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        They need fertile human females…

      

        

      
        In the aftermath of a brutal war, the Vaxxlians are trying to rebuild their society on a new planet. Having  lost most of their females, they seek brides from a faraway planet called Earth. They desperately need the human females for both companionship and procreation. While some Vaxxlian warriors steal their human mates, others decide to use Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides, a service that matches them to willing females.

      

        

      
        Cultures collide and passion sizzles in this sexy collection of sci-fi alien romances from USA Today Bestselling Author Sue Lyndon writing as Sue Mercury.

      

        

      
        This scorching hot box set follows three hunky brothers as they set out to woo and claim their new human mates. Contains Books 4 - 6 in the Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides series.

      

        

      
        Featuring:

      

        

      
        Axall

        Khann

        Myadd

      

        

      
        About Axall:

      

        

      
        He won't leave Earth without her.

      

        

      
        After awakening from cryosleep, Rachel struggles to find her place in a strange new world. Earth isn't the way she remembers it. Not even close. For starters, humans have made contact with real live aliens. Before she can wrap her head around all the changes, a bossy Vaxxlian warrior shows up in her bedroom claiming to be her mate. She tries to send him away, but the alien in question is as stubborn as he is tall. He also looks infuriatingly good without his clothes on...

      

        

      
        Axall has never believed in fate or love at first sight. That is, until he meets Rachel --the petite human female with soulful blue eyes and dark, wavy hair who stirs up his protective side. One glance and he's completely smitten with the headstrong woman who incites his most primal desires. He's determined to capture her heart and take her back to planet New Vaxx.

      

        

      
        Despite Rachel's assertion that they aren't compatible, Axall keeps trying to woo her, and if he doesn't stop making those sexy growling noises, she just might lose her resolve. But no. It would never work--she has responsibilities on Earth she can't abandon, even if she is starting to fall for the hunky green-eyed alien with the heart of gold...

      

        

      
        About Khann:

      

        

      
        He's the enemy--and she's agreed to become his mate.

      

        

      
        Stranded on war-torn Earth with her young daughter, Belle is devastated to learn she has a terminal illness. Who will take care of her daughter after she's gone? When she discovers Vaxxlians possess the technology to save her, she doesn't hesitate to sign up for Vaxxlian Mail Order Brides--even if she does view the powerful aliens as the enemy. She only wishes her matched mate, a muscle-bound warrior named Khann, wasn't so kind and handsome. She doesn't want to lose her heart to the enemy, but it's difficult to think coherently when his passionate kisses leave her breathless with desire.

      

        

      
        Khann longs for a mate and a family. When he meets the beautiful human female named Belle and her talkative daughter, Amie, he feels a warmth he hasn't experienced in ages. Surely, they must be the answer to his prayers. He's eager to mate with Belle and bring his new family back to New Vaxx, but Belle hesitates to leave Earth right away and insists they postpone their mating until they are better acquainted. Khann sets about romancing the human female as best he can. But not long after their first mating, he learns a terrible secret about her past loyalties, one which jeopardizes their future as a family.

      

        

      
        About Myadd:

      

        

      
        The huge alien warrior wants to keep her forever.

      

        

      
        Pregnant and alone, Sienna feels she has no choice but to sign up for Vaxxlian Mail Order Brides. She'll have to marry a complete stranger, but she's desperate to provide a real future for her unborn child. When she meets Myadd, she experiences the first glimmer of hope in ages. The huge muscular alien is sexy as hell and sets her pulse racing whenever he comes near. He promises he'll always protect her, but how will he react when he learns she's carrying another man's baby?

      

        

      
        Myadd is a skilled warrior in need of a human female. Once the mail order bride service finds him a match, he immediately travels to Earth to meet Sienna, and Star God, she's perfect--kind and sweet and beautiful. Everything he ever hoped for in a mate. Though she's initially shy and nervous around him, she soon blossoms under his careful attentions, and a boundless passion ignites between them. But there's a chance they'll never make it off Earth. Sienna's been keeping secrets, and powerful forces don't want her to leave.
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      Rachel peeked out the window. Again.

      Having never seen an alien in person before, she couldn’t resist the temptation.

      Tall with broad shoulders. Bulging muscles. Dark wavy hair. Piercing green eyes that sometimes glowed. The magnificent being’s deep rumbling voice carried through the window on the breeze, a string of words she couldn’t understand. Galactic Common? She doubted the human female at his side spoke his native tongue of Vaxxlian.

      She squinted at the scene, trying to get a better look at the huge alien male. Moving with a surprising level of grace given his impressive size, he picked up a canoe and tucked it under one arm, holding it as though it weighed nothing. He proceeded to wrap his other arm around Shayna Bradley, the young woman who lived next door, and escorted her to the water’s edge. Apparently, a romantic sunset boat ride was in order.

      Maybe it was impolite to stare, but Rachel simply couldn’t help herself. She was absolutely transfixed by the sight of the muscular alien. Not because she was lusting after him—she wasn’t about to crush on another woman’s man—but because she still couldn’t believe that not only were aliens real, but they regularly visited Earth. A variety of alien races even lived on Earth, though from what she’d heard about Vaxxlians, they preferred to take their human mates back to their planet of New Vaxx and settle down.

      Not for the first time since she’d awoken from cryosleep, a wave of disbelief washed over her. Aliens were real and some even mated with humans. Interstellar travel was an actual thing. She gave her head a slight shake.

      How long would it take until this strange new reality felt real?

      Would she always feel out of place, like an outsider looking in?

      She exhaled a deep breath and moved away from the window. She turned around and gasped as she came face to face with Karla. The elderly woman glanced around her to peer out the window, then shot Rachel a knowing smile.

      “You scared me!” Rachel placed a hand over her racing heart. “How long have you been standing there?”

      “Oh, long enough,” Karla replied with a laugh. “I’d wondered where you’d run off to. I should’ve known you were ogling Shayna’s new mate.”

      Rachel straightened. “I-I was not ogling him. I’m simply a bit curious, that’s all. Even though I woke up two months ago, it still feels strange to me and...” Her voice trailed off. Her breaths suddenly became shallow and fast, but after a few moments she managed to fight off the panic that threatened to choke her.

      “Are you all right, dear?”

      “I think so. It’s just that sometimes I feel as though I’m still in cryosleep, and maybe I really am. What if I never woke up? Maybe I’m dreaming. The scientists said we wouldn’t dream, but they were wrong about a lot of things. Maybe they were wrong about that too.”

      Karla displayed a compassionate smile before reaching out to pinch Rachel’s arm. Hard.

      “Ouch!”

      “You’re wide awake,” the older woman said in a matter-of-fact tone, her expression growing serious. “And you’re alive and well, young lady, I promise you that.”

      Rubbing her arm, Rachel scowled at the woman who was not only her employer, but the only friend she had in the world. The only person she trusted. Needing further reassurance, Rachel reached out and put a hand on Karla’s forearm, touching her just to make sure she was real. Well, she felt solid enough. The panic from moments ago receded further.

      “If you aren’t feeling well, you can take the evening off,” Karla said.

      “Oh, no. I’ll be okay. I suppose even if I am dreaming, I might as well play along with the whole affair.” Rachel laughed, but it felt forced. A lot of things she did felt forced.

      She was out of place, out of her own time, adrift in a futuristic world that she doubted would ever feel like home. Home was gone. Home was seventy-five years ago. All the people she’d grown up with, family and friends, they were all gone. Every single last one of them.

      She followed Karla into the kitchen and helped her get dinner started. Currently, there were five vacationers staying at Karla’s Kove, a quaint bed and breakfast that rested in a picturesque cove on Bitterroot Lake. The evening meal was always served at seven o’clock sharp and if they didn’t get a move on, dinner would be late tonight.

      “You know, you’re still young, and this planet isn’t how you remember it. Not by a long shot.” As Karla chopped up a tomato, she nodded at the small television that was mounted on the wall next to the fridge. Scenes of riots taking place in various cities across the United States flashed on the screen, the video feed streaming from Karla’s favorite independent news website that wasn’t exactly sanctioned by the government.

      From what Rachel understood, the riots stemmed from a variety of causes—a crashing economy, anger at corrupt politicians, and a recent drastic increase in taxes. After awakening to a country in chaos, Rachel had intentionally settled in a remote location far removed from the larger cities where the majority of the unrest was occurring. But she couldn’t help but wonder how long it would be safe here on the lake.

      “Anyway,” the elderly woman continued, “maybe you ought to consider leaving. Do what Shayna Bradley did and sign up for Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides. New Vaxx is supposed to be an amazing planet, peaceful and beautiful, and Vaxxlian males are said to be loyal and protective of their mates.”

      “Are you crazy?” Rachel asked, pausing in the midst of chopping up an onion. She blinked fast when the pungent aroma made her eyes water. “I couldn’t marry an alien, let alone a complete stranger.”

      “Why ever not?” Karla aimed a mischievous smile her way. “Honey, if I were a few decades younger, I’d sign up in a jiffy. Can you imagine what it would be like to mate with a Vaxxlian? I mean, I think the whole state of Montana heard Shayna and her Vaxxlian getting it on last night.” She waggled her eyebrows and giggled.

      Rachel’s face heated. She’d heard it too—the Vaxxlian’s deep, animalistic growls alongside Shayna’s keening moans of pleasure. The whole ordeal had lasted hours. Honestly, Rachel was surprised Shayna could walk straight today, though she kept this thought to herself.

      “I could never leave Earth,” she said after a pause. “My contract with Cryo-Z won’t allow me to leave the country, let alone the planet.” Once a year, she was required to report to Cryo-Z headquarters in Bozeman, where she would undergo a blood test and various medical scans, all for the purpose of discovering whether or not her long years spent in cryosleep had caused any adverse health effects. Though ten months remained until she needed to report for her first round of testing, she was already dreading it.

      “To hell with Cryo-Z,” Karla said. “If you ask me, those bastards screwed you over. They ought to have paid you a lot more, considering all you had to give up. Besides, if a Vaxxlian male tries to take you away on his spaceship, how is Cryo-Z going to stop him? They wouldn’t know you were missing until it was too late, and they sure as heck wouldn’t track you down all the way to New Vaxx. They don’t have a fleet of interstellar ships at their disposal. You’d be safe from their poking and prodding, and you’d have a brand-new start at life.”

      Unsure of what to say, or what to think, Rachel fell silent, finished chopping the onions, and added them to the pot of vegetarian chili. She headed for the sink and rinsed her hands off while considering Karla’s words. Not for the first time, she wished she had never signed up to become a test subject during Cryo-Z’s initial human trials.

      At the time, she’d been consumed by heartache and unable to cope with the tragic loss of her parents and sisters, who had recently perished in a plane crash. Shocked and grieving their loss, the thought of going to sleep for years and not feeling anything had been too sweet a temptation. A magic button to mute all her pain.

      When she saw a Cryo-Z advertisement for volunteers, she sent in her application immediately, praying they would select her. And oh how she’d sobbed with relief when she received that acceptance letter, clutching it as she fell to her knees, certain the Cryo-Z experiment was the answer to all her problems.

      But seventy-five years passed quickly when you were asleep. To Rachel’s dismay, it wasn’t any different than going to bed and rousing the very next morning.

      Now she was awake, and she couldn’t run away any longer.

      In the present, decades after the accident that stole away those she loved most in the world, she had no choice but to face the pain, to experience and process all the horrible feelings she had so desperately tried to escape.

      Unfortunately, there was no magic button, no pausing her grief.

      And God, how it hurt. There were days when she thought the anguish would swallow her whole. Since awakening, she wavered between spells of anger, sorrow, guilt, hopelessness, and countless other dark emotions.

      Too late, she realized she should’ve faced the loss of her family head on. Too late, she realized she shouldn’t have tried an easy fix for the pain. But youth and stupidity and grief had made for a bad combination. Now there was no going back.

      How would her life have played out if she hadn’t entered cryosleep? Would she have gotten married and had children? Would she have gotten a job in the fashion industry like she’d always dreamed?

      Twenty-one years old. She’d entered a cryochamber at age twenty-one, knowing everyone she knew would likely be gone by the time she woke up—all the well-meaning friends, aunts, uncles, and cousins who’d begged her not to volunteer. Yet she’d done it anyway.

      Seventy-five years later, she had awoken to a strange new world, a reality where aliens and amazing new technology existed. A reality that included war, unrest, famine, frightening new diseases, dangerous new weather patterns and environmental disasters.

      She barely recognized her own planet.

      A noise on the lake drew her attention. As she dried her hands, she glanced out the open kitchen window. Shayna and her Vaxxlian mate were seated on the canoe in the water, facing one another as they joined in a loving embrace. Every now and then the male would playfully kiss her neck and growl, which caused Shayna to giggle and nuzzle her face against his broad, muscular chest.

      Without warning, an odd sense of longing reverberated in Rachel. Even though she had Karla and she also regularly interacted with the guests at the bed and breakfast, the depth of her loneliness sometimes took her breath away. Particularly when she observed an affectionate couple. What would it be like to have someone who truly loved her? One special person who was utterly and deeply devoted to her?

      “The Vaxxlians are traveling to Earth quite regularly now,” Karla said, coming up behind her. “They used to arrive every six months on their big spaceship, the Hostanna, five hundred of them at a time, but they recently discovered a wormhole that makes travel to Earth much faster. Now they’re traveling here on their own smaller vessels, the same ships they used in the war against the Irrcons, those nasty aliens who killed most of their females all those years ago. Did you see that crazy looking spacecraft parked behind Shayna’s house?”

      “Yep, I saw it.” Rachel pulled out a large bowl for the cornbread mix and gave Karla what she hoped was a quelling look. “Listen, I appreciate your concern about my life, my future, but I’m perfectly content right here. I love living at Karla’s Kove and I enjoy working for you. Besides, I’ve heard Vaxxlians are rather bossy. The last thing I want is a man telling me what to do.”

      Liar. She glanced away when her face heated, hoping Karla didn’t press the issue. She was making half-hearted excuses, but the truth was much darker than Karla could ever know.

      “Here’s a fun fact for you. In some parts of the galaxy, Vaxxlians kidnap unsuspecting human women, bring them back to New Vaxx, and keep them as mates,” Karla said, “but their treaty with Earth restricts them from doing any kidnapping in this sector of space. However, you still hear of it happening now and then. Who knows? Maybe a sexy alien from New Vaxx will show up and abduct you from your bedroom one night.” She shot Rachel a teasing look.

      “If a Vaxxlian tries to kidnap me, he can expect a swift kick to the balls.”
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      Axall walked the halls of the palatial home he shared with his younger brothers, Khann and Myadd, unsettled by the looming silence of the place. In all his life, he’d never known such loneliness, such emptiness. It was an ache that penetrated deep, down to the very depths of his soul, the vacant halls and rooms a stark reminder of all his people had lost during the war against the Irrcons. Thank the Star God he and his brothers would soon have mates to call their own. Perhaps the house would not feel so empty once they brought their human females back to New Vaxx. He could only hope.

      He checked the time on his wrist comm and headed for the roof. The moons shone high and bright in the star-encrusted sky. His gaze swept appreciatively over the nighttime landscape of the new planet his people had recently settled upon, watching as a swarm of glowing insects swept over the forest below. The trees swayed gently in the wind, but the soft sound of ruffling leaves didn’t help to calm his growing impatience.

      Where were Khann and Myadd?

      He eyed the three disc-shaped Vaxxlian cruisers parked on the rooftop, all recently refurbished after having sustained great damage during the war. It had taken many moon cycles to finish repairs on their ships, but Axall was glad the project was finally completed. He’d personally repaired the vessels, while his brothers had started constructing their new home on the edge of Starzzia, the main settlement on New Vaxx.

      Once Axall had finished repairs on the ships, he had joined his brothers in putting the final touches on the massive home, which contained three separate wings that spread out across a flat expanse of land bordering a lush forest. After surviving the war, they had one goal in mind—secure mates of their very own and start families. By doing so, they would help their people regain their strength, to rebuild their numbers.

      In fact, every Vaxxlian warrior was expected to claim a human female and procreate with her, though an honorable male didn’t claim a mate until he could adequately provide for her. Shelter her and clothe her and feed her, along with any offspring produced by such a union.

      Now that Axall and his brothers had accomplished all this, there was only one thing left to do—travel to Earth and take possession of the human females matched to them by Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides.

      The three of them had signed up for the service only a few days ago. They’d awoken this morning to news that each of them had been matched with a human female. Axall’s blood heated when he imagined arriving on Earth and meeting his mate for the first time. He would claim her as soon as possible, take her under his protection, and bring her directly back to New Vaxx.

      He could hardly wait.

      What would his female look like? He wished a picture had been included by Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides, but they had simply sent him a listing about his randomly chosen mate that included her name, age, and interests. A scattering of words on a screen wouldn’t help him get to know her, however, and he longed to finally meet her, take her in his arms, and stare into her eyes.

      He’d once heard his friend Rozar’s mate, Nadia, say that a person’s eyes were the window to their soul, and he thought it was a perfect turn of phrase. As he continued imaging what his mate might look like, he found himself thinking most about her eyes and wondering whether they would be a shade of blue, brown, or green, or perhaps another color he hadn’t yet glimpsed in a human.

      The sound of footsteps brought him out of his reverie. He turned as his brothers approached, giving them both a sharp look. He didn’t like to be kept waiting.

      “Apologies, brother,” Myadd said, holding up a small black box. “We had to make one last stop for supplies before our departure.”

      Axall felt his scowl deepen. He noticed Khann was holding two black boxes, both the same size as the one in Myadd’s hand. A low growl escaped his throat.

      “Our ships are fully fueled, and we have plenty of supplies on board. Medical supplies, food, and weapons. We also have both food and material replicators, in case a need arises for an item we don’t have readily on hand.”

      Khann cleared his throat and handed one of the boxes to Axall. It was light in his hand, though something slid around inside when he tilted it. He couldn’t imagine what vital item the box contained that necessitated a late departure.

      “Gifts for our mates,” Khann said in a formal tone.

      “Gifts?” Axall asked, taken aback. “Is it a custom for newly mated humans to exchange gifts with one another? If so, Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides should have informed us of the custom.”

      Myadd grinned, shook his head, and elbowed Khann in the ribs. “I told you we’d have to explain it to him.”

      “Explain what?” Axall’s patience with his brothers was becoming thinner by the moment. They could’ve been a quarter of the way to Earth by now if they’d departed New Vaxx on schedule.

      “Don’t you recall how Father would occasionally give Mother gifts?” Myadd asked, his tone laced with both humor and exasperation.

      “Of course,” Axall replied. He thought back to their childhood on Vaxxlia, their beloved home planet, which had been tragically destroyed by the Irrcons during the war.

      Their father, a prominent leader, had traveled frequently between the continents on Vaxxlia, and many times after returning from a long absence, he brought their mother a gift of some sort. Rare gems or jewelry, most often, or perhaps a trinket.

      Axall gave the small box in his hand a shake and again heard something sliding around inside. He raised his eyebrows and looked from Myadd to Khann. “Ah, very wise of you, brothers. I suppose a gift will make a good impression on our females. Gifts from Father always made Mother smile.”

      “Indeed,” Khann said.

      “It’s past time we depart,” Axall announced, turning to his ship. “If we hurry, we’ll arrive on Earth before the sun has yet risen in Starzzia.”

      They had decided to travel on their own ships, rather than journey to Earth on one ship together. Each of their mates lived in different locations on the human planet, and there was also no telling how long it would take to collect their respective mates. Many areas of Earth were experiencing episodes of violence and unrest, several countries were at war with one another, and weather conditions on the planet could also change rapidly.

      Axall placed his hand on the blaster at his hip, just to ensure he still had his preferred weapon at the ready. He was prepared to fight his way to his mate, or even fight his way off the treacherous planet if he must. From what he’d heard about the deteriorating conditions on Earth, it was no wonder human females were signing up in droves for Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides.

      After wishing one another good fortune, Axall and his brothers boarded their respective ships. He strode onto the small bridge of his vessel and checked his navigation system, ensuring the fastest and safest route to the Eshunna Passage, the newly discovered wormhole that would spit them out conveniently close to Earth. Thank the Star God for the discovery of the passage, for it used to take half a year just to complete a round trip from New Vaxx to Earth.

      His ship hummed to life and he abruptly experienced a rush of bloodlust, the urgent need to vanquish the enemy. He blew out a deep breath and scrubbed a hand over his face. Though the war had ended, sometimes he felt as though he remained in the midst of battle.

      A deep growl left him, echoing off the walls of the ship. He reminded himself that he wasn’t about to head into battle, even though the vibration of the ship under his feet provoked memories of war and loss and vengeance.

      He sighed. Would he always be stuck in the past, unable to move on? Perhaps the ache in his soul would never cease, even after he and his brothers secured their mates and started families. This thought startled him more than he would like to admit. He wondered if his brothers felt the same emptiness interspersed with the urge to go to battle. It was difficult to tell, even though he saw his brothers every day. Khann was quiet and reserved, while Myadd had never ceased being his cheerful self, though Axall knew very well that an individual could hide an immense amount of sorrow behind a quiet façade or a cheerful demeanor.

      Sometimes he thought if he killed one more Irrcon, or another Vaxxlian enemy, the violent act might finally quell his secret pain. But the Irrcons had been driven far from the surrounding sectors and the Vaxxlians were currently at peace with all other nearby alien races. At the moment, there was no one Axall could fight, unless he departed New Vaxx and went on a search for the Irrcons who’d fled after their leaders’ surrender.

      But he couldn’t abandon his brothers or his people right now. They needed him. He was one of the most skilled mechanics, capable of repairing damaged ships in record time. And he was young and virile, capable of claiming a human female and starting a family. He needed to focus on the future and all he could do to help his fellow Vaxxlians.

      With another growl, he guided his vessel upward and through the atmosphere of New Vaxx to open space. There was a flash of green as he passed through the planetary shield, a recently installed feat of technology that safeguarded New Vaxx from virtually any weapon or enemy ship. The flash of green always brought Axall a bit of comfort when he passed through the shield, for it meant the same tragedy that occurred on Vaxxlia would not happen here.

      The radar screen showed his brothers following close behind, the three ships a small fleet of Vaxxlian warriors off to claim their mates on Earth. He navigated toward the Eshunna Passage, wondering if the storm inside him would ever cease raging. Out of habit, he scanned the surrounding sectors for any sign of an Irrcon vessel, though he only detected Vaxxlian ships. Also out of habit, he verified his weapons system was online.

      Once he was satisfied that all was well, he refocused his thoughts on his mate. He was prepared to retrieve her from any situation on her planet, even if she was located in a current warzone. Again, his hand ventured to the blaster at his hip.

      He would not leave Earth without her.
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      The breeze changed and an odd shudder filled the air. Rachel set the designs she was working on aside, crossed her bedroom, and walked out the open balcony doors. What the?

      Her mouth dropped open as a Vaxxlian spacecraft descended from the clouds. Another one? This ship appeared slightly larger than that of Shayna’s mate, and the new couple had departed Earth a few weeks ago, in any case.

      She made a quick mental list of all the female neighbors, particularly those who were in the age range the Vaxxlians desired—ages eighteen to forty. While she didn’t know everyone who lived near Karla’s Kove, she knew none of the houses closest to the bed and breakfast contained any eligible women. All the other houses around here were occupied by married couples.

      Hm. Maybe this guy was lost.

      The ship hovered for a moment, then quickly veered around the side of the building, out of sight. With a sigh, Rachel went back inside and returned to her clothing designs. Sometimes she sat on the balcony while working on the sketches, but one of their current guests, Mr. Thomas, was rather high maintenance. Rachel wanted to keep one ear on the goings-on in the bed and breakfast, just in case Karla needed her help placating the grumpy old man.

      After finishing the series of designs, Rachel set the sketches aside with an air of dreamy satisfaction. She’d recently ordered a sewing machine, as well as a huge quantity of fabric, and couldn’t wait to start making the gowns and outfits she’d designed on paper. She had her eye on a vacant building in town that would be perfect for opening her own boutique, when the time was finally right.

      She stretched and yawned. A glance out the balcony doors revealed the sun was just setting, a beautiful splash of orange on the horizon which reflected on the rippling water. She stood for a minute, absorbing the gorgeous view, before heading for the bathroom to get ready for bed.

      She took a quick shower, dried off, and wrapped a towel around herself. She exited the bathroom while brushing her teeth, heading for the armoire that contained her pajamas. But a sudden noise in the corner of the room—a sharp intake of breath—made her freeze.

      Heart racing, she spun in a slow circle, the toothbrush hanging from her mouth. She’d locked her door, hadn’t she? And even if she hadn’t, this was supposed to be a safe area. Not everyone around here locked their doors, or so Karla claimed.

      A large figure loomed against the wall, the man so tall his head nearly bumped the ceiling.

      No, not a man. But a Vaxxlian.

      Rachel gulped hard and then immediately started sputtering as she choked on toothpaste.

      The alien’s green gaze shone with concern and he moved toward her. She put up a hand to ward him off and hurried back to the bathroom, where she slammed the door and locked it behind her. She tossed the toothbrush aside, spit into the sink, and wiped her face off. Her coughing had subsided, though her face was bright red. She stared at her dazed reflection and tried to think what she should do next.

      Why the hell was a huge Vaxxlian male in her bedroom?

      A knock on the door startled a gasp from her. She practically jumped out of her towel. She placed a hand over her thumping heart and backed away from the door.

      The alien’s deep voice reached her, but she couldn’t comprehend his words.

      “Um, I’m sorry, but I don’t speak Galactic Common.” I’m from another century entirely, one in which aliens were only a fantasy. She waited, clutching the towel around her, again wondering what the huge Vaxxlian was doing in her bedroom. She supposed she ought to be grateful he hadn’t barged into the bathroom during her shower.

      “Hello, pretty human female,” he said in heavily accented English, his voice a deep rumble that somehow left her with goosebumps. “Are you Rachel Walters?”

      “Um, yes?” How the heck did he know her name?

      “Ah, I am pleased I got the correct bedroom,” he said. “I am honored to meet you. I am Axall, your mate.”

      My what? Rachel felt her eyes widen. When she’d seen the Vaxxlian spacecraft descend from the clouds, she hadn’t thought the male piloting the ship would be looking for her.

      She cleared her throat. “There must be some mistake. My name is Rachel Walters, but I most definitely didn’t sign up for Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides. May-maybe you have the wrong address?”

      There was a long pause before he replied, so long that she started to wonder if he’d quietly left her room. “Rachel Walters. Age twenty-one. No children. Current residence—Karla’s Kove, Bitterroot Lake, Montana, in the United States of America. Interests are reading, inventing new recipes, clothing design, and kayaking.”

      “That sure sounds like me,” she said, confusion sweeping through her, “but there must be some mistake. I swear I didn’t sign up for Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides. You, um, might want to check with the dating service.”

      “I do not understand,” he said. “The human female who answered the door told me you were expecting me.”

      “You mean Karla?”

      “Yes, she welcomed me and told me where to find you. Please, will you come out so I may look upon you again? You have the most beautiful blue eyes, Rachel. I long to stare into your eyes once more.” His voice was gentle but eager, and to her surprise she found herself leaning against the door, if only to be closer to this handsome otherworldly stranger who’d appeared in her bedroom.

      But she couldn’t just walk out wearing nothing but a towel. She stepped back from the door and looked frantically around the bathroom. Relief washed through her when she spotted the dress she’d worn today, along with her panties and bra. She hurried into her bra and dress, but pushed her panties under the chair, thinking it better to go commando than put on an old pair. Besides, Mr. Hunky Alien wasn’t going to find out whether or not she was wearing panties, that was for sure. What was his name again? She thought for a moment. Ah, Axall. Pleased that she’d remembered, she stood in front of the mirror and ran a comb through her long, damp hair.

      Had Karla signed her up for Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides? Given the information Axall knew about her, it seemed likely. Rachel couldn’t wait to give that silly old woman a piece of her mind. But first, she needed to send this Vaxxlian male on his way.

      As she worked the comb through her tangled locks, she told herself she wasn’t prettying herself up for him and that she simply wanted to look presentable. The sooner she faced this alien, the sooner she could send him away. Once she was satisfied with her appearance, she took a deep breath and flung the door open wide.

      But when she looked into his eyes, which seemed to be glowing now, she couldn’t form a coherent thought, let alone words. She could only stare. When she finally tore her gaze from his, she couldn’t resist checking him out, though she tried to be casual about it. She didn’t want to give him the idea that she liked what she saw. Even though she happened to like it very much.

      He was extremely tall. Probably over seven feet. His shoulders were exceedingly broad, and the tight black shirt he wore accentuated the well-defined muscles of his chest. His shirt was sleeveless, too, which gave her a nice view of his bulging biceps. A shock of black wavy hair topped his head, the untamed locks curling around his ears. She fought the urge to stand on her tiptoes and reach for his dark hair.

      God how she wanted to touch him. His hair or his chest or maybe just stroke the side of his face. It didn’t matter. She wanted to place her hands upon him, if only to verify she wasn’t dreaming this whole thing. She curled her right hand and stuck her nails into her palm, pressing hard and deep, but the pain didn’t cause her to rouse from some fantastical dream. This was really happening.

      An alien.

      A real live alien was standing directly in front of her.

      In her freaking bedroom.

      Oh and not only was he amazingly sexy, but he was under the impression that she was his mate.

      To her surprise, he slowly reached out as if to touch her. She didn’t retreat from his advances. She couldn’t even take in air, let alone manage one step backward. So she remained perfectly still, standing in front of him and waiting for that first touch, anticipating it with more eagerness than she would’ve ever imagined.

      When his fingertips trailed along her face, a shiver of awareness affected her all over. It was as though all her nerve endings came alive at once. She forced herself to expel the breath she was holding and then take another one, though even after a good minute of steady breathing, she still felt lightheaded.

      Drunk was more like it. She felt entirely drunk.

      “Your skin is as soft as a flower petal,” Axall said, his expression so tender that it made her want to cry.

      No man had ever looked at her that way before, as if she meant something to him. But how could that be possible? They’d just met, and the first time he’d looked upon her, she’d been wrapped in a towel and brushing her teeth. Not exactly the sexiest introduction, in her opinion. She flushed at the memory.

      “So soft,” he continued, “but you’re shaking, pretty human. Are you cold?” The look of warmth in his gorgeous green eyes transformed to one of worry. “If you are cold, I will help warm you up.”

      “I’m not cold!” she blurted. But he was right. She was shaking, and no matter how hard she tried to stop the involuntary movement, she couldn’t seem to hold still.

      “Are you frightened, then?” His concern deepened as he continued stroking her face with his large warm fingers. “If so, you have nothing to be scared of, my mate. I will never, ever harm you. It is my duty to protect you, and I swear on the Star God that you are entirely safe with me.”

      “I-I’m not frightened,” she squeaked out, wishing it wasn’t such a struggle to find her voice. She sounded frightened, though in truth she wasn’t. She decided to go with honesty. “You’re only the second alien I’ve ever seen in my whole life. In person, that is. I’ve seen pictures of all kinds of aliens, of course, but you’re only the second alien I’ve seen in the flesh.”

      “I see.” His head tilted to the side and he studied her, his gaze growing intense as his eyes glowed brighter. “Are you ready to leave now, Rachel? I would like to depart your planet as soon as possible. We are over a thousand miles from the nearest warzone; however, the course of war can change as rapidly as the wind changes direction, and I would prefer to get you to certain safety.”

      “Leave Earth?” Again, her voice escaped as an embarrassing squeak.

      When Rachel found Karla, she planned to give the meddlesome woman an earful.

      “Wait!” she said when he started guiding her toward the hallway, a firm hold on her upper arm. Did he really think he could just swoop down to the surface of her planet and fly away with her? “Wait!”

      He paused and turned to her, then settled his hands on her shoulders. He stared down at her, giving her his undivided attention. “What is it, my pretty mate? Do you wish to bring some belongings with you?” He looked around her virtually bare room for a moment before returning his eyes to hers. “It is no matter if you don’t own many possessions, Rachel. It will be my honor to provide you with anything you may need. I intend to take care of you.”

      Why did his words make her so warm all over?

      “Um, Axall,” she began, choosing her words carefully, “that’s very sweet and gallant of you, but this is a mistake. I didn’t sign up for Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides.”

      He laced his fingers through hers and squeezed. With his free hand, he cupped the side of her face. He leaned down, so close she thought he might kiss her, and her heart skipped a beat at the thought. After a small eternity, he finally spoke.

      “My presence here is not a mistake, Rachel. Whether you signed up for the mail order bride service or not, I believe I’m meant to be here right now. Here in your room, with you, and I’m not leaving Earth without you, pretty human. You are meant to be mine.”
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      You are meant to be mine?

      Axall stared down at the beautiful female, wondering where the flowery words were coming from. Surely not from him. He was a practical male, the type who always did exactly what he was supposed to do, as expected by Vaxxlian society. He’d spent the last few years of his life training as a warrior, then defending his people during the war, and finally, helping his people rebuild.

      Now that most of their females were gone, it was his duty to take a human female as a mate and procreate with her. He was here for a purpose—to claim Rachel, take her back to New Vaxx, and produce as many children as the Star God blessed them with.

      He didn’t understand her reluctance, even if she hadn’t really signed up for Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides. He couldn’t imagine why any human female would wish to remain on Earth when the planet was failing. War, famine, unrest, disease. Though this part of Rachel’s country was currently safe, he doubted it would remain a haven forever.

      “My employer, the woman named Karla who let you inside,” Rachel said with a glance at the door, “I think she signed me up for the mail order bride service. She’s told me, on more than one occasion, that I ought to sign up for it, but I always told her I wasn’t interested—and I most certainly am not interested. I can’t believe she would do this, but I can’t think of any other reasonable explanation. If you’ll just give me a moment, I need to go talk to her.”

      “Do you promise to come straight back?” Axall asked, not wishing to let her go. He didn’t want her out of his sight for the briefest moment, but he supposed the sooner she talked to Karla, the sooner they could leave. He was certain she would come to her senses and decide to leave Earth with him. Perhaps Karla, who apparently thought Rachel mating with a Vaxxlian was a good idea, would help convince Rachel to board his spacecraft.

      She gave him a stricken look but didn’t reply. When she stepped toward the door, he reluctantly let her go, certain that she would return soon.

      “I will wait for you right here, my mate,” he said, gesturing around her bedroom.

      She nodded, took two slow steps backward, then turned and bolted toward the stairs.

      “Slow down!” he called out. “Do not run down the steps.”

      He thought he heard her mutter something about him being bossy, but he couldn’t quite be sure. His English wasn’t perfect, though he suspected if he practiced the language regularly by talking to Rachel, he would soon become fluent in it. For a short time after the war, he and his brothers had briefly worked as traders, which had required frequent interaction with a variety of alien species, including humans. In order to ensure the success of their trading operation and gather the supplies his people needed to rebuild their society on New Vaxx, they’d all had to learn several Earth tongues, as not all humans spoke Galactic Common.

      He stood in the doorway, listening to the sounds in the establishment. He heard soft snoring coming from a room further down the hall, the clatter of dishes in the kitchen below, and Rachel’s rapidly retreating footsteps. She was still running, despite his order for her to stop. Perhaps she hadn’t heard him.

      Voices soon reached him. He couldn’t make out Rachel and Karla’s exact words, but the conversation sounded tense. On Rachel’s side at least.

      He peered around her room and searched for a bag. Once he found a small one, he started opening drawers and putting the clothing he found inside the sack. She didn’t own much, but he did a full sweep of her room and even the bathroom to ensure he packed all her belongings, including a lone pair of underwear he discovered under a chair.

      The last items he found were a small box of colored pencils and a thick pack of paper, which contained numerous drawings of female clothing. He flipped through the drawings, discovering they were quite detailed, and he recalled ‘clothing design’ had been listed as one of her interests. Though he was no expert on female attire, human or otherwise, he thought Rachel possessed great talent. Perhaps she could use such talents on New Vaxx. Many of the human females worked and even owned their own businesses. He carefully placed her design supplies into the sack.

      Holding the bag, he stood near the door, awaiting her return. What was taking so long? Couldn’t Rachel see the benefits of leaving Earth and becoming his mate? Lots of human women were leaving her planet these days, and many of his people believed there would soon come a time when the number of female applicants for Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides exceeded the number of available males.

      The conversation in the kitchen grew quiet, though Axall didn’t hear his mate’s footsteps approaching. A knock on the front door soon sounded and he decided to meet Rachel downstairs. Since he had her belongings packed, there was no need for her to return to her bedroom anyway.

      He hurried down the steps, only to be met by two human males wearing dark blue uniforms and hats. Where was Rachel? He glanced around, his senses on high alert.

      “Where is my mate?” His muscles tensed and his hands curled into fists.

      The human males exchanged a worried look, before the tallest of them spoke.

      “Good evening, sir. I’m Deputy Sanders and this is my partner, Deputy Henderson.”

      Axall took in their uniforms, as well as the gleaming silver badges on their chests and the rudimentary weapons on their hips. “You are law enforcement officers,” he said. “Why are you here?”

      “Are you Axall?” Deputy Henderson asked.

      “I am.”

      “Right, we got a call about you trespassing on private property,” Deputy Sanders said, though his tone was hesitant, as if he didn’t wish to relay this news to Axall. “We’re going to have to ask you to leave and take your spacecraft with you. It’s parked on private property too.”

      “The owner of this establishment welcomed me inside,” Axall said, drawing himself taller. “And I am here to collect Rachel Walters and take her back to New Vaxx with me. She is my mate.”

      The officers exchanged another look. “Rachel made the call, sir. She wants you to leave. She said she’s worried you’ll try to kidnap her, which by the way, in case you aren’t aware, is illegal. You can’t take human females against their will on Earth or in the surrounding sector of space.”

      With a growl, Axall pulled up Rachel’s information on his wrist comm, displaying the completed mail order bride form as a three-dimensional image so the officers could both easily read it. He could physically remove them from the house, but he didn’t wish to resort to violence unless diplomacy failed.

      “This form shows Rachel has agreed to become my mate,” Axall said, even though she’d insisted her employer had been the one to fill out the form.

      “Even if this is the case,” Deputy Sanders said, “you still can’t force a woman to go with you. Women who sign up for Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides can opt out at the last moment. It happens sometimes.” The man displayed an awkward smile and took a step back.

      They’re afraid of me, he realized. Axall stood even taller and gave another low growl. This caused both the officers to edge backward, closer to the door.

      Deputy Henderson looked at Axall’s hip and his eyes widened. It was then that Axall realized he’d unconsciously placed his hand upon his blaster, though he hadn’t drawn the weapon yet.

      “Those are illegal on Earth,” the deputy said.

      Axall tightened his hold on the weapon. He lifted his eyebrows and gave each deputy a look of challenge. “I know, but I came armed anyway. My ship is armed too. You’d be surprised how much damage a Vaxxlian cruiser can inflict with a single shot.” Though his words were menacing, he kept his voice calm and steady, a method he’d long ago discovered could be even more effective than brute force and outspoken anger. “Is that your hovercraft in the driveway? It would be a shame if someone vaporized it.”
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      Rachel stood against the wall, just inside the dining room, as she listened to the ridiculous conversation unfolding in the foyer. She couldn’t believe Axall was threatening to harm the cops. She felt a bit guilty for calling them, but she’d figured it would be the easiest way to make Axall leave—and she also wasn’t entirely certain he wouldn’t try to force her onto his spacecraft. Up in her bedroom, he had seemed adamant that he planned to take her away with him. He also didn’t seem to care that she hadn’t been the one to fill out the mail order bride application.

      When she heard Axall threaten to destroy the deputies’ hovercraft, she decided she’d had enough of the alien’s high-handed ways. Just who did he think he was? She stepped into the foyer, her arms crossed over her chest, and glared at Axall.

      “Karla admitted that she filled out the mail order bride form, Axall. It wasn’t me. I am not going anywhere with you. Now, you need to leave right now and go back to New Vaxx. Or find another human female who’s willing to become your mate, I don’t care, just leave. And don’t you dare hurt either of these officers. They’re here because I called them. They came to help me and keep me safe.”

      Both deputies shifted uncomfortably in place. Not that she could blame them. Axall looked rather scary at the moment and they were right in the center of a weird interstellar romantic dispute. Not romantic, she corrected herself. She’d just met Axall, after all, even if he did seem infuriatingly certain she was his mate.

      Axall narrowed his eyes at Rachel, though he didn’t appear angry. A bit confused and perhaps even a little wounded. An odd feeling of guilt spread through her chest. She didn’t like the idea of hurting Axall. She ought to have no problem telling him to piss off and be on his way, but try as she might, she couldn’t summon harsher words. The prospect of causing the hurt in his green gaze to deepen left her saddened and she didn’t understand why.

      The big sexy alien opened his mouth and started to speak, but Karla interrupted with a loud clearing of her throat, appearing beside Rachel holding a tray of cookies and tea. She wore a bright smile and looked as though she hadn’t a care in the world. Clearly, meddling in the lives of others didn’t leave her unsettled in the least.

      “Axall, would you like to have a seat in the tearoom? I made fresh ginger cookies, though I used one of Rachel’s recipes, so really she ought to get the credit for them. Sanders and Henderson, you’re welcome to join us, if you’d like.” Karla grinned at everyone standing in the foyer.

      “Very kind of you, Karla,” Deputy Sanders said, “but we’ve got to be going.” The officer regarded Axall. “Sir, if Karla, who is the owner of this property, asks you to leave, you will be expected to vacate the premises at once. Do you understand?”

      Axall’s eyes darkened. “As I’ve stated previously, I am not leaving without Rachel. She is my mate.”

      Deputy Henderson blew out a breath and opened the door. “Right, then. We’d best be on our way. Good evening, Rachel, Karla.” He nodded at Rachel and her employer, then both officers departed the bed and breakfast. A peek out the window showed they were jogging to their hovercraft, obviously not wanting to linger when a trigger happy Vaxxlian warrior was hanging around.

      Rachel whirled on Axall, her hands on her hips. “How could you threaten to shoot them? They were here because I called them, and they were just doing their jobs. Do you threaten to shoot everyone who gets in your way?”

      Axall’s hand fell from his blaster and his stance softened a bit. God, she wished that strange warm feeling would stop flowing through her every time he so much as glanced in her direction. She felt as though she were blushing and shivering all at once. And then there was that most unwelcome ache developing between her thighs…

      His nostrils flared for an instant and his eyes became a darker shade of green. She swallowed hard and awaited his response.

      “Well?” she asked, growing impatient.
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