several sofas, all dark blue and leather in appearance. Lighted sconces dotted the walls and cast a soft yellow glow across the red wooden floor. His home reminded her of something out of a fairytale.

      But she was no princess, and he was no prince. What would her life be like on this strange world? She still longed for her dream—for a loving husband and a couple of kids, a happy family that didn’t know hunger, violence, or hardship as she’d known it on Earth.

      The alien returned with a glass of clear liquid and a plate of exotic fruit. She reached for the glass, only for the alien to sit beside her and hold it up to her lips.

      “Um, thanks, but I am capable of holding a glass.” She tried to take it from him, but he swatted her hands away and shot her a scolding look.

      “I will care for you on this night, Tara. It is your first night in my abode, and it is my duty to see you nourished before I claim you.” His eyes shone with kindness, and she couldn’t help herself but accept a sip of water as he held the glass to her lips.

      “Mm. That’s so cold,” she said, smiling. “I haven’t tasted water so cold, and pure, since I was a child.” The water from the town well smelled stale and wasn’t clear. It was only safe to drink after boiling, and even then, the staleness managed to linger.

      “I am glad it pleases you. Here, try some fruit.” He popped a tiny piece of something round and red into her mouth.

      Pleasure exploded on her taste buds, and she moaned as she chewed the sweet fruit. A sense of déjà vu washed over her. It tasted like strawberries, her favorite fruit as a child. She hadn’t eaten one in years, not since before the Great War when her family had been forced to migrate west of the Mississippi River to escape the warzone.

      “Wow, this is so good,” she murmured, and he popped another one in her mouth.

      He continued feeding her by hand and giving her sips of water, until the plate and glass were both empty. He sat them aside and once again stroked her hair, this time tucking her long strands behind her ears.

      “You are a beautiful woman, Tara.”

      Despite herself, she blushed at his compliment.

      “Come, and I will take you upstairs and show you our bedroom.”

      “Um, wait.” She drew away from him and scooted to the other end of the sofa, her dress sliding easily over the leather material. “I don’t even know your name.”
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      Sev felt his face heating. His blunder embarrassed him, and he had to force himself to hold Tara’s gaze. Had he really forgotten to introduce himself to his new mate? He mentally replayed their interactions, and he realized that yes, he had indeed failed to tell the frightened little human his name.

      He cleared his throat, reached over, and squeezed her hands gently in his. “My name is Sev. I am the guardian of this mountain range, known as the Rettana Mountains.”

      “The guardian?”

      “My people believe the souls of the departed inhabit the mountains of Zaxxuma. Our loved ones watch over us for all time from up high. Each mountain range has a guardian to ensure no calamity strikes, in order to keep the souls happy and the ground sacred. If a fire or some other disaster were to occur, I would summon help from the Zaxxumian cities.”

      “You mean we’re the only people living on this entire mountain range?”

      “Yes.”

      She paled and stared at the floor.

      “I realize this saddens you because escape from me now seems more difficult, doesn’t it, sweet Tara?”

      Her head jerked up and she met his gaze. “I shouldn’t be here. I told you, I made a mistake by signing my life over to Mail Order Human. Please have mercy. Please, can’t you return me to Earth and select another woman from their list?”

      “You were the only virgin on the list during this trip.” He hadn’t given any thought to whether or not his human mate came to him untouched or not, but when he’d seen her name on the list along with the details of her innocence, he couldn’t help himself.

      His family had gifted him with an enormous sum of money after his appointment as the guardian of these mountains, and he had held onto it, deciding to use it one day to procure a bride from another world. A human. A little virgin named Tara. He breathed in deep, enjoying her scent. His blood heated. He had to have her soon, had to feel her squirming beneath him, bare skin against bare skin.

      Tara blew out a breath and glared at him. “Let me get this straight. So, you wouldn’t want me if I weren’t a virgin? Gee, thanks, Romeo.”

      “You misunderstand me. I didn’t expect to see a virgin listed, but when I did, and after I looked at your image scan, I had to have you as mine. There was something sad in your eyes that I wanted to fix, and the fact that you are untouched, well, I confess that makes me want to teach you the most scandalous things. You are mine to corrupt, sweet Tara.” He cornered her on the sofa and clasped her wrists together after she attempted to push him away, then he leaned down to press his lips to hers.

      His feisty human resisted him at first, keeping her mouth closed and refusing him entrance. He prodded her with his tongue until she gave way, parting her lips to let him inside. He released her wrists and cupped her face, deepening the kiss and delighting in her little gasps. When she finally began to return his kiss, her clumsy method invigorated him. He suspected that not only was she a virgin, but she’d never been kissed either. He decided not to ask, not wishing to embarrass her. Or anger her. He wondered if all human females had a temper or if it was just this one.

      He drank her in, reveling in the sweetness of her. She tasted divine, like the nectar from a rare dentha flower. When she moaned into his mouth, a roar built in his throat, and he broke away, his hunger for her rising with each passing moment.

      He cupped the side of her face in one hand, and to his delight, she leaned into his touch. “My Tara, my mate.”

      Tears welled in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks, and she sniffled, though she didn’t pull away. “How do I know you won’t hurt me? Or betray me? I know nothing about your world and your ways, and nothing about you personally.”

      Perplexed, he folded his hands in his lap and sat back, giving her space. Though a blush stained her cheeks, a crazed gleam flickered in her eyes. The poor little human was still afraid. Had she been afraid before she came to Zaxxuma? He studied her, wishing he could read her thoughts. Perhaps she’d had a horrible life on Earth, a life filled with fear and hopelessness. His first clue was the sadness in her eyes, and then her reaction to drinking water. He took cold, clean water for granted, and she obviously hadn’t partaken of any since her childhood. The thought of her going through much of her life without basic comforts saddened him.

      “Tell me why you signed up for Mail Order Human, Tara.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t. I can’t tell anyone.”

      “I am to be your mate. We mustn’t keep secrets from one another.” He clasped her thigh and squeezed, then gave her a smile of
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