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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    York 
 
    “Tell me more about the claws.” 
 
    “The what?” I grab hold of my ever-growing stomach and peer at Azan who’s watching me with an excited expression. “Babe, you’ve got to stop doing that.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Looking at me like every day I’m still pregnant is the greatest day of your life.” 
 
    “But it is.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as Azan helps me sit up and face the mouth of the cave, taking his familiar seat behind me and wrapping his arms around my stomach. “You’re crazy.” Still, I press my back into his chest, enjoying how built my alien is, and how wonderful the silence is. Almost every night since Chentan’s declared I’m with child, Azan walks me out to our cave because of how happy it makes me. We make love (only because he’s nervous about fucking), we listen to the rain, we talk, we fall asleep, we wake up, we make love and start again. Not a bad schedule. 
 
    Today though, I’m shocked by Azan’s choice of conversation. 
 
    “What claws?” 
 
    “The man with the package.” Azan brushes scaled fingertips across my tummy. I shiver against him but try to remain focused. “You mentioned there is a man with claws at the Christmas? He brings his package to good boys and girls?” 
 
    I blink, trying to figure out what the hell he’s talking about and almost burst out laughing. “Oh… God! Azan, that’s not it at all.” I turn around in his grasp, smiling at him. 
 
    “You must explain this to me. Thanks to the last delivery, I have discovered this holiday is in December. And on Earth, that is the current time. It seemed only appropriate to learn more about the holiday so I could celebrate it with you.” 
 
    I freeze. “You want to celebrate Christmas with me?” 
 
    Azan shrugs, and it’s such an adorable look on his massive frame that I have to pinch my thighs together so I don’t get aroused. It’s hard enough to keep it together when he’s around, and apparently, I’m one of those women who wants sex around the clock when they’re knocked up. Plus, my alien drips with sex appeal and… I have to stop. Otherwise, I’m afraid I’m going to end up with a dick in a box in a few weeks, care of Azan. 
 
    “Okay, listen. I’ll tell you a little about Christmas, but I don’t want you to go crazy. Human holiday traditions are kind of confusing if you don’t know a lot about our customs.” 
 
    Azan nods, but it’s clear I’ve already lost him. 
 
    No matter what I tell him, this is going to be a Christmas like I’ve never experienced before. 
 
    There better not be a dick in a box. 
 
    Still, as Blythe would say, things could be a lot worse. Hethdiss – a rainy planet full of exiled Sidyths – may sound horrible on paper, but so far, it’s proven to be quite the opposite. We’re not living in our own shit thanks to exiled Prince Korben, and despite living underground, I don’t have too many complaints because thanks to my mate, I’m able to go to the surface whenever I please. 
 
    And my mate. Azan. He’s the main reason I love being here despite still carrying the term, Human Whore. His eyes are searing when I turn to look at him, and he cups my full stomach in his massive hands, cradling the newfound curves. Even though he’s patiently waiting for me to explain the details of the holiday season, he still manages to find my breasts and kneads them a bit roughly – which I adore. My lips part, but only a moan escapes and I rise up so I can rub my ass against his hardening cock. 
 
    Yes. Things are not too terrible on this assignment. 
 
    His mouth brushes against my ear, and I’m still getting used to the fact that he doesn’t wear his mask all the time. My mate – for all his beauty – has massive fangs, each over six inches long, and are filled with something that looks like liquid Benadryl but’s actually poison. He has to keep them capped at all time with little objects kind of like metal shot glasses, but I don’t mind. My alien mate is beautiful. I love him. 
 
    And I’m carrying his baby. 
 
    “Tell me about the Christmas again,” he says thickly into my ear. “About packages for good girls.” 
 
    “Oh! Azan!” I squeal, bursting out into laughter despite the lady boner I’m rocking below my tiny skirt. “You make it sound so freaking naughty. You do understand that package is another word for present, right? Like a gift?” 
 
    “Is this not a gift to you?” 
 
    As if to prove his point, he pushes his cock more deeply against the cheeks of my ass, groaning softly into my ear. My vision blurs as the throbbing muscle pushes against me, and I’m losing focus. And why shouldn’t I? Having Azan, here with me, pressing his cock into my ass is a gift. A beautiful one, at that. The scales alone are enough to make me excited, and he hasn’t even stuck that thing in me yet today. 
 
    “York,” he hisses deeply, brushing his fangs against the upper part of my ear with each kiss. 
 
    To this day, I still can’t believe I’m carrying an exiled Sidyth’s baby. It’s only been a few months, and I’m already showing, and Azan has been nothing, if not a perfect gentleman. And another girl who’s on this assignment and pregnant – Blythe – she’s faring off a lot worse than me. Apparently, she’s one of those chicks who sleeps the day away when pregnant, but it could be that she also drinks gessroot tea around the clock. Not me. If I drink that tea, it calms me down, yes, but it also takes away my sexual drive. 
 
    And with a seven-foot alien with a scaled dick? The last thing I want to lose is my fucking fuck drive. 
 
    “The Christmas presents.” Azan continues dropping heavy, heart-stopping kisses to my neck and collarbone, and though it’s all but impossible to focus, I keep going. I have to make sure he understands that Christmas has nothing to do with sex, despite everything else in our life apparently does. “You must tell me. I did what little research I could, but the holiday is complicated. I need a human’s perspective otherwise I’m afraid I’m going to do things incorrectly.” 
 
    “If you think Santa delivers his package to good little girls and boys, I think we’re already in trouble, Azan.” I giggle again, and finally (and also disappointingly), Azan stops nibbling on my ear, focusing now too. My butt falls back to the ground of the cave we’re hiding out in, and we both stare out into the rain as I speak. I find it hilarious that Azan wants to learn about Christmas simply because of how much it means to me. Sidyths – have their own sets of elaborate holidays, but I know Azan does not like to talk about them because of what happens on these days. 
 
    The Sidyth race seems to find joy in sacrificing, hunting, and murdering women. And though I don’t tell Azan because I’m sure it would upset him, I am more than well aware of some of these holidays where women are hunted and killed for sport. 
 
    “Is it really December back on Earth?” I ask him instead, hoping he doesn’t feel my mind racing along with the downpour of rain. 
 
    He squeezes my back up against his scaled, hard chest. “Yes. And you will be happy to know I even learned the exact day of this holiday.” 
 
    I turn slightly and lift my chin towards his face. “And what day is that?” 
 
    His eyebrows furrow. He knows the word, but he also knows I want him to say in English. That’s right. My alien knows the English language. And though it’s not perfect, the only thing hotter than hearing my man speak English is knowing he can speak thirty more languages. I like Sidese the second best, all the way down to the Germanic hints, but English is still my absolute favorite because it’s not perfect. 
 
    He’s trying to make it perfect though. For me. 
 
    And oh God, that’s so hot. 
 
    Next to no aliens bother learning English because Earth isn’t a part of the Galactic Federation, but here’s my mate, scaled and sexy. Dangerous and poisonous, speaking broken English to prove he’s still trying to learn it.  
 
    “It is December twenty plus five.” Azan beams proudly with a fanged smile. 
 
    I can’t help but snicker. “Close enough. We call it December twenty-fifth.” 
 
    “Then I shall call it that.” 
 
    Another snicker escapes my lips. Since being with Azan, I’ve never laughed so much. I didn’t think I would laugh ever again. Human Whores aren’t supposed to laugh. They’re not supposed to have fun. They’re supposed to spread their legs because some perverted alien has paid them. They’re not supposed to find a mate in an exiled Sidyth who worships them like a Goddess because they’re carrying their offspring. 
 
    And yet here I am. With Azan. 
 
    “Before you begin.” Azan keeps his voice at a low rumble. “I must ask, will celebrating Christmas cause as much harm as it does enjoyment?” 
 
    I turn around in Azan’s grasp. “Why would you ask that?” 
 
    “Well…” his frown deepens, and he takes my face in his enormous scaled hands. “I know how much Christmas means to you because it is something you have fond memories of. With your family as well. I simply do not want you to reflect… too much…” he pauses again, choosing his words carefully, “… about things that cannot be changed.” 
 
    I lick my lips. I swear I feel my baby shifting inside of me, as though he or she can tell his daddy is upset about hurting mommy’s feelings. Azan doesn’t need to say anymore. It’s obvious what he’s worried about. He wants to celebrate Christmas with me, but not if it’s going to cause me pain by bringing up memories of the past. Before I became a Human Whore. Before I came to Hethdiss. 
 
    Before I became Azan’s Chosen mate. 
 
    “Azan,” I say softly. “Christmas means a lot to me because of my family, yes, but it’s also something in the past. I’m building a here and now with you. And just as I have fond memories of Christmas with my family, I want to look back on these years and remember these moments. As they are now. With you.” I kiss him softly on one fang. “With our baby.” I kiss another fang. “Together. Building our future.” 
 
    He smiles with each kiss, and his dick hardens against the fold under my skirt. I resist the urge to grind against him, knowing if we fuck, I’ll never be able to focus, and my greatest fear will come true. Azan will think Christmas includes a creepy old man delivering his dick to good girls in a wrapped box. 
 
    “Tell me all you can about Christmas, and I will make it happen for you.” His golden eyes sear through mine, and he keeps his hands around my cheeks, dropping a few kisses of his own to my lips. They’re chapped, obviously a rugged man’s lips, but I don’t care, and take them greedily, moaning into his mouth. This is a man who wants to give me everything I love. 
 
    “Promise you won’t go crazy,” I say, arching my neck so he can kiss the delicate skin coating my throat. Oh… God, that feels way too amazing. “Christmas is complicated. You may not understand everything. And you said you only have a bit of time before you have to put in another delivery order with Korben.” 
 
    “Which is why, My Chosen One, that you must tell me now. I want to make sure I order all I can. Korben is going to participate as well. He wants to make things less difficult for his mate. The large chested one – Blythe – she is not handling being with sprog as well as you, I’m afraid. Perhaps a little of the Christmas will be good for her. Or so he reasons.” Azan pulls away. “Please let me do this, York. I have not asked for anything delivered for years. I have seen no need. But with you and my sprog,” his eyes soften and drop to my stomach, “… I want to give you everything you may miss for the holiday of Christmas.” 
 
    “Oh… Azan,” I can’t help but sling my arms around his neck and kiss him some more. “Promise you won’t go crazy.” 
 
    “I promise nothing except the sun, the moon, and the stars when it comes to my mate,” he hisses lowly in my ear between kisses. “Besides, like I said, this is also for Korben. You wouldn’t deny Blythe some Christmas enjoyment, would you? She is much more miserable than you.” 
 
    My look softens. He’s not wrong. Blythe hasn’t had a good day since she got knocked up by her Sidyth prince. Maybe a little Christmas cheer on this rainy planet wouldn’t be a bad idea. And it is December on Earth, after all. Seems a bit unfair to the rest of the girls to deny the holiday season simply because I’m worried about getting a dick in a box. 
 
    “I guess I can agree to the terms,” I say at last, moving around in Azan’s arms so I’m facing the rain again. I know full well if I keep facing him, I won’t be able to stop kissing him, and nothing will get finished. And this isn’t just about me. It’s about the other nineteen women, scattered across to lairs built under the muddy ground of Hethdiss. 
 
    Blythe, who’s mated to the Sidyth (former?) prince. Sloane and Layla, who are either already falling for aliens, or oblivious to their advances. Ellis, who is nothing but horny for the ugliest dude here, but that’s her prerogative, not mine. The experienced Arizona, and her little crew of followers, Kansas, Dakota, and Alaska. Phoebe, who was assaulted by a Toda on the way here to Hethdiss, and who also has recently moved from the second lair to ours. The work out twins, Rene and Devyn. The stunning Lacey, who could not make it more obvious that she’s not looking for a mate. Celeste, and a few others who I haven’t gotten to know. For all of us, Christmas may be a good idea. 
 
    Something familiar in a universe full of unfamiliar. 
 
    Azan’s fingers curl around the lower part of my stomach as the rain shifts from a drizzle to a downpour, and I inhale deeply. I love the smell of Hethdiss. The air reminds me so much of bergamot and sage leaves, two of my mom’s favorite scents to diffuse during the day. It’s still amazing to be here, with Azan, carrying his baby. My life can’t possibly get any better. 
 
    “Tell me what you love most about the Christmas,” Azan rumbles behind me. 
 
    And somehow it gets better. 
 
    “The lights,” I say softly, closing my eyes and listening to the sound of my mate’s heartbeat, his gentle breathing and the sound of rain. I can almost picture the lights I love so much, and all the different ways they came to life during the holiday season. 
 
    As though he can read my mind, he asks me softly to explain it to him. 
 
    “During the holiday season, there are lights everywhere, Azan. Words don’t do it justice, but I’m sure as shit going to try.” I giggle a bit, clutching onto Azan’s arms, cementing him in place, not that he’s going anywhere. “Some people love the smell of Christmas trees, and others love the chilly weather, but for me, it’s always been about the lights. They hang from trees, and over fireplaces. They cascade down stairways and fill foyers. They create this look that’s something out of a dream. During any other time of the year, it would look so artificial and gauche, but during the holidays? Azan, it’s like magic.” 
 
    “Magic? Explain these lights.” 
 
    My forehead wrinkles, trying to think of the best way to explain it. “Your sun rayers,” I start off slowly. “They’re a lot like that. Only they’re smaller. They hang from cords, and you can drape these cords around. Like if you shrunk all the sun rayers down to the size of my fist and looped them through ropes? And then if you hung the ropes around the ceiling of your lair? That’s what Christmas lights can do.” 
 
    “Tiny sun rayers.” His eyebrows knit together. “Looped with string.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a little more romantic.” I frown, wishing there was some way I could make this easier to understand, but explaining Christmas lights to a seven-foot alien is proving to be difficult. “The lights. They’re not only pink and red like the sun rayers. The colors for Christmas are usually red, green, or white. Or mixes of all three. Or two. The possibilities are endless.” 
 
    “And at your lair?” 
 
    “My home? We used all white,” I say dreamily. “Mom thought green and red were tacky, so most of our lights were white. She liked white lights with white ropes. The house looked like something out of a dream for weeks. Soft white lighting and Swarovski crystals everywhere. The woman was obsessed.” I giggle a little bit at the memory of watching my mom bustle around for the few days she was home to help the decorators set up the house for the holidays.  
 
    “And how long do the lights stay?” 
 
    I snicker. “Usually only for a month.” 
 
    Azan stiffens. “All this lighting for a small amount of risen and fallen suns? Seems wasteful.” 
 
    “Because it is. But that’s also what makes it so great, Azan.” I trace my fingertips over Azan’s enormous knuckles. “You know, I think one of the reasons I love your scales so much is because they remind me of Christmas lights.” Azan pulls his hand out from under mine and holds it up to his face for close inspection. I quickly grab it back, and push back a few scales, allowing them to catch the light of the single sun rayer lamp in our cave. “All the different colors,” I whisper. “When the lights are up at Christmas, it’s like a rainbow. Just like these scales.” I kiss his finger softly, sucking on it just a bit so my alien’s cock twitches beneath me. 
 
    “Strange. If I could cut off my fingers to give you more of a Christmas experience, I would.” 
 
    “Azan, you don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “All I ask is you allow me to keep my cock. That has scales too, but I’d like to hold on to it.” 
 
    I moan softly in his grasp. “You’re not the only one who wants to hold on to that,” I mutter, reaching behind my back so I can clasp his length. “This thing right here? This is better than any Christmas tree I’ve ever seen lit. And I’ve been to Rockefeller Center.” Azan doesn’t know what I’m talking about, but that doesn’t even matter to me, because I sure do. Azan’s dick should have a holiday of its own; it’s so fucking glorious. 
 
    The perfect amount of length and width to drive me wild every time. 
 
    And the scales? Mother of God don’t get me started on those scales. I’ll foam at the mouth thinking about it, and we’re supposed to be talking about Christmas. But I can’t help myself, noticing a few of those scales splay away from the meat of his dick as I stroke him slowly. His grip tightens below my stomach, but he quickly relinquishes so he can squeeze one of my breasts. 
 
    “My cock reminds you of the Christmas you love so much,” Azan groans into my ear. 
 
    “Oh yes,” I say, quickening my pace on his dick. He’s writhing behind me, kneading my breast with more fury, pinching my nipple between his finger and thumb. 
 
    “Are you sure we shouldn’t create a holiday to celebrate my cock instead?” 
 
    “Dirty bastard,” I chide with a snicker, already feeling Azan jerking against him. It won’t be long now. He’s going to cum right against my pregnant ass while I’m trying to tell him about Christmas. “Seriously though, your dick? It deserves a holiday, but not at the same time as mine, okay?” 
 
    “Whatever you wish, My Chosen,” he groans, fisting my breast as an orgasm rocks through him. I give him a few moments to gather himself before his chin rests atop my shoulder and he kisses the skin across my neck. “I am going to have to repay you for that.” 
 
    “No need,” I mutter. “You’re giving me a Christmas, remember?” 
 
    “Ahh… I suppose that’s true.” He takes in a few, deep breaths. “It will be odd to celebrate a holiday like the Christmas. We do not have such things back home. Sidyths look forward to the celebration into Mandom, but not much else.” He doesn’t say much else about it, because we all know what the celebration of Mandom means. “I love the idea of giving you something here that you love so much. I am already getting an idea about how to give you Christmas lights.” 
 
    “Already?” I tease, fingering the tip of his cock so I can taste his juices before he cleans up. I know it’s only a matter of moments before he removes his shorts and puts on a fresh pair before we head back. I suck off the cream like it’s the sweetest Cadbury egg center and smile. “Do you have something like Christmas lights on your… planet?” The sentence sounds funny on my tongue, even after all these years, but I don’t mind. 
 
    Azan shakes his head. “No, but there is a lagoon further up the hillside. I think it will be much better than simple sun rayers.” 
 
    “A lagoon?” 
 
    His expression darkens. He knows what I’m going to ask next. “You are not coming with me.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” I yelp, disappointment hitting my features not only because he won’t let me go, but because he’s stood and already working on putting on a fresh pair of shorts. “I’m not even that pregnant yet. I can handle a trip to a lagoon, Azan.” 
 
    “Prince Korben will travel with me. That is if he will leave his mate’s side for long enough. If not, I will ask Hujun. I am sure he would not mind participating in a Christmas.” 
 
    “To give a gift to Ellis?” 
 
    He turns to me as he tucks his cock into a new pair of shorts. “Gift. The package, yes?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “I do not believe Hujun plans to give his cock to Ellis without her consent.” 
 
    “No!” I yelp, gingerly standing. Azan quickly hustles to my side. He’s so attentive, it’s cute, but it’s also a little overwhelming. There’s so much of him, and so little of me. It’s like getting assistance from a pale, moving wall. “Azan, gift… and package? These words have nothing to do with your dick. Do you hear me? Nothing to do with your dick.” 
 
    His lower lip pouts. Oh God, that’s too damn adorable. 
 
    “Very well. My answer remains the same though, York. You will not accompany me to the lagoon. It would be dangerous for someone in your… condition.” 
 
    “That’s complete and utter bullshit,” I grumble, crossing my arms across my chest. My breasts still aren’t as big as Blythe’s, and never will be, but they’re not bad looking during this first trimester. 
 
    Azan doesn’t seem to be threatened though, despite my terrifying display, and wraps an arm around my shoulder before plucking one of the massive dark purple palm-like leaves that we use for an umbrella. Suddenly, now that I’m pregnant, it means I no longer like getting wet. In Azan’s mind, at least. 
 
    “Are you going to tell the other women about the Christmas?” 
 
    “I believe I will!” I say in a teasing, overly formal voice as we venture out into the rain. Azan holds the stalk of the leaf so it’s only covering me, but Azan doesn’t mind. He loves the rain almost as much as I do.  
 
    “And the lights, that is your favorite thing about the Christmas, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, but there are so many other things, Azan. I’ll be sure to tell Blythe and Ellis and the others. I’m sure they’ll love the idea of finding a way to celebrate Christmas out here. Most of us haven’t celebrated the holiday in years! We can sing carols, set up a Christmas tree with one of these purple palms, and maybe even exchange gifts.” 
 
    “Wait. You mean gifts are something women can give each other? This is not a mating custom?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I snicker. “Friends can get gifts too. If they want to.” 
 
    “I am not giving a gift to Hujun.” It’s funny because Azan almost seems horrified by the idea of it. “And… and what about food, York? Are there human foods you would like me to see if they can be delivered? My older brother may be the one who handles the delivery.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Your brother?” 
 
    “Kydaris. As fate would have it, he would be the one to take the order, and he may even be the one to bring the supplies. It would be nice to have him here for this joyous occasion. He may even get to meet my Chosen.” His chest puffs out with such pride that I’m almost turned on all over again. “So please, York. You must put together a list for me. I need to know what to ask for. A gift for my mate sounds like an important part of the Christmas and I would like to do it right.” 
 
    “Azan, you trying to celebrate Christmas at all is enough of a gift. I gave you plenty of ideas. You said yourself you’re going to a lagoon without me.” 
 
    “Tell me something you love.” 
 
    “You,” I say, stopping right in front of the lair opening as Glykoran comes into view. Celeste is standing next to him, and they’re talking in low voices, but all I can focus on is my man and the things he’s willing to do for me. He not only wants me as his mate, but he also doesn’t mind that I’m human. He wants to give me human things so I don’t feel so alien. “You’re the only thing I need for Christmas, Azan.” 
 
    “So, if I were to tell you I may be able to grab some bound literary pieces, you would not be interested?” He arches a challenging eyebrow in my direction. “I have heard you talk to other girls in the past about your fondness of bound literary works. I may be able to find something on the black market, or rather, Kydaris could.” 
 
    “Azan, you don’t need to—” and I stop myself short and jerk my head at him. “Wait, did you say bound literary pieces?” He nods. “You’re talking about books?” 
 
    His eyes widen. “Yes. Yes, I know humans call these books. That’s what I am talking about. Sorry for my miswording.” 
 
    “Wait, stop.” I stand in front of him, holding out my hands. Glykoran and Celeste probably think I’m nuts, but I could care less. “You’re telling me you may be able to get books delivered here… for me?” 
 
    “If that is something you would like. I happened to hear—oof!” Azan lets out a grunt in surprise when I lunge into his arms and wrap my legs around his waist. “Would this please you so much, My Chosen?” He laughs into my hair, holding me tightly against him. 
 
    I love this man. I love Christmas, but I really, really love this man. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I spend the rest of the afternoon with the girls in the first lair, and not surprisingly, they’re all excited about the idea of celebrating Christmas on Hethdiss. Even in this short amount of time, many of us have gotten close to the Sidyths, even beyond mating. Some of us have become… friends with them? It’s still so weird, and I have to admit there’s something grounding about being in the Gathering Room with no seven-foot scaled aliens watching over us. Even Blythe’s here, and I don’t want to think about what she promised Korben to get him to let her join us for food and pussy pillow talk. She still looks like shit though, and her boobs look so heavy in her top, that I’m afraid the straps are going to break. 
 
    But despite her tired, shitty appearance, she looks so happy. I notice her rubbing her stomach when she thinks the others aren’t paying attention, and I know I’ve been guilty of doing this as well. It’s hard not to. There’s a fucking baby in there. It’s so Alien, and alien at the same time. I’m pregnant. With an alien’s baby. And I’m about to talk to all the girls, who are already confused enough about this assignment, about bringing Christmas to Hethdiss where most of the only holidays Sidyths have involve killing women. 
 
    I notice almost everyone’s sitting in our little makeshift circle, even the ones who used to be more reluctant at first like Kansas and Alaska. They didn’t have to come to the meeting, I know they’re getting pleasured on the sly, but once they heard we were gathering for a chat about creating Christmas, they magically appeared. The workout twins, Rene and Devyn even look more interested than usual, and despite it being December back on Earth, it’s warm as hell here and their muscles glisten with sweat. They must have snuck in a workout before sitting. They look even bulkier than when we first arrived. They look like they’re training for something, and I still can’t put my finger on what. 
 
    The familiar faces who’ve stuck with us since the beginning are still here. Blythe and Ellis, Sloane and Layla, all sitting close to each other, talking amongst themselves, and though I might have minded at one point, I don’t care so much now because I know Blythe thinks no one likes her because she’s with the prince so much. I let her have this moment. 
 
    Lacey’s her normal, pleasant self; sequestered in the corner with a sour expression. 
 
    One of these days, I’m going to ask what the fuck her problem is because honestly, I’m getting pretty tired of her shit lately. I don’t know what she’s so angry about, or if she thinks she’s better than all of us because she looks like a damn supermodel, but Lacey’s such a downer about anything we try to do as a group. 
 
    I turn away, refusing to allow her to put me in a bad mood. 
 
    “So, we’re all cool with celebrating Christmas?” I don’t bother with pleasantries or introductions. We all know what this meeting is about, and some of the girls probably want to go find a Sidyth bed to sleep in for the night. Myself included. “Anyone here Jewish? Or not down with the whole thing?” As though we all don’t know who’s going to be against it, the attention gradually shifts towards Lacey. 
 
    “What?” She has the nerve to look surprised. 
 
    “Are you okay with us celebrating Christmas here?” 
 
    “Pretending we’re not whores for a few hours? Why not?” She crosses one of her long legs over the other. 
 
    “You do realize one of the guys may give you a gift hoping you’ll Choose him?” Alaska asks. 
 
    “I don’t have to spread my legs for a bunch of berries.” 
 
    “Charming,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Whatever. No objections to calling the celebration Christmas?” 
 
    No objections. It’s a Christmas miracle. 
 
    “I told Azan about Christmas lights and Christmas trees, but I’m sure there are other things we should make a part of this day. Did you all know it’s December on Earth?” My eyes scan across the group, met with mixed reactions. I guess some of the Sidyths talk to the girls, and some don’t. That’s hardly surprising. “Well, it’s true. It’s December back on Earth. Christmas is right around the corner. It could be fun to celebrate it here.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound terrible,” Celeste agrees. “I’m down.” 
 
    “Same.” Devyn elbows Rene. 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    Slowly, everyone agrees to help out with creating the holiday, and I can’t help but feel a little bit of excitement growing in the pit of my stomach along with my baby. Christmas. Just like home. Sort of. I try to picture my house as the girls talk amongst themselves and what memories stick out to them and which ones they would love to see brought to life on Hethdiss. Murmurs of turkeys and yams, buffalo plaid, and snow. They all seem so simple, but we’re all going to have to work together to pull Christmas off on an alien planet. 
 
    “Glykoran is good at cooking,” Celeste says awkwardly. We all turn, and she blushes, quickly lowering her head. “He mentioned he did a lot of the food preparation for his sprog at home. His wife didn’t like to prepare food, but his daughter was picky. I’m sure we could put together something delicious and familiar.” 
 
    “Great idea,” Blythe says before I can answer. “And of course, anything you want to try and get, I’ll let Korben know.” 
 
    “Can he bring snow?” Kansas snickers. 
 
    “No.” Blythe frowns. “But I’m sure we can do something.” 
 
    “Other than blow him?” 
 
    “Shut up, Kansas,” I grumble, annoyed she’s already not helping. “What about you and…” I wait for her to fill in, but she doesn’t, frowning. “Okay, whatever.” 
 
    “I’m sure Dolan’s going to do something.” Layla doesn’t look entirely happy about it. 
 
    “Well, make sure you talk to him,” I remind her. “Azan still has this idea in his head that Santa goes around to girls and gives them a dick in a box.” 
 
    Finally, the tension snaps and most of the girls laugh. 
 
    “Whoa, wait, seriously? Are you really that bad at explaining Christmas?” Alaska’s smirking, the only sign that she’s teasing, so I lower my defenses. 
 
    “Apparently I am. That’s all he’s focused on, so watch out, ladies. A dick in a box is your problem.” 
 
    “Or yours!” Sloane giggles loudly. 
 
    There’s a pleasant amount of laughter as we continue to talk. Fortunately, most of the girls have ways to contribute to the holiday, whether it’s food ideas, drink ideas, decorations, or random. It’s all helpful, so by the end of the night, only one major question remains. 
 
    “So what day are we going to officially say is Christmas here?” I turn to Blythe. “It’s so hard to keep time here, I rarely think about it. Those damn sun rayers, it’s hot and light down here twenty-four, seven.” 
 
    I can tell she likes that I’ve asked for her opinion. “Well, we’re going to need time to set up everything, and we’ll need to figure out how long it’s going to take to get things delivered. Why don’t we say two weeks?” 
 
    “Is there a way to keep track?” I ask, arching a curious eyebrow. “The guys don’t exactly have an iPad out here. At least, as far as I know.” 
 
    “I’ll mark the wall,” Celeste offers. “I talk to Glykoran at night. Before I come back here, I’ll drag a rock down the opening of the lair like chalk. That’ll help us keep track. It’s a little primitive, but it’ll do the job.” 
 
    We all agree with her. Is there more going on with Glykoran and Celeste than she’s letting on? It’s not any of my business but, I hope she doesn’t expect too much from the older Sidyth. He’s got a wife and kid back home. I don’t think he’s looking to do anything other than staying alive until he can see his family again. 
 
    Dakota slaps her thighs suddenly and stands, making a show of ending her time with us. “I don’t know about you ladies, but if I’m going to be on my knees like this, I’d like a little more reward. Hope no one minds me cutting out early.” 
 
    “Going back to the second lair?” I can’t help asking, already regretting it when Dakota’s dark brown eyes lock on mine, and Arizona stands beside her. 
 
    “No.” She smirks towards the doorway of the Gathering Room, but if there’s someone there, he’s already moved because it’s empty. Not even Hujun’s bulky frame fills the space. She doesn’t say anything else as Alaska loops an arm through hers and both are gone without another word. 
 
    Well, I guess that’s that. 
 
    They’re not the only ones looking to get a little pleasure this evening. Just thinking about Azan’s cock between my fingers again, is enough to get me to stand up. 
 
    “Heading back?” Phoebe makes a show of being nosy like I was only a few moments ago. 
 
    “I want to tell Azan about what we talked about.” I lower my attention at Blythe. “We should both head back. Since Korben’s going to be the one to get things delivered, it’s best we figure that out.” 
 
    “And you need to do that back in his room?” I can’t help noticing Ellis sounding a bit hurt. I feel bad. It’s becoming more and more obvious she wants what Blythe and I have with our mates, but Hujun hasn’t made a move yet. In fact, he’s made it pretty clear he has no intention of choosing her. It’s a damn shame. They’re cute together. 
 
    Blythe bites on her lower lip but doesn’t move. 
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” she says with a shrug. “We can stay here. Korben will be fine. Honestly, I’m kind of enjoying the freedom.” 
 
    She’s alone in that. I’m ready to be with my man once again. 
 
    But I stay, not wanting to hurt Ellis’ feelings. 
 
    Maybe I should say something to Azan about this. If anyone can get through to Fugly, I’m sure it’s him or Korben. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    York 
 
      
 
    “What did the women think about the Christmas idea?” 
 
    Azan looks excited to have me back in bed, and I have to say the feeling’s mutual. It’s good to be back in my man’s muscular embrace, even if we are back in his underground lair, and not the cave I love so much. I’m happy to have him again, and I roll over on my side so I can look him straight in the eyes. 
 
    “You make it sound like we’re a bunch of little housewives trying to please their husbands,” I say with a smile in my voice. Azan doesn’t look like he understands, and that’s fine, I’m sure it’s not his intent. “But yes, we did talk about Christmas. Things went well! I know Blythe’s going to talk to Korben. There’s going to be food and games and presents and decorations. It’s going to be so much fun.” 
 
    He smiles, resting a large hand on my hip. “I love to see you like this. So happy. Your smile makes me smile.” 
 
    “You’re beyond cheesy, Azan.” Regardless, my heart warms with how kind he is. I can’t help myself and lean forward so I can kiss his lips. He mutters a question about what being cheesy means, but it’s been too long. I don’t want to talk. I want to please my man. I lean in again and press my lips against his, allowing my tongue to dance across the scales of his. Those scales. They just do something to me, all the way down to my core. Every time we kiss, I know he’s taking notes, and he’s getting better each and every time. Soon, I’m going to be begging, panting even, for him to give me some of those scaled kisses because I won’t be able to function without them. 
 
    Azan’s thumb brushes against my hipbone, and I all but come undone with that simple touch and his tongue between my lips. My nipples harden into tight little pebbles, inviting Azan’s touch as I continue to writhe against him. He knows how much I want him, and these days he hardly bothers to argue about it. Desire’s always pulsing between my legs, and all he has to do is dart out his tongue, and he’ll be able to taste my arousal from a mile away. 
 
    My alien is like the shark from Jaws; only instead of smelling a drop of blood in an ocean, he can smell a drop of arousal in a sea of alien atmosphere. 
 
    “I still cannot believe how wet you get for me.” He gracefully moves his hand further south, cupping my mound. The hair covering my folds is growing in, but he doesn’t seem to mind, brushing his fingers against the short curls. I shiver against him. “How did I get so lucky?” 
 
    “Because you’re hot, hun,” I tease, grinding my pussy against his hand like a cat in heat. I love the friction alone, and Azan’s touch gets more possessive when he can tell how much I want him. The more turned on he makes me, the more turned on he gets. 
 
    It’s a lovely equation. 
 
    A single finger dips between my folds at long last and swirls lazily around my throbbing clit. I moan greedily, practically humping his hand, wanting more. Always wanting more. I can’t get enough of this man. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright tonight? I can be gentle—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” I hiss. “You know I like this.” 
 
    The slick sound of my juices filling the air is enough to remind Azan of this fact and I arch my back as he pushes another finger into me more deeply, filling me with each thrust. I can’t believe I’m one of those women, horny all the time despite being pregnant, but with Azan, I simply can’t get enough. I need to touch him or have his hands on me almost all the time otherwise I feel cold and empty. I’m addicted to this man, and other than sex, there’s nothing Azan enjoys more than finger fucking me. 
 
    I’m not one to complain. 
 
    Wanting to join in though, I rest my hands on the one working my pussy, enjoying his busy hand. The scales on his knuckles have pulled away slightly, allowing me to touch the soft skin hidden beneath. My pussy tingles around the soft, tender skin. My moans become more feral, less controlled as Azan picks up the pace and I grow wetter and wetter. He’s working my clit with a vengeance, and I can barely see his face hovering above mine. 
 
    “Does this compare to Christmas?” he asks in a low hiss. 
 
    “Yes.” He stops for a moment, only for me to grab his face and pull it to mine so I can kiss him deeply. “But if you put your dick inside me, nothing, not even Christmas, can compare to that.” 
 
    His fanged grin widens, and it only takes a moment before his fingers are gone from my pussy and the crown of his cock brushes against my entrance. He’s put me on my back with no effort whatsoever, and I love the power in his grip. It won’t be long before he has to be gentler, and we’ll have to get even more creative, but for now, I take it. On my back or not, nothing about sex with Azan is vanilla. 
 
    I spread my legs wider, giving him easier access, knowing I’m already so close to climax thanks to his magical fingers. He stares at me with such heat and intensity and raw lust in his eyes that it’s hard not to come right there. I’m so wet I can hear Azan’s cock picking up my juices, dragging the tip up and down my entrance a few times before he slowly enters and cups my ass with his free hand. 
 
    “Oh… Azan.” I’m already shivering when he pushes into me, gasping out loud from the power and strength in his dick alone. Fuck me. It shouldn’t be so easy for him to make me come. It never has been before, but everything Azan does makes me slick and hot. His scales flare inside of me, making him wider than he is already, and I honestly don’t know how every woman doesn’t want this. A scaled dick is like the sweetest of vibrators, pushing and pulling against my folds with each forceful thrust. It’s good. It’s so fucking good. I punch the blanket to my side and Azan’s eyes grow lusty and it only takes a few more thrusts before we’re both crying out and screaming each other’s names during our shared orgasm. 
 
    His chilled seed fills me like the most violent of ocean waves, and I cry out with him, sharing this moment. 
 
    I love how cold his seed is. 
 
    I love when we come together. 
 
    Azan and York. York and Azan. 
 
    I feel as though I’m turning into a Sidyth the longer I’m with him because as soon as I know my man’s come, the sweet scent of pine and sage hits my newly attuned nostrils My alien’s spunk smells like Christmas, and as creepy as it sounds, I wish I could bottle and burn it at night like a candle. My man’s juices smell that fucking good. 
 
    Coming down from the high, Azan lowers his face to mine and kisses me deeply before rolling off to his side of the bed. Damn, he looks so good. I shiver with need, wanting more, just so his cream will perfume our lair once again. 
 
    “Just like I thought,” I pant. I wipe some sweat away from the tip of my nose, remembering all too quickly how hot it is when Azan’s not filling me with his chilled seed. The sun rayers are lower than usual thanks to my hormonal complaining, but the heat comes back quickly as my breathing slows to normal. But through all of that... “Better than Christmas.” 
 
    Azan chuckles; a warm and throaty sound, making me shiver again despite the heat. 
 
    “How about we say it’s a tie?” 
 
    “Aww, don’t you want to be the winner?” I roll back over on my side and kiss his cheek. “I told you your dick is magical. It needs a holiday of its own.” 
 
    “And that is wonderful, but I don’t need to be number one. I just need you.” He fists a handful of my hair, pulling me close and brushing his tongue against mine. God, those kisses. I can’t believe this man was a virgin before me. He’s so good at everything. “I am not giving you a Christmas to prove I am the best. I am doing this because it means so much to you. I remember… I remember how you looked the first time you told me about it.” He pulls away and brushes his finger against my lower lip. “I remember how you smiled. How your eyes lit up. I decided right then that I was going to one day give that same joy to you.” 
 
    My heart swells. It warms. “You make me smile like that too, you know.” 
 
    He swallows but doesn’t answer. He knows. He always gets quiet when he doesn’t want to come across as arrogant. Personally, I don’t mind. 
 
    “The combination of me and Christmas will make you smile, yes?” His grin is tentative, and it’s hard not to fall in love with him all over again. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I need to know more. I need to know everything.” He curls his arm around my shoulder and pulls me against his chest. The room is so warm, but his skin is cool to the touch, keeping me from sweating too much all over his beautifully scaled skin. He listens patiently as I tell him about Christmases from my past, about the parties my parents through, the drinks flowing from fountains. I tell him more about the white lights and crystals. Mom always ordered them in to be hung from the chandeliers. I’m sure my Christmases are a bit more extravagant than most of the other girl’s here, but that’s fine as well. 
 
    I want this Christmas to be the best. 
 
    Even if this all falls apart one day and were forced to separate. 
 
    I want everyone, even girls like Lacey to remember this day with a smile. 
 
    The smile Azan’s so obsessed with seeing on my face. 
 
    I take the time to tell him about the books I read before I became a Human Whore. How I loved to spend all my days locked in my room with a good book. My parents gave me an Amazon credit card pretty early on, and I always put it to good use, but mostly it was for books. I read anything that caught my eye. I read about BDSM and sexy vampire shifters. I read cheesy romance and political propaganda. There was nothing I wouldn’t read if it interested me in the slightest. Azan seems the most interested in hearing about the books, going as far as to ask me about title names and humans who put words to paper. 
 
    I guess he means the authors. 
 
    “I love everything,” I say softly. And I mean it. I don’t have a true favorite book or author. My favorite thing about reading is reading. No matter what’s put in my hands, if I’m slightly interested in it, I’ll try it. 
 
    “The type of bound literary piece does not matter?” 
 
    “Azan. It’s not like you’re going to a yard sale filled with books. If you can even find one human book on the black market, I’ll be surprised.” I frown. “Don’t Sidyths have books?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “We can read, but that is more for contracts and documentation. We do not have books that are purely for…” He trails off, struggling to find the wording. 
 
    “Brain pleasure?” 
 
    “Yes. That is an excellent way to word it. Brain pleasure. We do not have books for that purpose. Words are for an explanation. For rules. For documentation. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Books are like that too. They document things.” 
 
    “Books about men whipping women document what, exactly?” 
 
    I blush. “Okay, well, maybe not that book… wait, yes! Even books like that, they document something.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “What the author felt like writing,” I say simply. “What they wanted to tell the world. They wanted to document what was going on in their head at that exact moment. And that’s what makes books so great. There’s so many people on Earth, the possibilities for documenting a single person’s thoughts are endless.” I sigh, realizing for the first time how much I miss books and reading. 
 
    Azan picks up on this immediately. 
 
    “It sounds as though you enjoy literary pieces almost as much as Christmas.” 
 
    “Maybe more so.” I sigh. “But one thing at a time. Christmas is first. Glykoran and Celeste are going to figure out some familiar holiday food. Do you know if there’s something going on with them?” 
 
    “Something?” 
 
    I frown. Geezus, now I’m gossiping. “Never mind,” I say softly, deciding to also leave the topic of Hujun and Ellis off the table for the time being. It doesn’t matter. No matter what’s going on, no matter who’s involved, it’ll get figured out whether I talk to Azan about it or not. “I guess one of the reasons I love Christmas so much too, is also the number of books I would get. Mom spent most of her time finding new books for me. It was a fun challenge when she was home.” I dare to smile at the memory. “There were some good presents over the years.” I try not to get sad. Talking about Christmas is supposed to make me smile, and here I am about to turn into a soppy baby who misses their mommy. 
 
    I quickly wipe away any tears threatening to fall and blame it on the hormones. 
 
    “York…” Azan goes to reach for me, but I snap away, not wanting to be weak in front of him. Kind or not, Azan’s still a Sidyth and doesn’t want to deal with feelings. 
 
    “And so you know, I told all the girls to tell your boys that packages do not mean putting their dicks in a box. That is not what a package is.” 
 
    Thankfully, Azan’s hand lowers and he smiles again. “I’m sure we can all find a middle ground when it comes to gifts.” 
 
    “No dick in a box!” I squeal, bursting into laughter whenever I hear Azan use a human term. He joins in my laughter and pulling me close again, I burrow more deeply against his chest, enjoying how many senses his presence alone overtakes. The taste of his skin, the feel of his scales, the sound of his heartbeat, the scent of his sweat, and the sight of his intense, yet kind eyes. I love it all. I love everything. I hope our child is just like him. 
 
    I guess it could be a girl, but for some reason, I really want a boy. 
 
    Maybe because I want a little version of Azan to coddle and love.  
 
    Carrying an alien’s baby on a warm, rainy planet. 
 
    This is going to be one hell of a Christmas. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Ellis 
 
      
 
    “I guess you heard the news, huh? We’re going to celebrate Christmas this year.” 
 
    Hujun grunts in response, but I can tell his attention is elsewhere. What he can possibly be thinking about with an adorable human standing by his elbow, I’ll never know, but as usual, I’m fighting to get Hujun’s attention. Which is pretty fucking difficult when I’m not even five feet tall, and the alien standing next to me is over seven feet. 
 
    “Hujun?” I try again, touching his arm. He finally blinks and glances down, as though coming from a trance. Maybe he was watching the rain. He knows Azan and York are out there, but he can’t possibly be trying to go all voyeur and watch them having sex? Because that’s all they do out there in the cave. York can try to play it off all she wants, but the girl is getting it on the regular, and I’m damn jealous. 
 
    The person I want only wants to watch over me. 
 
    “I am sorry,” Hujun rumbles in that deep, soothing voice of his. “I thought I saw movement beyond the second triss.” 
 
    I have no idea what he’s talking about, so I decide not to make a thing about it. 
 
    “Christmas,” I say again, trying not to feel like a child, desperate for an adult’s attention. It’s fucking hard when I’m so short, and Hujun is so… goddamn massive. “York and Blythe got this idea in their head that we’re celebrating Christmas this year. It’s a human holiday, you know. It might be fun.” 
 
    “Yes, Prince Korben told me. Seems like a waste of time and energy if you ask me. Not to mention money. Prince Korben should not be so frivolous with his account simply because his human mate desires luxury. It will lead to a road best left untraveled.” He shakes his head again, and it’s hard not to feel a little disappointed. I wilt like a flower when Hujun falls silent. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say with a shrug. “It sounded fun.” 
 
    He shifts next to me, but I keep my head lowered. 
 
    “This Christmas. It is important to you? It is not simply for Korben and Azan’s mates?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. All humans celebrate Christmas. Or at least most of them do where I’m from. Christmas is a pretty big thing. I was kind of excited about it.” 
 
    Hujun swallows, and I notice his humungous hand come into view and brush my forearm. I quickly look up, hoping I don’t look like a complete and utter dork. 
 
    Hujun’s expression is shockingly soft. 
 
    “I did not know it was important to you until now,” he rumbles. “I am so sorry, Ellis. I hope I haven’t offended you.” 
 
    I shake my head quickly, still keeping my eyes on his. “You haven’t.” I dare to smile, hoping he’ll return the look, but he merely straightens again, removing the ability for me to look at anything other than the underside of his jaw. 
 
    And why should he smile? Sidyths rarely smile at anyone other than their Chosen. 
 
    And I’m not going to be Chosen by Hujun anytime soon. If ever. 
 
    I can practically strip naked and throw myself at the alien next to me, but he would turn me away and tell me to clothe myself. That’s the kind of person Hujun is. Correction – that’s the kind of Sidyth Hujun is. Ugh. It’s so fucking frustrating to have a crush on an alien who feels nothing for me other than needing to protect. 
 
    At first, it did seem like Hujun was looking for a Chosen in me. He came to my side and talked to me, telling me all about his role in helping Prince Korben and why he and the rest of the other Sidyths were exiled to Hethdiss. I felt special, and though some of the girls talk about how ugly Hujun is, they couldn’t be more wrong. They can’t see what I see. They don’t see how gentle and kind he is. How patient. How strong his jawline is and how he’s always wearing straps around his fists in case he has to defend Prince Korben to the death once again. 
 
    Yes. Once again. Hujun has killed other Sidyths in honor of his Prince. 
 
    He can kill for a prince, but he can’t provide pleasure a whore. 
 
    Sounds fair, right? 
 
    I decide to fall silent like Hujun for a little while and stare out into the rain with a frown on my face. I swear I can see the light of Azan’s sun rayer in the cave he and York frequently hide out at, and jealously prickles my neck. Some days I think I hear them moaning as loudly as they want, privately pleasuring each other, and it’s hard not to get excited when the massive alien shifts closer to me to shield me from the danger I can never see or feel. 
 
    Protection. 
 
    That’s what Hujun’s intimidating presence provides. 
 
    But I don’t want to be protected by him. I want to be pleasured by him. 
 
    So as long as we’re going on this Christmas kick, would it be so wrong to ask Santa for Hujun to fuck me for twenty-four hours straight? 
 
    My mouth waters. It’s not fair. 
 
    “I’m going to head back to the Gathering Room.” I pull my body away from the rock wall. Hujun uncrosses his arms and glances down, unable to hide the mild irritation on his features. 
 
    “Do you want me to walk you back?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No thanks. You stay here and do whatever it is you’re doing.” I wave my hand, and this obviously offends him because his frown deepens. 
 
    “I am keeping watch.” 
 
    “On what? York and Azan?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Not York and Azan.” 
 
    I can’t help but snarl. I know Hujun doesn’t like the idea of me leaving his side, but he also doesn’t like to abandon his supposed watch duties. I don’t even know what he’s watching for; it’s one of the only things he won’t talk to me about. There’s more going on Hethdiss than I know, and that makes me nervous. 
 
    I move away, but Hujun easily seizes my arm with room to spare and holds me back with ease. 
 
    “Glykoran starts his shift shortly. I would like you to stay until then. Please.” His look softens, but I’m getting so tired of this game. “I like when you are at my side, Ellis.” 
 
    I swallow hard. I hate and love when he says my name. It’s so fucking sexy. It makes me squirm, and instinctively I pinch my thighs together. Hujun’s voice alone is enough to make me wet. The way he talks, I barely use my translator because I rather figure out what he’s saying, but more than that, the translator can’t capture the rumble in his voice. I love Hujun’s voice most of all. But I’m still pissed off the only reason he wants me to stay is… 
 
    “I don’t need you watching out for me all the time.” I can’t help but sound a little sour. “Most of the guys have their sights set on mates, so they’re not going to try and take me or anything.” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    “And that’s the only reason you’re watching after me, right?” 
 
    He frowns but doesn’t answer. Of course, he doesn’t. Instead, he releases my arm and nods back towards the inside of the lair. 
 
    “Please go straight to the Gathering Room. I will come back to check and make sure you are okay.” Something flickers behind his eyes, but it’s gone before I can guess what it means. “I know the other women are excited about the Christmas. More planning tonight, yes?” 
 
    This time, I’m the one who doesn’t answer him. 
 
    I don’t owe him anything, especially if he only sees himself as my bodyguard. 
 
    As usual, embarrassed tears prickle my eyes as I spin away and run back to the Gathering Room. I know the way back there by heart now. 
 
    “Ellis, wait—” I swear I hear Hujun call. 
 
    But I don’t look back because I’m sure I’m wrong. 
 
    No one dares speak to me, not even the Sidyths who are wondering why the super tiny human is running around the halls without her escort, and I thank hell for that. I don’t want to speak to anyone, and I don’t want any of the Sidyths to give me a hard time. The last thing I need is for some damn alien to treat me like a kid who’s been naughty and tell me to go back to my room. I’m so tired of being treated like a kid here because I’m short and look kind of young. I’m not Arizona, but I’m the same age as Blythe, who’s mated to a prince and treated like an adult. 
 
    I curse my baby face once again as I stumble into the Gathering Room, not bothering to react to Blythe in the room, rubbing her swelling baby. 
 
    “Where’s Hujun?” she asks innocently. 
 
    “Where indeed?” I’m annoyed. Everyone thinks Hujun and I are attached at the hip all the time. Personally, I rather be attached to his tip. Of his dick that is, and I rather it inside me. Of course, I don’t say that. The girls always think I'm lude when I talk dirty. Even the ones who are five years younger than me. 
 
    “Bad night?” Layla takes a seat next to me on the floor. 
 
    “Isn’t it always?” 
 
    Layla presses her lips together, knowing exactly what I’m talking about. Sort of. She has a baby face, but at least she has an alien who sees her as a woman. Yeah, he’s fucking pushy and annoying, but at least he has a dick, and someplace he wants to put it. Sigh. I guess I am lude. 
 
    “Another fun and exciting evening keeping watch with Hujun,” I tack on in a softer voice. “I could hear York and Azan going at it. I had enough.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Blythe calls over, still rubbing her damn stomach. “Girl is fucking noisy.” 
 
    I smirk at this and shake my head. As annoyed as I am, I don’t want to spend the evening bashing Hujun or talking about how horny I am. “Any updates on the Christmas front?” I turn towards Blythe, remembering she said something about talking to Korben about having some human-friendly items delivered for the makeshift holiday. 
 
    “Korben and Azan won’t let me say much about what’s coming.” Blythe shrugs. “I guess they want it to be a surprise.” 
 
    “You know what would surprise me?” Layla asks. “If Dolan would leave me alone. Azan keeps telling him to relax, but it has the opposite effect. He’s worried I’m going to be with someone else.” 
 
    “And aren’t you?” Alaska asks. “The human looking one.” 
 
    Sloane’s blue eyes widen but she doesn’t say anything. 
 
    “Exer,” Layla sighs. “He doesn’t look like an alien, does he? But sadly no, he’s not interested in me. At least not yet.” 
 
    “I know how that goes,” I can’t help but grumble. “And what about the other girls at the second lair? Are we all going to celebrate here?” 
 
    “Glykoran said it’s going to be dry for a few days soon,” Celeste says. “It would be wonderful if we could all go outside.” 
 
    “And if we can’t?” I ask. 
 
    “Everyone can come here,” Kansas adds. “I already talked to Arizona and Dakota. The rest of the girls in the second lair are going to come here for our little holiday. It’s going to be so much fun!” Her voice ends with a squeak, but even Sloane should be able to tell she’s being sarcastic. 
 
    Personally, I don’t care one way or the other. The only gift I want this year for Christmas is something I’m never going to have. I sigh deeply and bring my attention back to Blythe. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Tired.” She smiles. “There’s not enough gessroot tea on this planet for me not to feel tired. I’m honest to God afraid of how much Korben’s going to have delivered this shipment.” 
 
    I smile slightly. As much as I want to hate Blythe, she’s been pretty damn awesome since this assignment began. Maybe it’s finding Korben. Maybe it’s being knocked up. Whatever it is, I wish I had some of it, because honestly, I’m getting a little depressed. 
 
    If more of the girls pair up with aliens, and Hujun really doesn’t want me, will I be sent away again? Back to being a Human Whore because he can’t be honest with himself about how he feels about me? I’m not a prude! I see his dick get hard when I accidentally bump into him or touch his face to get his attention. 
 
    “Why doesn’t he want me?” I grumble. Another annoying wave of disappointment in myself washes over. 
 
    “Hujun?” Blythe asks. 
 
    Shit. I didn’t realize I said that out loud. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Aww… poor girl needs her pussy tended to,” Alaska teases. I’m sure Blythe is going to snap, but Alaska’s ribbing doesn’t bother me. I’m not intimidated by her like York is just because she’s tall, blonde and beautiful. Girls like Alaska are a dime a dozen. 
 
    “Shut up, I do not,” I grumble, standing. There’s next to no point though. Alaska’s almost as tall as I am sitting on a rock as I am standing. “Why doesn’t he want to have sex? I’m not ugly, right?” 
 
    Alaska frowns. “No. Not really.” 
 
    “Funny.” Kansas rolls her eyes. “Girl, you’re adorable.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be adorable,” I sneer. “I’m as old, if not older than most of the girls here. And yet everyone treats me like I’m a kid. It’s not my fault I’m short. It’s not my fault I’m not worn looking. I want to be treated like a woman, dammit!” 
 
    “Have you told Hujun that?” Blythe asks. 
 
    “This isn’t only about Hujun.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Sparky,” Alaska laughs. 
 
    “It’s not.” I’ve been short all my life, so I’m used to people treating me like a kid. But it hurts a more when the people treating me this way are three feet taller than me – particularly one stoic one with a permanently etched frown on his sharp features. “But I guess… it would be nice if Hujun didn’t always look at me as though I was only some assignment.” 
 
    I close my eyes for a moment, remembering some brief instances when Hujun’s cover slipped and he looked at me with heat in his eyes. When he smiled at me. I remember the warmth in his eyes alone was enough to make want to jump into his arms and grind against his enormous cock. 
 
    “Girl, you need to tell him these things.” I’m always shocked by how kind Kansas is to me. With Blythe and York, she’s pretty much a freckle-faced bitch. “Men are stupid no matter what species they are. If you don’t tell them what you’re feeling, odds are they’re never going to figure it out on their own. Tell him.” 
 
    I sigh but consider her words. 
 
    She’s right, but laying my heart on the line just for Hujun to stomp all over it? 
 
    I’m not ready for that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I can’t stop thinking about what Kansas said to me a few nights ago, and I wish I could because now that I’m alone with Hujun standing guard at the main entrance to the first lair and York and Azan aren’t fucking in their private cave, I know the time to tell him how I feel is flashing before me with bright, blinking lights. 
 
    It would only take a sentence or two to let Hujun know how I feel. Again. 
 
    I like you. You’re cute. I want to suck your dick. I want you to fuck my brains out. 
 
    All adorable come-ons, each one sexier than the last, but none of them feel right. I wish there was a subtle way to let Hujun know how I feel without putting everything on the line. I don’t want things to be any more awkward, and if he really does feel nothing for me, will I be able to hang out with him anymore? Will I have to see if there’s another Sidyth who’d want a tiny little human as a mate? I don’t want another mate. I want Hujun. And I don’t want things to be awkward between us no matter what. I don’t want to go the second lair because I don’t know most of those girls half as well as I know Kansas and Layla and Celeste. 
 
    I don’t want to start over. I know Hujun likes me or wants to Choose me, or whatever his people call it. I don’t even care anymore. I’m attracted to him. 
 
    “The moon looks incredible tonight, yes?” Hujun rumbles beside me, and sure enough, when I look to the sky, the lavender moonbeams shining brightly above us. There’s so much talk about Christmas lately that I can’t help but compare it to the star on top of a beautiful tree. And then the light dims because while Hujun says kind words, it’s obvious he will never allow himself to be with me. Dakota’s getting pleasure and expecting nothing in return. I remember Dolan and how he’s chasing down a woman who’s interested in another guy. On this planet, we’re all sex symbols. Ways to get or receive pleasure. 
 
    Everyone except me. 
 
    “Your mind seems busy tonight,” Hujun says when I don’t respond after a few moments. “Is there something you would like to… talk about?” He stumbles over the last part of his sentence, probably shocked in himself for asking, but too proud to take it back. 
 
    “There are plenty of things I would like to talk about,” I say huffily, crossing my arms. If Hujun would simply give me a sign, any sign at all that he’s interested in me, I would be happy to take it, but there’s nothing in his eyes. He merely stares beyond the gaping mouth of the lair into the darkening abyss of Hethdiss. 
 
    It isn’t fair. 
 
    “Just worried about Christmas, I suppose,” I decide upon when Hujun shifts a bit to get closer to me. His presence is overwhelming enough, but when he leans over me, it’s all but impossible to focus.  
 
    “Ahhh, the human holiday again.” Hujun sounds disappointed though I’m not exactly sure why. “The delivery order has been placed, you know. I do not believe Azan’s brother will be the one dropping off the supplies, but I am sure he is a good lad.” 
 
    “Good lad? What are you, a hundred?” I shake my head again, relieved that we’re engaging in some small talk. When Hujun grows silent, I can barely take it. I’m not sure what his problem is with Christmas, but almost every time I’ve brought it up to him, he seems to think it’s a big waste. A waste of money. A waste of time. A waste of Korben’s resources and connections. 
 
    Korben. I barely know the dude, but I’m pretty sure I hate him. He’s responsible for Hujun tricking me into thinking he likes me simply by watching over me and being kind. 
 
    “I am not sure I know what you mean.” Hujun shakes his head again. “But this is good news… for the humans, at least. Personally, I do not understand why such a procedure had to be rushed. Korben has pushed a lot of money into this event for his mate, and I’m not sure if there’s going to be any reward.” 
 
    “Happiness isn’t a reward?” I can’t help but snarl. “God forbid we’re not miserable all the time, Hujun. Lighten up.” 
 
    “I am plenty lightened.” 
 
    “Riiiiight.” I roll my eyes before something dawns upon me. “So when… when is delivery going to be made?” 
 
    “Isn’t that obvious?” He keeps his eyes on the sky. 
 
    “No. It’s not. Humor me.” 
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
    My eyes light up at almost the exact same time something explodes in the sky. It looks kind of like a firework, but it’s far too high in the air to come from the ground. Which means… 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    Hujun uncrosses his arms. “I believe so.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything? All of the Christmas items are being delivered tonight? There’s another Sidyth piloting that?” I point at the sky as the firework-like explosion shifts and a large frisbee looking disc fills the air. It’s odd, all the time I’ve spent being shipped from planet to planet, and I still forget how much UFOs look like things from movies. Or at least some of them. I swallow hard, still finding the object a bit terrifying and hunker a little closer to Hujun as it lands in the distance and he stiffens slightly. 
 
    “There is nothing to be afraid of.” Despite his rumbling words, he wraps a heavy arm around my shoulder. “And as for not telling you, I wanted it to be a surprise. There is not enough rain for me to be put off, so I am going to retrieve the supplies. And um…” he awkwardly clears his throat, and I find myself holding my breath. 
 
    His behavior tonight is both exactly what I always expect, and nothing like I’ve ever experienced before. 
 
    “Umm… what?” I try quietly. 
 
    “I was wondering if you’d like to accompany me. I am more than strong enough to carry the supplies, but I… I would not mind the company.” He lowers his jaw slightly, and I all but blush under his gentle gaze. Why does he have to do this to me? Why does he have to make me feel as though I’m not just some kid he’s looking after with one heated look? 
 
    I shrug lazily, still keeping myself under his arm. “I guess… I guess I could go with you. If you don’t mind the company.” 
 
    “I would not.” 
 
    A silence falls between us, and Hujun eventually removes his arm as we make a slow, and steady trek across the blue fields sparsely lit by the lavender moon. It isn’t difficult to find the ship through the massive palm trees, but even under their massive shades, it’s still warm. The trees spread apart after a half hour of walking, and it’s odd because I don’t mind the silence. Maybe Hujun’s heart is racing like mine. I hope it is. 
 
    “Ahh, Hujun! I was hoping you would be the one who would meet me.” The owner of the strong voice is beyond my vision, but there’s a shadow shifting in the darkness. It’s another Sidyth, the moon glistening off the pale skin, and this one seems to have an entire back full of scales. He’s thick and muscular like the rest of them, and my body grows warm and flushed watching him move. 
 
    I don’t need him to turn around to know he’s attractive. 
 
    Hujun steps in front of me, but not before resting a heavy hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Keep her waiting,” Hujun says stiffly. 
 
    “You know she will.” The stranger breaks into thunderous laughter. 
 
    I guess this is a greeting of some sort, but after only hearing it once, I’m pretty sure I hate it. Hujun curls his fingers around my shoulder a bit more tightly as the stranger turns around with a huge sack slung over his shoulder as though he’s Santa Claus himself. 
 
    And my mouth goes dry. 
 
    He’s slim but cut like a wide receiver. He honestly reminds me of Exer from the front because I can barely tell he’s alien. And he’s exactly my type. Golden brown eyes widen and lower towards me, and he licks his lips only once with a long, pink and scaled tongue. Oh damn, and then he smiles; hitting me in places I haven’t felt since I first met Hujun. 
 
    Hujun clears his throat. 
 
    “Thank you for taking the time to deliver these items so quickly. Humans. They are always looking to celebrate something.” 
 
    I want to be offended, but I’m still taking in the Sidyth before me. He’s not as tall or hulking as Hujun, but that doesn’t make him any less attractive. Layla would shit her pants. 
 
    “I suppose,” the stranger says, stepping closer to Hujun and I. His eyes drop to somewhere below my skirt, and back to my eyes. “Speaking of humans. Is this one yours, Hujun? Don’t tell me you’ve Chosen?” 
 
    “Not at this time—” 
 
    “I’m Ellis,” I squeak, stepping out from under Hujun’s arm and thrust my hand towards the stranger. His eyes widen in surprise, and for a moment, I think he’s not going to take my hand. In my time on Hethdiss, I guess I’ve forgotten my place. This Sidyth, from Hujun’s homeland, might see me as nothing more than a whore who spreads her legs for money. I don’t know how much the other Sidyths know about the exiled ones, and realizing my mistake, I lower my hand. 
 
    And then the stranger takes it and falls to one knee. 
 
    “I am Yayk of the third clan.” He presses his lips to my knuckles. As I’m about to lose my breath, he stands again. “That is how humans like to be greeted, yes? I saw a movie on the black market and watched it a bit on the way here. Humans are a primitive lot, but that does not mean they are not beautiful.” He tilts his head to the side as though taking me in with greed and possession in his eyes. 
 
    It’s nice to be looked like this for a change. 
 
    I can’t help but snicker. “You watched a human film on the way here?” 
 
    He lowers his chin and then lifts it slowly, keeping my hand in his. “It was… interesting. But beautiful. Like you.” 
 
    I blush at this and Hujun suddenly stands closer to me. 
 
    “Thank you for the delivery again, Yayk. I will be sure to pass the information to Prince Korben of your travels.” His hand tugs me not-too-gently away from Yayk’s touch. 
 
    “Yes, well. The pleasure was all mine. I must be honest, I did not wish to make this trip until I heard of the fee provided, but now that I have seen the beauty kept here, this will not be my last visit.” 
 
    I flush again as he stares, and the tingling sensation between my thighs returns with a vengeance. 
 
    “We should go.” Hujun yanks the massive sack away from Yayk’s hands. “I did not think this was going to be a pleasure visit.” 
 
    “Maybe it should be.” Yayk bursts out into ear-splitting laughter again. He laughs a lot, but maybe he’s uncomfortable. I know I am. I’ve never had a Sidyth look at me with so much raw lust. I’m losing control, practically gravitating towards his chuckles and warm smile. 
 
    Since arriving on Hethdiss, I’ve only seen Sidyths with tiny shorts, so it’s jarring to see one in something that could only be described as a space suit. Luckily, it’s still Black and body-hugging so it’s easy to glimpse over his fit physique. I really don’t think I’d mind him staying the night. 
 
    “You could stay,” I say stupidly. “We have plenty of room and—” 
 
    “That would not be appropriate,” Hujun says, a hiss entering his tone. “Deliveries are to be made promptly and discreetly. Having a ship stay here overnight—” 
 
    “I could put on the cloaking device.” 
 
    “He could put on the cloaking device.” I smirk at Hujun. He’s not smiling. In fact, he looks pretty fucking pissed. I’m being cruel, I know that. I’m not so stupid not to know that, but I’m also kind of enjoying watching Hujun squirm a bit. He doesn’t want Yayk to stay. I want him to say why. If he calls me his. If he says he’s going to Choose me, I’ll back down. I have no intentions of sleeping with Yayk, but I have to say if he wants to make out, I’m not sure if I’ll say no. 
 
    “Ellis is with me for the night,” Hujun says in a low hiss. “Prince Korben would not appreciate a delivery vessel staying on Hethdiss overnight. Cloaking device or not.” 
 
    “With you?” Yayk ignores most of what Hujun’s said and arches a curious eyebrow. “Have you Chosen her?” 
 
    Hujun stiffens. “I have Chosen no one at this time.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    An awkward silence falls over the three of us. I’m not sure if Hujun is going to punch Yayk in the face, Yayk’s going to laugh some more and invite me into his ship, or I’m going to leave and hope Hujun’s learned a lesson. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to Choose me yet, but he’s sure making it obvious I’m not supposed to be with other Sidyths. And that’s not fucking fair – paid Human Whore or not. 
 
    “You should at least come to look at the lair,” I say, moving out from Hujun’s arm and stepping back in the direction of the caves. “It’s wonderful. I don’t know if you heard, but we’re celebrating Christmas.” 
 
    “Seeing as he purchased and delivered the supplies, I am sure he is aware,” Hujun hisses, his tone not too warm, but he follows me anyway as though he can’t let me get four feet away from him unless I’m in the Gathering Room. 
 
    “I am aware of this, yes,” Yayk says, and I can hear him rustling closer to us. “You know what? You talked me into it! I’d love to take a look at the lair where Prince Korben is currently residing. I will cloak the ship. I will not stay the night, but a few hours would not hurt, right? I’m sure Dolan and Azan and Glykoran are curious about what’s going on at home, yes?” 
 
    Another hiss escapes, but Hujun doesn’t stop Yayk from jogging next to us. In fact, he doesn’t say anything. 
 
    And suddenly, I’m not so sure if making Hujun jealous was the right move. 
 
    Maybe that’s because Yayk not-so-playfully slaps me on the ass on the way back. I hiss in surprise and start to dart around, but all I see is a wall of flesh rushing at me and instinct kicks in. 
 
    If Hujun hears any of this, he doesn’t say anything. 
 
    He doesn’t stop him. 
 
    Thick arms wrap around my waist right as I’m turning around in a desperate attempt to get Hujun’s attention. 
 
    “If you are not Chosen, you are available for pleasure, yes?” he asks, still chuckling into my ear. I freeze up, wanting to call for Hujun who’s moved a few steps ahead of me and talking to Glykoran. He doesn’t turn back. 
 
    The air feels like it’s been sucked from my lungs as Yayk pulls me against his chest. 
 
    “Come back to my ship for a moment. I’ll be sure to take you back. Once I’m finished.” 
 
    A scream starts to escape my throat, but Yayk’s already covered my mouth with a rough hand. I try to bite, hoping to catch him off guard, but all I can taste are the strange, velvety scales covering his palm. The fucker is still laughing. I’m scared now. I’m terrified and regretting everything I’ve done. I should have never teased this stranger. He’s not an exiled Sidyth. He’s from their home planet. He said that creepy greeting to Hujun. I should have known. 
 
    “Relax,” Yayk purrs, lifting my feet off the ground as I struggle to get away. “You are used to this, yes? You are used to giving pleasure. You are used to receiving it. You are bought and paid for. I have always wanted a human for a try, but I could never afford one, even to borrow at the King’s social galas. How unfair, yes?” 
 
    My response is a muffled cry complete with tears as I’m dragged further away from the lighted lair. 
 
    Does Hujun even notice I’m gone? 
 
    Does he care? 
 
    He doesn’t care. 
 
    Otherwise, he’d be here… 
 
    “You are a tiny one,” Yayk whispers in my ear, slamming my back against one of the dark purple palms. There’s still rain falling, but Yayk doesn’t seem to mind as he quickly descends on me, bending at the waist and covering my mouth before I can get out a scream. I’m crying now, but this only seems to excite him. “I knew humans were small, but you’re like a sprog. I’m worried my cock is going to break you.” Chuckling, he keeps one hand over my mouth and uses the other to remove his massive cock from his pants. 
 
    Fucksicle. He’s huge. And scaled. Yayk’s dick is going to come out of my mouth if he tries to stick in my pussy. 
 
    “Please,” I try begging through his fingers. “I’m Chosen. I’ve Chosen.” 
 
    He laughs and slowly strokes his thickening cock. “Chosen? You’ve Chosen?” I nod. “Humans don’t choose. And Hujun said he hadn’t Chosen you, so as far as I know, you are available for pleasure. I intend to take it. I’d advise you not to scream, love.” As though to prove his point, he thrusts a thick scaled finger between my lips and curls it around my tongue. “I’ll pull this thing right out. You don’t need a tongue to pleasure my cock with your mouth.” 
 
    My eyes widen, and of course I fall silent. 
 
    I did this. I wanted to piss off Hujun… and it didn’t even work. 
 
    And now I’m about to get raped. 
 
    I’m used to it, but there’s something so much worse this time. 
 
    I thought someone would stop it. I thought someone cared about me. 
 
    I thought… 
 
    “DON’T TOUCH HER!” A voice thunders from behind Yayk. And before I can my savior is, my soon-to-be rapist has been pulled away from me and thrown back a few feet. Yayk’s heavy body slams into the trunk of a palm and shakes violently before getting to his feet.  
 
    I gasp, and collapse to the muddy ground, but not before legs as thick as tree trunks settle in front of me, putting themselves between me and Yayk. I look up. Hujun. He’s breathing hard, as though he can barely control his anger, and I’m so afraid if I touch him, he’ll lash out at me. I remain silent as the two massive Sidyths stare each other down only a few feet apart from one another. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Yayk asks, spittle foaming from his mouth. “She’s human! You haven’t Chosen her—” 
 
    “Hethdiss is not the fatherland,” Hujun rumbles shortly. 
 
    “But she wanted it. You saw her look at me. You cannot say she did not want me to take her.” 
 
    “I will talk to her and see if this is true. But for now, you are no longer welcome. Go to your ship, Yayk. Go now and I will tell no one here of this. If word gets back to Kydaris from Azan or Dolan—” 
 
    “I will go,” Yayk grumbles, shuffling past Hujun and I. Hujun shifts his body so there’s never an opening, and I all but cower away from the chuckling Sidyth with kind eyes and malicious intentions. “You will say nothing of this to Azan or Dolan. But you saw her, Hujun. You saw—” 
 
    “I said I would speak to her. There may have been miscommunication between the two of you. Humans are not Sidyths.” 
 
    “But the women—” 
 
    “This is not the fatherland. We do not follow the same belief system anymore, Brother. We believe in consent on Hethdiss.” 
 
    Yayk points a thick, accusing finger at me. The same finger that could have ripped out my tongue only moments earlier. Suddenly, he’s not so cute. He’s terrifying. He’s the Sidyth Human Whores fear. Hujun and Korben, even Dolan and Exer, they truly aren’t like the others we’ve worked for. I wish I hadn’t only just realized this now. 
 
    “She is human,” Yayk hisses. “You’re telling me humans can say no to pleasure? From one of us? Look at her. I will not ask something so insignificant for consent.” 
 
    “Then I’m afraid you’re on the wrong planet,” Hujun says, taking a step closer to Yayk. Shockingly, the other Sidyth moves back a few feet closer to his ship. “Go now and this will not be mentioned to anyone.” 
 
    Yayk holds up his hands, spitting once more into the dirt. That lazy smile appears on his face again, only this time it sends a chill of fear through my spine. I remain seated, watching the two finish their conversation, looking larger than life. 
 
    I wouldn’t have been able to stop him. If Hujun hadn’t come for me, I wouldn’t have been able to stop Yayk. He would have raped me. Maybe even killed me. 
 
    I could have died, and I would have had nothing to blame other than my stupid desire to make Hujun jealous. 
 
    “I’m not about to lose any reputation over a Human Whore. Consider this moment an unmentionable.” 
 
    “Noted. Now go.” 
 
    Hujun doesn’t have to ask twice as Yayk stumbles back to his ship, glancing over his shoulder a few times to make sure Hujun isn’t following him. It’s good to see him in fear for once, and only once the ship is gone from my vision after another firework in the sky, I stare at Hujun who’s holding his hand out towards mine. I can’t get a read on his face. I can’t figure out what he’s thinking, but I was in the wrong. And if it wasn’t for him coming back, I might be nothing more than a decomposed body by the time we celebrated Christmas on Hethdiss. 
 
    It’s a cold shower of reality. 
 
    But it’s also one that disappears as Hujun gently pulls me to my feet and holds me against his firm chest without a word. 
 
    No blame. No shame. No guilt. 
 
    Just a thick, calloused hand petting through my curls and squeezing me close enough that my cheek scrapes against the scales on his chest. 
 
    Whether he Chooses me or not, doesn’t matter. He came for me. He cares for me. No matter his reasoning for watching after me, he must care about me a little bit. He wouldn’t challenge his own brother to protect a Human Whore. 
 
    Protect. Hujun protected me. 
 
    I take in a deep, trembling breath, slowly curling into his frame. 
 
    Safe. With Hujun, I’ll always be safe. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    York 
 
      
 
    The supplies have been delivered, but there’s a weird feeling floating in the air when Hujun comes to Prince Korben’s room and drops the sack off in the doorway. I know Ellis is behind him somewhere; those two are always right beside each other, but the tiny woman doesn’t poke her curly head inside the opening to say hello. I guess she’s still acting all emo about not being able to have sex with Hujun and knowing how good the sex is with Azan I can’t say I blame her for being so cranky. 
 
    “Where is Prince Korben?” Hujun rumbles to Blythe. 
 
    “I don’t know. I sent him somewhere.” Blythe shrugs it off and takes a sip of her gessroot tea. I don’t know if she notices the same thing I do, but Hujun looks a little angry. Or a lot angry. Is he against the whole Christmas idea? Holidays don’t usually mean anything good for Sidyth women, so it makes sense he’s nervous about something. “Everything okay?” 
 
    He turns slightly to something beside him, which I’m assuming is Ellis, but I can’t catch the words before he turns back to Blythe and me. 
 
    “It is nothing. Thank you.” 
 
    And then he’s gone. 
 
    I turn my attention to the bag and then towards Blythe who remains on her bed, eying it with the same interest as me. 
 
    “Well, that was interesting,” Blythe says. “Hujun isn’t exactly the most conversational alien here, but that was a little odd, even for him.” She shakes her head, noticing my attention locked on the burlap looking sack. “Fuck me twice over, that even looks like a Santa bag.” 
 
    “Right?” 
 
    “Will Korben get pissed if I look inside?” 
 
    I bite my lower lip. I can only imagine the goodies inside Korben and Azan have ordered. Were they able to find Christmas lights? Decorations? Gifts? Books? I swallow hard. I hate having something thrust right under my nose and there’s nothing I can do about it. Well, that’s not true. There is something I could do about it. I could strut right up to the bag, tug it open and check out the goods. Christmas was my idea, after all. I should make sure everything is helpful. 
 
    But I don’t move. I don’t feel right. I’m sure there are a couple of surprises for Blythe and me, and if I know what they are, my face won’t look nearly as happy when I open them up. And that’s not fair to Azan. 
 
    Even though I’m dying to read a book. 
 
    Huffily, I slump in Korben’s chair and cross my arms. 
 
    “I don’t think it’d be right to sneak a peek.” 
 
    Blythe pouts, but she obviously feels the same way I do. “Yeah, I don’t want to ruin my surprise either. Korben’s pretty proud about something. It better not be more gessroot tea, but I don’t think he understands the concept of a surprise.” 
 
    I laugh. I can relate. Still, my mind drifts. What possible wonders could be waiting across the room for Blythe and me? I told Azan plenty of information and I’m sure Blythe did too, but both of us have a fair idea of what’s available on the Black Market. Let’s face it. I’m not getting a copy of the latest smutty romance or political commentary. It’s excruciating to sit here looking at a sack of goodies and not able to check out what’s inside. 
 
    Stupid conscience! 
 
    Luckily, the perfect distraction appears in the doorframe without a pat. 
 
    “Layla, Celeste,” I say, grinning ear-to-ear when the redhead and stunning Indian girl join us in Korben’s lair. They’re both smiling too, especially when they notice the massive sack in the doorway. “Don’t touch that. Christmas stuff.” 
 
    Celeste narrows her eyes. “Did you look?” 
 
    “Nope,” I say, popping my ‘p’ at the end. “Though I’m dying to. Is it possible to be scared and excited about Christmas gifts from aliens?” 
 
    “At least you’re going to get a gift.” Celeste frowns, focusing her attention on Blythe and me. Or rather, our swelling stomachs. “You both look good.” 
 
    “Well pleasured,” Layla agrees, taking a seat at the end of the bed near Blythe’s feet. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean, idiot,” Celeste grumbles, sitting on the floor next to me. I’m assuming she still has a problem with Blythe but was too excited to get out of the Gathering Room without Glykoran to care where Layla was going to end up. Her eyes widen when she looks at me. “Damn, I didn’t notice it last time, but you’re really starting to show now, York.” 
 
    I flush. “Oh, uh. Yeah. I guess I am.” Absently, I rub my stomach, noticing Celeste is, in fact, correct. My stomach is swelling, finally catching up to my chest. “I’m doing a lot better than this one though.” I smile at Blythe. 
 
    “I don’t know why I can’t strut around like you while I’m in the second trimester. Doesn’t seem fair.” 
 
    “I don’t strut,” I grumble. 
 
    Celeste and Layla snicker. 
 
    “What?” I snap. 
 
    “You’re a total stutter.” Layla laughs into her hands. “Oh my God! Alaska and Kansas are always making fun of you. Devyn and Rene too. Nothing mean, I swear. Just…” 
 
    “Pussy pillow talk,” I grumble. Like I care what those bitches think. But what-the-fuck-ever. “I’m happy. Sorry if they can’t handle it.” 
 
    Celeste hums but doesn’t say anything more, attention still drifting between my and Blythe’s stomach. Does she want something physical with Glykoran? They spend a lot of time together, but I can’t see anything happening. Glykoran is one of the only ones here I know of who left a wife and kid behind when he came to Hethdiss. I can’t imagine he’s looking for a mistress – Human Whore or not. There has to be someone who’s a better match for Celeste. 
 
    Glykoran is one of the oldest Sidyths here, and he makes no attempt to hide his age. He wears his stark white hair in a man bun of some sort, and there are scales across his jaw that almost give it a stubble-like appearance. He’s thinner than most of the others here but no less muscular. And though I don’t find him particularly attractive, most of the girls are terrified of my mate because they still don’t know why he wears a mask over his face most of the time, so I have no place to judge. 
 
    “I don’t know about you guys, but personally, I’m terrified about what Dolan’s going to do.” Layla’s dark eyes drift over to the sack. “Please, if you guys heard he placed an order for something unseemly, can you let me know? I’m afraid of Dolan’s idea of a gift.” 
 
    Blythe and I share a look and shake our heads. 
 
    “Sorry, babe,” Blythe says. “Even if something was ordered, Korben didn’t say anything to me about it.” 
 
    “And Azan didn’t say anything to me,” I tack on. 
 
    “Damn.” Layla frowns. I know she’s worried about Dolan’s never-ending advances, and he probably does see Christmas as a chance for a grand gesture. And while Layla says she’s not interested, she likes the attention. And Azan’s little brother isn’t that bad. He’s just not Azan. And he doesn’t exactly have the same mannerisms as his brother. Dolan thinks Layla is cute for a human, so he expects her to be gracious and want to Choose him. But it’s not that simple. Not anymore. The Sidyths here believe in consent, and Layla isn’t ready to throw in the towel. 
 
    Plus, she still has a crush on the human-looking one – Exer. 
 
    And Exer has a crush on Sloane. 
 
    This little love triangle is going to split apart at some point, and I’m terrified for the future. 
 
    But for now, I only want to think about our Christmas celebration. 
 
    “You should be happy you’re going to get something,” Celeste says, frowning again. 
 
    “Right? Poor Ellis,” Blythe chimes in, probably not having the slightest clue about Celeste and Glykoran’s building friendship. “Ellis has been after Hujun for months, but he refuses to see her as anything more than an assignment. I swear to God, I’m going to talk to Korben. At first, I didn’t mind, but this is getting fucking ridiculous.” 
 
    I feel bad, noticing Celeste’s frown deepening, but Blythe’s also brought up a good point. 
 
    “Can you talk to Korben about it?” I ask. “I mean, I don’t think anyone’s going to rape her if he’s not next to her. And poor Ellis.” 
 
    “Yeah, poor Ellis,” Layla shakes her head. 
 
    Celeste remains silent, going to stand. “I have to pee. I’m going back to the Gathering Room, too.” 
 
    “Okay…” Layla trails off, expecting her to say something else, but there’s only silence when Celeste flees the room. “Well, that was weird. Whatever, Celeste’s been in a cranky mood lately.” 
 
    “Does she not like Christmas?” Blythe asks. 
 
    “No, Blythe,” I say, growing slightly annoyed. “It’s not about Christmas.” 
 
    “That’s good. I swear, I can’t deal with another bitch. Lacey’s annoying enough.” 
 
    “Right?” Layla giggles. “Like seriously, what’s wrong with that bitch? She’s the sourest bitch I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Bitch,” I say, making fun of Layla’s choice of words. 
 
    “Shut up.” Layla goes to grab a pillow to throw at me, but they’re all bunched behind Blythe’s back. She pouts. “But York’s right, Blythe. She’s not upset about Christmas. Everyone’s looking forward to it. Even me, despite my worries about what the hell Dolan thinks an appropriate gift is.” 
 
    “Have you talked to him about it?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m kind of afraid to. He talked to his brother – your man – and thinks packages are dicks and he can put his in leaves or something.” 
 
    “A dick in a box? Seriously? Why doesn’t he understand what I’m saying? It’s like when he hears the word ‘package,’ he thinks its time to display the goods. And don’t get me wrong! I don’t mind, but I don’t want a dick in a box for Christmas this year. Even if my man does have the best one on Hethdiss.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure.” Blythe waggles her eyebrows. “Ain’t no dick like a royal dick.” 
 
    “Ugh! You guys are so lucky.” Layla throws back her head and lands in Blythe’s lap, staring at her. “What I wouldn’t give for some alien action.” 
 
    “And you’re really not interested in Dolan?” Blythe asks. 
 
    “Not with the way he’s acting. Don’t get me wrong, he’s fine, even for an alien, but he’s so annoying. Just once I’d like him to stop acting like I should be getting all wet because he’s flirting with me. It’s dumb.” 
 
    I snicker. Oh, Dolan. Sounds like he needs to have another talk with his brother. 
 
    The three of us continue laughing and making fun of each other for a little while longer, and no one is exactly surprised when Celeste doesn’t come back. Maybe she went to find Glykoran. Hell, maybe she went to find Ellis. I don’t even know. But even as the hours lull on, I can’t stop staring at that package. 
 
    Thankfully, Korben pokes his head into the private lair. 
 
    “Delivery for me, yes?” 
 
    “Christmas gram,” I tease. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” I roll my eyes. “Do you at least mind taking out any surprises before I ransack it?” 
 
    “Surprises?” 
 
    “Gifts, babe,” Blythe explains. “Did you and Azan have any gifts delivered?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    “Yes…” Blythe sucks in a sigh between her teeth before smiling. “I’m asking you to take those out so York, Layla and I can go through the rest of the Christmas supplies.” 
 
    Finally, Korben’s face lights up and he plucks the bag out of the room. There are rustling and few low voices beyond the blanket covering the opening of Korben’s lair, but he’s back again, dropping a much saggier looking sack next to my chair. 
 
    “The surprises have been removed.” Oh, Korben. He sounds so fucking proud of himself, and Blythe looks like she’s about to die of embarrassment. I can only imagine what it would be like to be a fly on a wall in their room for a few hours. “Am I to assume most of the celebration will take place in the Gathering Room?” 
 
    “Oh, I was thinking outside,” I say. 
 
    Korben shakes his head. “I am afraid that will not work. Glykoran thinks the rain will continue steadily for at least, what you humans say, another three weeks. There may be a day break or two, but nothing consistent. And I would hate to have the event rained out because we did not plan accordingly.” 
 
    I frown, but let it go. I would seriously be pissed if I spent all day getting ready for a Christmas celebration outside, only to have it rained out. And as much as I love the rain, not so much when I’m trying to decorate a Christmas tree. 
 
    “Fair enough. We can set everything up in the Gathering Room. It’ll be nice.” 
 
    “Maybe Exer and I can pick a tree,” Layla says. “Though I’ll have to ask Sloane to come. Exer’s so shy when he’s by himself with a woman.” She snickers, though there’s an uncomfortable silence that falls between all of us – including Korben – who looks like he wants to leave altogether. 
 
    “The trees beyond the first triss are nice,” he says awkwardly. “And I know Azan and myself are going to the lagoon to pick up supplies.” He narrows his eyes at me. “You should speak to your mate about any further items you would like us to look for. I know he is hoping for lights of some sort, though I do not understand why. The sun rayers provide all the light and heat we could ever need – even on Hethdiss.” 
 
    I arch an eyebrow but remember Korben’s trying. It must be so hard to go from being a prince on a planet where women are treated like garbage – to collecting goods from lagoons to create confusing holidays for a species usually viewed as pets or playthings. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Azan again tonight,” I promise. 
 
    He bows once, and starts to leave, but decides against it, stalking into the room and dropping a kiss on Blythe’s forehead. Layla squeals about how cute it is, but I merely roll my eyes. Now that I have access to the Christmas supplies, I can hardly wait to get started. There is nothing more exciting about Christmas than the buildup. Finding the perfect tree. Watching the perfect movies. Brewing the perfect cup of candy cane coffee. Stringing up the lights and burning expensive pine scented candles. 
 
    Unable to hold my excitement any longer, once Korben is gone, I quickly stand and start to raid the sack of goodies. 
 
    My face lights up. 
 
    Oh man. This is better than anything I imagined. Well done, Prince Korben. 
 
    “You going to be okay, girl?” Layla asks, snickering when she kneels next to me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, closing the sack and standing. “Come on, let’s go to the Gathering Room.” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “Right now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For the first time since Azan invited me to live in his private lair, I don’t want to leave the Gathering Room. Honestly, I would be more than happy spending the night here, even if that means having to endure Renee and Devyn’s intense work out routines and Lacey’s glower power. Nothing can put me in a bad mood lately, not only because Chentan just checked my stomach and said the baby and I are doing great, but because the Gathering Room looks like Christmas – a holiday I haven’t been able to enjoy since becoming a Human Whore. 
 
    And though it’s not exactly like the Christmases I remember, with crystals and white lights – it’s special because we all created it together. The palm-like tree in the corner, only this one has light green leaves instead of purple ones, strung up with shards of broken sun rayers to create a lighting effect. Even a few gifts wrapped sloppily with thick leaves. Whoever made the trip to the Black Market obviously did some research about human customs because there’s a candle – an honest to God candle – burning in the back of the room on top of a blanketed rock. It smells like suntan lotion, but I don’t care. It’s a candle. Something from home. And that’s incredible. 
 
    Even the Sidyths are becoming more and more interested in what we’re up to, even the humanoid looking one who hates being around crowds sticks around for longer periods of time. Maybe it’s a good thing because Exer spends most of his time hovering around Sloane, and Layla’s getting the hint that he’s not now, or ever will be, interested in her. It’s heartbreaking, but better now than several months from now. 
 
    But there is something that’s bothering me. Through all the cheer and celebration, the smell of cheap coconuts, broken sun rayers, and promises of human-like food, none of them seem to have an effect on Ellis. Honestly, she’s almost as pissy as Lacey these past few days, choosing only to spend her time close to Hujun’s side. And he seems to be more watchful of her than ever, even going as far as escorting her to the drinking area. 
 
    Something’s happened, and I don’t have the slightest idea what. 
 
    It couldn’t be rejection, right? If Hujun’s rejected her advances again, Ellis wouldn’t cling to him more, would she? Hujun wouldn’t spend more time watching over her, would he? Is he so cruel? Through all of the smiles and bustling, I still can’t put my finger on what’s happened, and though I’ve asked Blythe several times to talk to Korben, I don’t know if either of them has followed on that promise. If anything, things look more dangerous for Ellis’ feelings. 
 
    I can’t wait anymore. I’m going to approach Hujun myself. 
 
    Once things settle for the evening and only a few girls and Sidyths remain in the Gathering Room, I see Azan coming to get me for the evening. And as much as I have sex on the brain, I have to remember not everyone is enjoying themselves as much as me. Ellis is still huddled close to Hujun, but when she says she’s thirsty, I see an opening and decide to take it before I lose my nerve. 
 
    “Azan can walk you down,” I say loudly enough for the two of them to hear. 
 
    Ellis freezes. “Oh… uh… no. That’s okay. You guys go. I’m sure you have things to do.” 
 
    I have a man to do, but I don’t tell Ellis that. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. I need to talk to Hujun about something.” 
 
    Her eyes widen, looking straight at Hujun who looks almost as shocked as Azan. “You do?” she squeaks. “What about?” 
 
    “Christmas stuff.” The lie flows easily from my lips, and though Azan and Hujun both look like they want to argue about this, I narrow my eyes at Azan. He knows he doesn’t have a choice. And though he doesn’t have the slightest idea what I’m up to, he knows he better damn well not make his pregnant mate cranky. 
 
    “I have found it best not to mess with York’s Christmas.” Azan nods once at me with a smile no one else can see behind his mask, but I know is there simply by the way his eyes crinkle in the corner. He stands next to Ellis but makes no move to touch her and for some reason Ellis seems to relax at this. 
 
    “You will be alright,” Hujun rumbles to her. “I will be right here with Azan’s Chosen.” 
 
    “I know it’s not a big deal…” Ellis’ voice sounds strained, but she doesn’t say anything else before walking down the hall with my man. Ellis and Azan look strange standing next to each other, but not nearly as odd as she does with Hujun. And once they’re out of listening range, his posture changes; puffing up as though trying to intimidate me. 
 
    “What do you want?” he hisses. It’s not a cruel hiss, but an intimidating sound nonetheless. My stomach drops to my toes, despite every voice screaming in my head. This Sidyth will not hurt me simply because I am not his mate. “I should not leave Ellis’ side at this time.” 
 
    “Why?” I snap, finding an opening that I’m going to quickly fill. “Did something happen to her? Did you do something to her?” 
 
    “Yes. And no.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes. “Something happened to her?” 
 
    “Yes.” He says no more. Offers no further explanation. 
 
    “Did you do something to her?” 
 
    “I answered that already. My answer is the same. My answer is no.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” I snap. “She’s been off for days. Not her cheery, usual self. And I’m willing to bet you did have something to do with it.” 
 
    He stiffens. “You think I am to blame for Ellis’ change in behavior?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Did she say I am to blame?” He leans over me slightly, reminding me that though I am treated well by Azan, I am not a Sidyth. I’m human, and that means I’m almost two feet shorter than most of the inhabitants on Hethdiss. “Has she said anything at all about what’s happened to her?” 
 
    “Well, no.” I frown. “She hasn’t spoken to anyone.” 
 
    “Because I have been by her side. Me. She thought she could turn to no one else but me. If she needed nosy humans in her business, she would have said something. But she did not. She is with me because she trusts me.” 
 
    “Why does she trust you?” 
 
    “Because I will not hurt her.” 
 
    “Are you saying someone did?” I scoff, but Hujun stiffens again, and my eyes widen. “Wait, are you telling me someone did hurt her? Someone hurt Ellis?” 
 
    “They did not succeed.” 
 
    I can’t even imagine it. “But you’re always by her side.” 
 
    “The threat has already been taken care of.” 
 
    “Is it someone here.” 
 
    He frowns. “No.” 
 
    This makes me frown. “Hujun, I don’t get it. You’re always with her. There wouldn’t have been time for someone to hurt her.” 
 
    “Apparently, I was not by her side enough.” His voice lowers, as though in pain. As though he knows he’s failed her. 
 
    “What happened?” I ask quietly. 
 
    “It is not my place to tell you. Or anyone.” He shakes his head. “Ellis asked me not to tell anyone.” 
 
    The tides have changed so much since I confronted Hujun that I’m not sure which direction to follow. Something happened to Ellis. Someone hurt her. And Hujun is obviously is trying to help her through it. I want to keep pushing him, demanding him to tell me who the fuck has the nerve to put their hands on Ellis, but my mouth feels like sandpaper. It doesn’t have the courage to keep pushing – not when something as huge and hideous as Hujun looks like a child who has disappointed his mom for the first time. 
 
    That’s why he’s been closer to her than ever. 
 
    That’s why Ellis stays by his side. 
 
    Something’s happened. 
 
    And Ellis doesn’t feel like she can talk to any of us about it. 
 
    “You must not push Ellis.” The frown on his ugly face deepens. “I do believe she will speak, but it is going to take her time. She knows how important this time is for the other women. She does not want to ruin the mood.” He closes his eyes as though it pains him, and slowly opens them back up. “I have already said too much. You must promise you will not share this conversation with Ellis or any of the other women.” His sharp, yellow eyes lock on mine. “I believe Ellis is strong – stronger than any of your others. That is why she does not anything yet. She wants others to be happy before herself. I ask you, York.” My name sounds funny in his foreign tongue. “Please give her time to speak to you about what has transpired. Do not push her.” 
 
    “I… I won’t.” I’m shocked to shit, all but stumbling back a few feet to separate myself from the York who accused Hujun of doing something unsavory to Ellis. Why did I automatically think it was him? There are so many other Sidyths here who have been pushy with Ellis, and Hujun has been nothing but kind – if not a bit confusing. “I’m… please know I’m sorry. For accusing you—” 
 
    “I do not require your apologies,” he says curtly before clearing his throat. “Ellis and your mate have returned. Remember, not a word until she is ready.” 
 
    I nod before turning, and Ellis is all but sprinting to be close to Hujun again. He opens his arms and she settles against his massive frame, but the touch is so soft, it doesn’t seem to go with Hujun’s enormous frame. They shouldn’t look so good together. Broken, tiny Ellis, and gigantic, ugly Hujun. But right now, at this moment, illuminated softly by the glow from in the Gathering Room, they look perfect. 
 
    I swallow hard and turn my chin towards Azan. 
 
    “Ready to go back to our room?” He beams, still loving how much that it’s no longer just his lair. It’s ours. A space we share. 
 
    And though I want to approach Ellis, demand to know who’s touched her and made her so frightened, one glance at Hujun lets me know now isn’t the time. For the time being, Ellis needs to be with him. Despite his appearance. Despite being an alien. She depends on him like he’s the oxygen she needs to stay alive. And I don’t want to ruin that by butting in where I don’t belong. Hujun is right. Ellis is strong. And when she’s ready to talk, she will. And I’m willing to bet she’s going to talk to Layla or me. It shouldn’t matter who she talks to first. It doesn’t even matter if she never feels comfortable enough telling me what’s happened. 
 
    Someone knows. And he’s doing everything he can to put the shattered pieces of her confidence back together again. 
 
    Azan wraps a thick arm around my shoulders as he leads me away without another word and Ellis doesn’t bother with a goodbye. Does she stay outside of the Gathering Room with him all night? Do they sleep there together since Hujun won’t invite her to his room? 
 
    “How is your Christmas room coming along?” Azan asks. He squeezes me more closely to him and I inhale deeply, trying to focus on the scent of pine and cinnamon that radiates from my alien’s scaled skin. “It looks as though you have made a bit of progress.” 
 
    “We have,” I say, my mind still a million miles away. I’m sure Azan can tell my mind’s drifting and it’s only a matter of time before he asks why. I don’t even know I’ll tell him. What can I tell him? I don’t know anything, so there’s nothing to share. “The tree you picked at the lagoon looks amazing, you know. I don’t know if I told you that.” 
 
    “You’ve told me many times.” Azan smiles. “But I love hearing it every single time.” 
 
    I swallow. “Azan, seriously. Why are you so fucking amazing?” 
 
    “I’m not,” he admits. “Not in general, but for you—” 
 
    “What if anything ever happened to me or…” I trail off, not even sure where I’m going with this, but Azan jerks to a halt. 
 
    “Happened to you?” 
 
    “Nothing’s happened.” 
 
    “You are mine. No one should do anything to you.” 
 
    “No one’s done anything!” I try to smile, but Azan’s clearly grown hysterical. “It was only hypothetical—” 
 
    “Has someone touched you? While outside has someone found—” 
 
    “No!” I yelp, trying to get him moving again, but my alien is almost four hundred pounds of solid muscle, so that’s not happening. “I was just wondering…” 
 
    “Wondering if I would kill someone for touching you without consent?” 
 
    “That’s a hell of a conclusion, Azan.” I want to laugh, but the heaviness in the air is too much to bring a smile to my voice. “But would you?” 
 
    “You are my Chosen. I’ll kill anyone who hurts you. Brother or not, blood Brother or not. My prince or not, you are my first, York. My only.” He leans in and presses his full lips against mine, kissing me deeply and swiping his scaled tongue across mine. A moan escapes as I wrap my arms around his neck, enjoying how lucky I am to have found this incredible man before me. 
 
    “I’ll need a little reminder about that,” I say between kisses. 
 
    “Are you sure you would not rather speak on what is bothering you?” He frowns. “The reason why you needed to speak to my brother in private?” 
 
    I pull away slightly. “Maybe I wanted you to take time to get to know Ellis.” 
 
    He cocks a thick eyebrow, not believing me for a moment, and I slump. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll admit I needed to talk to Hujun about something, but it’s over now.” And that’s the truth. Sort of. It is over until Ellis decides to talk to me, or anyone else about it. Whatever it is. 
 
    Azan still looks doubtful, but thankfully he eventually shrugs and continues the way back to our lair. 
 
    “I will consider letting this go one of your Christmas packages,” he says quietly, pulling the curtain aside. “Did I say it right this time?” 
 
    I flush. God, I love him so much. 
 
    “You said it perfectly.” I press my hand against his chest and gently shove him back towards the bed. “And thank you.” 
 
    His eyes light up as I crawl on top of him. “Does this mean I’m getting a gift now as well?” 
 
    “You’re getting better with the sexy Christmas puns.” I lower my lips to his ear, dropping my voice to a whisper. “But your package in my box is more like another gift for me.” I snicker to myself as Azan cocks his head in confusion. 
 
    “We’re going to have sex. Now.” I purr, leaving no room for miscommunication. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    York 
 
      
 
    “Did something happen to Ellis?” 
 
    I snap my attention towards Blythe. We’re in the Gathering Room again, but Blythe needed to take a break because of some Braxton Hicks contractions. At least I hope that’s all they are. She doesn’t look too comfortable, and as much as I want to help the other girls wrap makeshift presents in leaves, Blythe’s pregnant and apparently that means I’m the most responsible for her other than Korben, of course. 
 
    “What… what do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    As if to prove her point, she juts her chin towards the opening. And it’s empty. Hujun and Ellis, who have become permanent fixtures there, are nowhere to be found.  
 
    “Did Hujun finally admit his feelings?” Blythe’s face lights up. Poor girl. She’s planning to live vicariously through other people’s sex lives until she gives birth. “Maybe he’s finally taken her back to his room.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I say slowly. 
 
    “Why not?” She pouts. “They’ve been spending a lot of time together lately. Maybe Hujun finally realized how lucky he is to have her.” 
 
    “He does know that, Blythe.” I lower my voice when a few girls not-so-casually step closer. I’m sure they want to know what’s going on with Ellis too, but I still can’t get Hujun’s warning out from my head. Something happened to her. And Ellis will talk about it eventually. There’s no reason to spread lies and rumors. “They’re building a friendship right now. You know, something most people create before mating?” 
 
    She frowns, assuming I’m trying to offend her. But pregnant or not, Blythe is the last person who needs verbal comfort. Compared to most of us here, other than morning sickness, Blythe has it made in the shade. In fact, she’s the only girl who’s truly safe because her mate is the prince with access to all his money. 
 
    “Whatever. So what’s the deal with Celeste and Glykoran, then?” 
 
    “Seriously?” I frown. 
 
    “Yeah. What are they planning to make for the Christmas celebration?” 
 
    Oh shit. Yeah. That. “Celeste said Glykoran told her that not a lot of animals live on this part of the planet. Further south? And further north? There are a few species that would work as a turkey, but the game here is pretty tiny. Plus, you know these guys don’t care for meat. Enormous fangs or not.” 
 
    “No Christmas ham, I guess?” 
 
    “You would be correct, Blythe.” 
 
    “What about Christmas cookies?” She sighs deeply. “I don’t know if it’s because I’m pregnant, or I’m missing home for the first time in forever, but I would kill a man for a chocolate chip cookie.” 
 
    My eyes light up at this. “There is something similar to cocoa here. Celeste mentioned that.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s not the chocolate we’re used to, but it’s something. Celeste says she and Glykoran are going to mess around with the recipe for a few days. You’re not alone in wanting Christmas cookies.” 
 
    “And… Did Celeste say this all to you? Directly?” Blythe looks a little hurt. But she can’t be upset with Celeste for not wanting to talk to her. The two of them have a sorted past – in that Blythe was high rolling at one assignment and Celeste was hung from the ceiling by her hair, naked, for days simply so aliens could look at her body and touch her openly. And Blythe did nothing. She didn’t even talk to her or check to see how she was doing. 
 
    I shrug, reminding Blythe of all of this with one look. 
 
    “All you have to do is talk to her.” 
 
    “I’ve already said sorry.” Blythe’s lower lip pops out. “What else does she want from me?” 
 
    “Like I said, talk to her.” 
 
    “And say what?” 
 
    “Talk about cookies.” 
 
    “Cookies?” Her frown deepens. “What the hell is talking about cookies going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Blythe, but your sorry plan doesn’t seem to be working any better. Either talk to the damn girl about cookies or accept the fact that she doesn’t like you. Why do you care so much anyway? You’re good to go. You nabbed the prince. You’re carrying what is going to be considered royal offspring. What do you care if Celeste still resents you for the shit you pulled a few years ago?” 
 
    She blushes. Her cheeks deepen to a dark red and she nibbles on her lower lip. I’m not even sure what part of my statement offended her more. Honestly, I don’t even care. I stand and fix my top. 
 
    “I should go back and help the others. This whole Christmas celebration thing was my idea and I’m not supposed to be taking breaks.” 
 
    “You’re pregnant too, you know. No one’s going to be mad if you take it easy.” 
 
    I frown. Now I know I’ve had enough for now. 
 
    “I’d be upset.” I turn away from Blythe and all but jog towards the others. She’s struggling to stand again, but I don’t stay behind to help. I know Blythe’s miserable, so I’ll give her a free pass, but I’m not going to lounge around and let others do the work. 
 
    “What happened now?” Layla asks as soon as I’m standing next to the Christmas palm tree. “More contractions?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I smile. I don’t feel like talking shit on Blythe right now. She’s going through her own battles just like the rest of us. “Her pregnancy is a little more difficult than mine.” 
 
    “I’ll say. You’re handling yours like a fucking boss.” Layla smiles widely as Sloane saunters up to us, clutching a sloppily wrapped shape in purple leaves. 
 
    “I’m not good at this,” she mutters. “York, didn’t you say there was some special way to wrap gifts with leaves?” 
 
    “The better question is, who’s the gift for?” I snicker at the petite redhead. Has she finally realized Exer has a thing for her? That would be good and bad. Good for Exer and Sloane – bad for Layla. 
 
    “It’s for one of the girls.” Sloane lowers her voice to a whisper. “It’s for Lacey. Kind of like a peace offering. To make her feel better.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes. “You found a gift for Lacey? You know she hates all of us, right?” 
 
    Sloane shakes her head. “No, she doesn’t! She doesn’t like this assignment.” 
 
    “She’s a Human Whore like the rest of us,” Layla grumbles. “I didn’t know we could be picky.” 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Sloane promises, not saying anything else about Lacey’s supposed feelings. “And it’s not even that special of a gift, but she’ll appreciate not being left out of everything.” 
 
    “Whose fault is that?” I ask. 
 
    Sloane shrugs. “I wanted to give her something.” She holds up the collection of poorly looped leaves. “Seriously, York? Can you help me with this or not?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. Got to love Sloane. She’s not the smartest, but she’s one of the nicest. It’s probably one of the reasons Exer is so interested in her despite having the reputation of being a loaner. I smile and take her elbow. 
 
    “Come on,” I say in a low voice. “Lacey’s on the other side of the room so it’ll be easier to keep it hidden from her over there.” 
 
    “Thanks, York,” she chirps. 
 
    Despite the heat from the sun rayers, it’s really starting to feel like Christmas in the Gathering Room. For the rest of the evening, all the girls continue to work, and though I feel bad that Blythe’s left and Celeste and Ellis are still nowhere to be found, most of the girls remain. Even Renee and Devyn help out. Even Arizona and Alaska can’t hide their excitement about sharing a little Christmas cheer with one another, bragging about the gifts they found for each other with their mates. 
 
    I can’t remember the last time I was this happy while on assignment. 
 
    “Oh gosh,” Sloane whispers, eyes widening towards the doorway. 
 
    I lift my head. “What?” 
 
    “He’s here today.” 
 
    I follow Sloane’s excited look and sure enough, Exer’s standing in the doorway. He couldn’t make it more obvious he has no intention of stepping inside, but he also makes it obvious what he’s looking for. His eyes land on Sloane, and a small smile quirks on his lips. 
 
    Another moment passes before Layla’s standing next to him. Sloane wilts. 
 
    “Do you like him?” I ask, feeling strange for asking, but wanting to know. For weeks Exer has been interested in Sloane, but she’s kind of brushed the whole thing off. Is Layla’s pursuing him finally grating on her? 
 
    “We’re friends.” Sloane tightens the wrapping on another gift. It’s odd how quickly she figured out how to make leaves look like legit wrapping paper with only a few lessons. Sloane isn’t brilliant, but she seems to be a quick study. “They’re friends, too. We’re all friends.” 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Phoebe squeaks, surprising both Sloane and me. I didn’t know she had the slightest idea what was going on with our little love triangle, but Phoebe’s also proving to be a quick study. “Layla likes him.” 
 
    Sloane’s shoulders bunch together. “Yes, well. That’s fine.” 
 
    “Do you like him too?” Phoebe tries. 
 
    “I like everyone,” Sloane says. “I like it here. I like this assignment. It’s fun.” 
 
    My heart pulls for her. It’s obvious she has a thing for Exer, but there’s no way she’s going to ruin things for Layla. I don’t know why everyone can’t talk about it. Dolan’s not terrible, but there’s no way Sloane’s going to say, take the pushy know-it-all and I’ll take the sexy loner. 
 
    “Are you getting him a gift?” I try, hoping this will give Sloane the push she needs. “I’m getting Azan a few things. Blythe’s—” 
 
    “Exer’s not my mate,” Sloane interrupts. “It wouldn’t be appropriate.” 
 
    “But you’re friends,” Phoebe tacks on. “I got something for Iriel.” 
 
    “Eww… seriously?” I can’t help but blurt. But seriously? Iriel? Phoebe’s only eighteen, but Iriel seems more like he’s coasting towards thirty, at least as far as aliens can age. Not to mention he’s pushy like Dolan, grumpy, and rude. 
 
    “I like him,” Phoebe says. “He’s nice to me.” 
 
    Well, I guess that’s that. Letting that go for now, my attention drifts back to Sloane who’s watching Layla and Exer talk quietly in the opening where Ellis and Hujun are usually stationed. It’s an odd change, but not in a weird way. From a distance, Exer almost looks human. His hair is several shades darker than most of the Sidyths here, and his skin almost looks tan. He has next to no scales on his chest or face. Most of them are on his back, so from the front? Damn, he just looks like a seven-foot-tall model. 
 
    My heart aches for Sloane. I don’t know why she doesn’t tell Layla to back off. I see the heated looks Exer keeps sending her way. He may be friends with Layla, but it’s obvious who he wants to have sex with. 
 
    More time passes with lazy conversation, but Sloane never leaves her spot next to me. Eventually, Exer grows bored and pats Layla on the head before leaving the room. Still no sign of Ellis or Hujun. Blythe’s probably pouting in her room. What-the-fuck-ever. 
 
    “Should I get him a gift?” Layla asks, taking a seat in our growing circle. 
 
    “Who?” Phoebe asks, eying Sloane. 
 
    “Who? Did you not see who I was talking to? Exer! What do you think he would he like?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Phoebe asks, elbowing Sloane. “What do you think Exer wants for Christmas, Sloane?” 
 
    Her pale skin flushes. “How would I know what Exer wants?” 
 
    “You have a better idea than anyone.” 
 
    Layla’s eyes narrow. “Okay… anyway. I know there are some stalks here that function like pencils. Maybe I should draw him a picture on a rock or something? Embrace the whole cavewoman thing.” She snickers. “Hey! Why don’t we all work on making something for the Sidyths?” 
 
    “What?” Phoebe asks. “Like a craft session? My mom used to do those.” 
 
    “Craft session?” Layla’s eyes light up with interest. “You mean like…” 
 
    Phoebe rolls her eyes. “My mom was a stay-at-home, so she was always looking for ways to keep herself entertained. Craft sessions are when a bunch of moms either went to someone’s house or a pottery place downtown and made crafts for their husband’s. I don’t even think half of them gave the damn things to their husband’s, but it was a way to pass the time when we were at school. Mom made me an ashtray once.” 
 
    “An ashtray?” I can’t help but smirk, the wholesome image of Phoebe’s mom making crafts shattered. 
 
    “She wasn’t good with pottery at the time.” Phoebe shrugs. “But it was fun! And there are lots of things here we could learn to work with. We could find materials and make bowls and cups and stuff.” 
 
    “All of that stuff can be ordered in,” I say. “Blythe only has to ask Korben—” 
 
    “And what happens when Korben says no one day?” Phoebe asks quietly. “What if all the Sidyths go back and we’re stuck here? What happens then?” 
 
    The small group falls silent. It’s a legitimate concern, so of course no one wants to think about it. But Phoebe isn’t afraid to voice it and now that she’s dropped the verbal bomb, we’re forced to consider it. 
 
    “It would be kind of fun to explore this place,” Layla admits. “Beyond the lair or the open field.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re not all York, heading out to a privacy cave for pleasure,” Phoebe teases. 
 
    This time, I’m the one who blushes. 
 
    “Shut up,” I grumble, annoyed I’ve been thrown off my game. Phoebe only laughs. Damn, Arizona really has brought her back to life. In fact, she’s acting like Arizona. Thankfully, Azan provides the perfect distraction. I start to stand, but Phoebe beats me to it. 
 
    “Hey!” she calls, jogging to Azan without a care in the world. His eyes widen. Damn, he almost looks afraid of the tiny blond coming towards him. “It’s not raining too hard right now, right?” 
 
    Azan, wearing his mask, doesn’t say anything, but his eyes lift and find me immediately. As quickly as I can waddle over, I’m close to his side. 
 
    “Some of the girls want to go beyond the fields,” I say. 
 
    “It is late,” Azan says shortly. 
 
    “Tomorrow?” Phoebe tries. “Please? The girls want to make gifts for the guys for Christmas. It’s all part of the celebration. Right, York? This would make you happy too, right? Making a gift for your man?” 
 
    I’m still in shock with Phoebe’s behavior. And Azan’s watching me. He knows how much Christmas means to me. And though I know there’s no way he’ll let me get too far from the lair, there’s a chance he’ll take some of us outside because he knows how much it’ll mean to me. I almost feel bad that he’s so easy to read. 
 
    “We won’t go far,” I say to Azan. “And it’s only going to be a few of us.” 
 
    “How many?” His chin lifts. 
 
    “Just me,” I say. 
 
    “And me!” Phoebe squeaks. 
 
    “And me.” Layla materializes next to us. “I’m going to make something for Exer and a few of the others.” She looks carefully at Azan. “Maybe something for Dolan.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” Azan rumbles. 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    My eyes widen, and I spin around. Sloane’s standing there with pink cheeks. And though she doesn’t say anything else, I know why she’s going. She’s going to make something for Exer too.  
 
    Game on. 
 
    “Tomorrow then.” Azan doesn’t give any more of the girls a chance to try and come with us. “The morning mists should not be terrible.” 
 
    “Tomorrow then!” Phoebe says. “Sounds like fun!” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” Layla shoots Sloane a strange look. 
 
    She doesn’t answer. 
 
    Oh yeah. Lots of fun. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s almost kind of funny how confident Phoebe has become since a creepy, frog-like Toda struck her. For a while, I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who was worried about her, but she seems to be back to her normal, cheerful, if not slightly over cheerful self. Azan keeps an eye on her, and though it’s a little jarring, I’m sure he has his reasons. Maybe he’s worried she’s going to jump at him like some overexcited kid. Maybe he thinks she’s going to leave the field and make a break for… I’m not even sure. Either way, with me, Phoebe, Layla, Sloane, and Azan, we make an odd-looking group in the open field. 
 
    “What are your plans?” Azan rumbles, taking a seat. He hasn’t bothered to remove his shorts, and I’m kind of happy for that. It’s drizzling, but not pouring and Phoebe is practically bouncing around despite the wet earth soaking her skirt. 
 
    “We’re going to make Christmas gifts!” Phoebe digs her long fingers into the wet earth to gather some mud. “Isn’t this fun?” 
 
    “Seems a bit primitive, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Grouch,” Phoebe says to Azan, winking at me. 
 
    “How exactly is mud going to work as a Christmas gift?” He frowns at Phoebe, who is continuing to work her fingers through the mud, and finally, it dawns on me that she doesn’t have an idea yet. 
 
    “Well…” she trails off, looking a bit puzzled. “We could use the mud to make some cups and mugs… but I don’t have one of those pottery machines.” 
 
    “And you’re just realizing this now?” Layla asks, snickering. I’m sure I know what she’s thinking. That Phoebe, for all her cheer and excitement, isn’t the smartest girl here. She’s young though, and it is fun to be outside, so we kind of let it go by without sarcasm. 
 
    My gaze drips around our surroundings, taking in the massive dark purple palms and light purple haze. There has to be something we can use out here. My eyes land on a frayed piece of bark and I jump to my feet, tugging the piece away before Azan stops me. Seven-foot alien or not, man is damn protective of his woman. 
 
    “Look!” I say, holding out the long strand to him. 
 
    “It is a piece of tala,” he explains. 
 
    “Tala…” I look at Azan as the rest of the girls come to stand beside us. “This tree, it’s called a tala?” 
 
    He nods. “Very strong. What are you planning to do with that strip?” 
 
    I’m not sure, but Sloane takes one end and thumbs it over, obviously thinking hard. I want to crack a joke about how I don’t want her to hurt herself, but I don’t want to be cruel like Alaska and Dakota, despite words dancing in my head. 
 
    “What if we used it as a garland?” Sloane squeaks at last. 
 
    My eyes widen. “A garland?” 
 
    “Yes! We could use smaller strips of this to make loops for ornaments and use the long pieces to either drape around the room, or on the main tree in the Gathering Room!” She beams, looking at Layla. “Pretty cool idea, right?” 
 
    Layla frowns for some reason, even though it might be the most brilliant thing Sloane’s ever said since arriving on Hethdiss. 
 
    “Not bad!” I say before Layla has the chance to voice her grumpiness. “I like it!” I turn towards Azan. “Will it hurt the tree if we rip off a couple pieces of bark?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Talas are strong. It should not be a problem.” He narrows his eyes at the long strip in my hand. “And you are going to use these to make the Christmas lights you enjoy so much?” 
 
    “Well, no, I hadn’t thought of that, but that could work too!” 
 
    “You would need lights, yes?” 
 
    “Yeah!” But I frown slightly. “Not that we’ve thought of anything yet that will work for lights other than shards of broken sun rayers.” 
 
    “Something will come to you,” Azan says simply. “All of you please stick together while I gather some shards of tala. How many would you like?” 
 
    “A bunch of long ones and some short ones to loop ornaments through!” Phoebe smiles at Sloane. “This is such a cool idea. Much better than trying to make pottery. We may be living with aliens, but things aren’t exactly primitive here. Right?” 
 
    “Right.” Sloane nods. “Right, Layla?” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    She doesn’t say anything else but jogs to follow Azan and help him strip some of the talas of their bark. The color is pretty and since Azan is able to rip it so concisely, I can see now why Sloane immediately thought it would work as garland. Having a few of these long strips wrapped around the main Christmas tree along with some pieces in the Gathering Room? It’s going to look downright festive. 
 
    We all continue to work outside after the bark has been stripped, making some of the shards into loops, and locating makeshift ornaments thanks to nut-like shells scattered under a few of the lighter colored palms. Azan watches the scene unfold with obvious interest, but his attention occasionally drifts to our cave and even beyond the hillside. Sloane’s made an interesting garland with thick blades of grass. 
 
    “Hey, Azan?” she asks suddenly. He grunts in response. “Are you guys like snakes?” 
 
    “Snakes?” 
 
    “They’re creatures back home,” she explains. “You know, snakes shed their skins from time to time. I was wondering if you ever shed any of your scales.” 
 
    I blush for some reason and Azan looks fucking scandalized by the question. 
 
    “I have been known to shed scales or lose them from time to time.” 
 
    “Does it hurt?” Sloane asks. 
 
    “It is not unpleasant.” 
 
    “What’s with all the freaking questions, Sloane?” I ask. 
 
    “Oh!” she squeaks. “I guess I didn’t explain. All of the guys have different color scales here, but they’re all so pretty. Like Christmas balls. It would be kind of cool to string them to the bark, wouldn’t it? Think of the light from the sun rayers hitting them. Kind of like Christmas disco balls. That’s all.” 
 
    A silence falls over the group. Brilliant. It’s so fucking brilliant. I chastise myself for not coming up with the idea myself. The most beautiful things about Hethdiss are the inhabitants… especially their scales. And all the while I’ve wanted to melt Azan’s juice into a candle so I can burn it, Sloane’s come up with a good idea. 
 
    Another one. 
 
    She’s on a fucking roll. 
 
    “Great idea!” Phoebe jumps up and runs towards Azan. I half expect him to sprint in another direction or bat her away like an annoying fly. “Azan, could I have some of your scales? Or some from the others? Korben has pretty scales! His are the most like a rainbow. And Hujun’s are the biggest.” 
 
    “Azan has the most,” I say stupidly, not wanting anyone to forget that my man is special too. 
 
    “So he won’t mind losing a few!” Phoebe’s all but squeaking again as she leans closer to Azan and brushes her fingers against a scale on his knuckle. “Do you do anything with them when they fall off? Does it just happen? Can you remove them yourself like a hangnail?” 
 
    “Ahhh…” Azan’s hissing behind his mask and I quickly find my place next to him to get Phoebe to back off. Tiny or not, the girl has no problem getting in his personal space, and Azan is beyond uncomfortable. 
 
    It’s kind of funny, but I’m also kind of possessive. 
 
    “I’m sure we can figure something out, Phoebe. Chill out.” 
 
    “Sorry!” she stumbles back a few feet. “Sloane’s had so many great ideas today! This is going to be the best Christmas ever!” 
 
    Despite everything, it’s hard not to smile at Phoebe’s innocent enthusiasm. She’s right, despite having no snow, no balsam firs, no smoke-scent candles, and no Swarovski crystals, this is slowly shaping up to be one of the most fun Christmases I’ve ever had. It’s hard not to think of the girls around me as a family, and my handsome man is standing by my side, making sure everything is exactly as I want it. 
 
    And as the afternoon settles into the evening, and most of the girls are still working hard before we all have to go inside, Azan leans close, whispering into my ear. 
 
    “Are you happy, my Chosen one?” 
 
    “Yes.” I turn around, smiling before I wrap my arms around his neck. “I wish you weren’t wearing the mask, babe. Makes it kind of difficult to kiss you.” 
 
    “That is something we will have to remedy later,” he hisses lowly into my ear. 
 
    “Oh my God, you two.” Layla frowns. “Chill out. We’re almost done for the day.” 
 
    “Why should they have to chill out?” Phoebe asks. “They’re in love. It’s cute.” 
 
    “It’s nauseating.” 
 
    “You’re just jealous.” Phoebe continues working the last pieces of bark into knotted loops. She doesn’t see Layla’s death glare before she shakes it off, trying to look casual. 
 
    “I’m not jealous,” Layla says. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m sure.” Layla’s dark eyes flicker to Azan and me. “I’m not looking to take York’s man. Uh, no offense, York.” 
 
    “None taken.” I nuzzle closer to Azan as Layla continues to glare in Phoebe’s direction. But she either doesn’t care or doesn’t notice because she continues to work at a leisurely pace. But I can tell Layla’s mind is racing. She’s probably wondering how many of us know about her one-sided crush on Exer. She’s wondering how many people know Exer only has eyes for Sloane, but Sloane is too dumb to notice. I’m suddenly so happy with how easy things are with my man and kiss his neck a few more times, despite his attention locked on the hillside again. 
 
    “It is getting dark,” a new voice rumbles above us, unfamiliar to me at first. 
 
    I lift my head in surprise. 
 
    Exer.  
 
    The rest of the girls lift their heads, but Layla is the first to stand. 
 
    “Didn’t think you’d want to come out here!” 
 
    Exer shakes his head, staring at Sloane who remains sitting in the dirt next to Phoebe. I can tell her cheeks are pink, and her fingers curl nervously around the strip of bark she’s working on. 
 
    “I am simply here to tell you that Korben says the women have been outside for long enough.” He turns his entirely too human-like glance at my man. “We should gather before the sun is gone behind the mountains.” 
 
    “I apologize, Brother. My mate has a way of making me forget the time.” 
 
    “I do not!” I squeak, starting to stand, but it only takes a moment before Exer and Azan are both helping me rise to my feet. 
 
    “Here.” He holds out his hand towards Sloane. “Let me.” 
 
    “I’m okay.” Sloane gathers her creations instead. 
 
    “I could use some help.” Phoebe takes the offered hand instead. “That’s nice of you to come. I figured Hujun or Dolan would be the one who came to bring us back.” 
 
    “I volunteered.” Exer’s talking while still looking carefully at Sloane. “I see this afternoon has proven productive.” 
 
    “Sure was,” Layla says. 
 
    “Sloane?” Exer asks, keeping his eyes on her. “Has this afternoon proven successful?” 
 
    Layla pouts, turning back to the lair. Exer doesn’t seem to mind or even notice for that matter. It’s hard not to feel a little bad for her, but let’s face it. The human-like Sidyth has a thing for Sloane and that’s all there is to it. When she’s around, it’s like no one else exists. His golden-brown eyes are locked on her red hair, and already, he’s stumbling forward to take some of the items out from her hands. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she stammers. “I got it.” 
 
    His eyes narrow momentarily, but eventually, he backs off. “As you request.” He takes some of the bark from Phoebe’s hands instead. “These are interesting. Um, may I ask what these are going to be used for?” 
 
    “It was Sloane’s idea!” Phoebe chirps, falling in line as the rest of us walk back to the lair. Sloane and Layla have already stormed ahead, and Azan’s keeping me close, so poor Exer is left to talk with the over and easily excitable Phoebe. “She started talking about stripping the bark, and then she had this great idea about using scales as ornaments! Isn’t that great?” 
 
    “Sloane came up with these ideas?” Exer rumbles softly. He doesn’t even seem to mind that Phoebe’s mentioned using their skin for Christmas decorations. 
 
    “Yes. She’s so smart, isn’t she?” 
 
    “She’s brilliant, yes. In the most unconventional of ways.” 
 
    “I agree.” Phoebe beams, and finally, there’s a silence lasting all the way back to the lair. 
 
    Ellis and Hujun aren’t at the opening which is still a jarring sight, but no one comments on it. Layla and Sloane are both out of sight and Exer had all but dumped the bark back into Phoebe’s arms now that we’re inside again. He says nothing else but walks away and it doesn’t take a genius to know where he’s headed. 
 
    That night, I’m so happy to be back in my man’s arms. I don’t want to go to the Gathering Room tonight, despite how much I love the glow of the makeshift lighting. I’ve spent plenty of time in there and with the girls, and I know I’ll spend even more time with them tomorrow. 
 
    Tonight? My ankles and feet are swollen, my stomach’s grumpy and my eyes are droopy. I snuggle next to Azan in bed, wishing we had a TV or something to watch, but I can’t complain too much because the longer I relax, the readier I feel for another type of entertainment. 
 
    Azan leans closer, no longer wearing his mask and presses his full lips against mine, groaning softly into my mouth. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting to do that all day.” His voice is low. “The other women… they are noisy. Complicated.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m silent and simple?” I tease between kisses. 
 
    “I would never say anything that isn’t complimentary about my mate.” Azan lowers his mouth, kissing my neck and my collarbone. I shiver with each gentle kiss. Will I ever get sick of our verbal teasing with physical intimacy? It’s a brilliant combination. Just one of the many reasons why I love him so much. Which is why I want more of the others to have what we’ve already found. Ellis and Hujun could have this so easily. Exer and Sloane. Whoever Phoebe’s pining away for. Ugh, I think she said something about grumpy-ass Iriel. 
 
    “How are you doing tonight?” Azan rumbles. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “And our baby?” 
 
    “You already know the answer.” I smile as sexily as I can manage, and it does the trick. Azan’s rolled me onto my side and pressed his enormous cock against my swollen belly. “Someone’s excited tonight.” 
 
    “It is difficult to spend a day with you, and not be able to touch you like this. The other women, they watch me so closely. They fear I’m going to hurt you – one way or another.” 
 
    I frown. “They don’t think that, babe. They’re jealous.” 
 
    “Jealous.” His tone sounds honestly shocked as he wraps a thick arm around my waist and pulls me closer to him. “What could they be jealous of?” 
 
    “How much you love me. How much I love you.” 
 
    His eyes soften. His cock twitches against my stomach. Azan isn’t exactly great at hiding his feelings, and I’m still shocked he gets like this whenever we talk about how I feel about him. Doesn’t he get it? Is me carrying his child not enough for him to understand how much I love him and want to be with him always? Does he not see the others looking at us and all but moaning for what we’ve found in each other? 
 
    “I do love you, York. I am beyond lucky to have you here in my arms, carrying my sprog.” 
 
    “And I’m just as lucky, you idiot.” I kiss him deeply. “And I’d feel a lot luckier if you’d… ahem… let me help you relieve that.” As though to prove my point, I thrust my stomach a few times against his swelling length. A drop of pre-cum settles into my bellybutton, but I don’t mind. The scent of sage and pine is already perfuming the air. 
 
    He doesn’t get it. He never will. Azan will never truly understand how much I love him and how happy I am with him. How happy I want to make him. 
 
    My hand lowers, gripping Azan’s cock, lazily stroking it a few times. 
 
    Azan hisses. He groans and fists my hair. 
 
    He may never understand how much I want him. And that’s fine. I have no problem working to get there. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Blythe 
 
      
 
    I don’t want to be a bitch. 
 
    An ungrateful bitch who’s always moaning and groaning that no one likes her, so she’ll go eat worms. I don’t want to be the type of pregnant chick who’s always feeling sorry for herself and like there isn’t anyone on the entire planet who wants to be friends with me other than my mate. 
 
    But that’s how I feel lately. 
 
    Since York started this whole Christmas celebration idea, I’m left out more than ever. And it’s not because people aren’t trying. The girls are trying to be friends with me, but I’m so flipping tired all the time. I’m exhausted, sick and already tired of being pregnant. And I’m barely into the second trimester. Chentan promises my time being pregnant with an alien baby will be the same as if it were human, but it feels so much longer. 
 
    I’m so grateful to have Korben. 
 
    Without him, I don’t know what I’d do. 
 
    I open my eyes, only a few days before the planned Christmas celebration, and am greeted with a sneak peek thanks to my amazing mate, and former prince. 
 
    “Good morning, My Chosen,” he rumbles. “I hope you don’t mind, but I am giving you some of your gifts early.” 
 
    “Ahh, the royal treatment,” I say in a teasing voice, sitting up in bed and rubbing my stomach. Today’s not going to be a good day for the little sprog, I can already tell by the excruciating pain in my back, but I put on a smile just the same knowing Korben’s done something so amazing for me. Something that he doesn’t even understand. 
 
    The girls like to say Azan is a perfect mate for York. 
 
    Well, I like to think my mate is the perfect one. 
 
    I rub my eyes a few times, finding a few wrapped gifts in my lap, and after safely making sure Korben’s not near one, reminding me of fears of York’s dreaded dick-in-a-box, I grin at my mate. 
 
    “Are these all for me?” 
 
    Korben’s smile is infectious. “All the women are going to receive a gift, but of course my mate should be the most spoiled. She is carrying my child.” His eyes grow hooded. “She is mine.” 
 
    A blush crosses my already tanned cheeks, and I all but hug the gifts to my ever-growing chest. 
 
    Never in a million years had I thought a Sidyth prince would be the type to shower his mate with gifts, but here I am, all but expecting a bunch of Sidyths to come to the lair opening singing Christmas carols. 
 
    None come, of course, but I’m kind of relieved for that. 
 
    On top of everything else with this glorious pregnancy, I look like shit 24/7. 
 
    “What are you going to open first, My Chosen?” Korben asks, almost looking as hungry for me to open the gifts as I am for an Italian hoagie. They’re all elegantly wrapped paper-thin leaves, a huge step up from most of the leaf-wrapped items in the Gathering Room. “I was not entirely sure what to get you, but I did speak to Azan’s mate and a few of the others.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “You talked to York?” 
 
    “Amongst the others.” He smiles. “They knew you were not feeling well with carrying my sprog, so I thought they would know more than anyone what to have looked for on the Black Market.” 
 
    My eyes water. I’m so fucking emotional. Lately, I can hardly stand myself, but here’s Korben, giving me gifts and taking time to talk to the girls. 
 
    And the gifts are wonderful. 
 
    “Lavender.” I lift the collection of dried herbs and inhale deeply. “Oh my God, it smells like lavender.” 
 
    “I believe this plant is called kulcet. I had Yayk look for anything similar to Earth’s lavender. The women said you liked the smell? As in something you put on your face? He could not find lavender to put on your face, but kulcet is supposed to have a similar aroma to Earth’s lavender.” 
 
    “It is.” I inhale the scent deeply, noticing while it’s not quite lavender, it’s damn close. York would probably say it’s similar to a specific type of lavender. She’s the expert on scents, but to me, it’s close, and that’s all that matters. 
 
    The rest of the gifts are just as simple but no less meaningful. Korben could have gotten me anything in the galaxy, but gifts that remind me of home are the ones I want most. I don’t need thousands of dollars’ worth of alien toys. I want gifts that make me think of Earth. So that’s what he’s given me. A small pair of children’s shoes that won’t fit a kid until they’re five. Some clothes for the future baby. Gessroot tea. Something to mix into it. 
 
    “Humans like sugar, and while we do not have something as sweet, I was able to have an additive brought in from the Black Market. You will find it mostly removes the scent of stink from the gessroot tea. The scent should be more pleasant.” 
 
    “Is kulcet safe to eat?” 
 
    “Kulcet?” He gently removes the collection of dried herbs from my hand and sniffs it. “I do not see why not. Do you want me to boil it? As I do with the gessroot?” 
 
    “Maybe mix them together?” 
 
    “Would that make you happy?” He traces a finger down my cheek, stopping at my lips. I nearly lose my breath. Too often, thanks to the miseries of being pregnant, I forget how beautiful Korben is. The length of his fingers. The scales on his arm. The colors on his cock. Everything about him is spectacular, and, I don’t know why, but for the first time in a while, I’m excited about seeing what my child with him will look like. 
 
    A boy? A girl? Does it matter? 
 
    No matter what I’m given, I’m sure it’s going to be the most beautiful baby in the world. Azan’s cute, but who knows what’s going on with that mask. And I can’t even think about what a baby with Hujun and Ellis would look like. No. Korben and I are going to have the cutest damn kid on Hethdiss. I’m sure of it. 
 
    “Everything’s wonderful,” I say softly, pulling Korben’s face to mine for a kiss. His tongue carefully darts through my parted lips, brushing the roof of my mouth because he knows it arouses me. I’m not sure if we’ll be able to have sex, but I’m sure going to try and give him a holiday blow job if I can muster it. “But you know what the greatest gift of all is going to be?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “This…” I trail off and pull away enough, so I can set Korben’s hand on my stomach. There’re butterflies now, but not enough movement for Korben to notice. But it’s coming. Each day is going to bring us closer and closer to this baby. Closer to being a true family. 
 
    Korben smiles. I know that look. And for once, I’m pretty ready for it… 
 
    “Whatever you crazy kids are doing, please stop!” Someone yelps from behind the lair opening and I frown, pulling away. 
 
    Damn. Just when you’re about to give a Christmas bj. 
 
    York pops into the cave with Layla, both looking incredibly happy. 
 
    “Ahhh, you get your presents already?” Layla pouts. “Not fair.” 
 
    “Deal with it,” York snaps. “She looks like shit. Let her have a few gifts.” 
 
    I don’t know whether I’m supposed to be thankful or pissed off, but I smile just the same as Korben pulls away. 
 
    But not before whispering into my ear. 
 
    “We’ll finish this later.” He licks the tip of my ear, leaving me to pinch my thighs together and allow York and Layla to settle into my room. 
 
    “Did you like your gifts?” Layla asks, taking a seat on the floor. “We helped pick them out.” 
 
    “Korben told me. And I loved them.” I tilt my head to the side. “You know, I assumed most of you guys were mad at me.” 
 
    “Mad at you?” York frowns. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I know I haven’t been around as much. I’ve been feeling sorry for myself. I’m moody and grumpy—” 
 
    “Don’t forget bitchy.” York laughs. 
 
    “Come on,” Layla says when she sees my look of horror. “You’re pregnant. You’re allowed to be awful. And York’s going to be right there with you in a few weeks… or months. Maybe. I don’t know. She’s kind of a beast when it comes to carrying a baby.” 
 
    “You know, I’m not sure I want to be called a beast,” York grumbles. 
 
    Layla and I laugh, and then my water. 
 
    “Are you crying again?” York asks. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s the hormones,” I sniffle, swiping at my tears. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately. I was so sure you were all mad at me. Then Korben told me you all helped with the gifts—” 
 
    “Not all of us.” Layla rolls her eyes. It doesn’t take a genius to know who participated and who didn’t, but I don’t name names. 
 
    “Whatever.” I croak out another cry. “I’m just glad you guys aren’t mad at me. I can’t tell you how paranoid I am lately. I’m always in this room. I’m usually alone or with Korben. I guess I let my brain run away with stuff. I’m so sorry for ever assuming you guys hated me.” 
 
    “Don’t think we weren’t ever mad at you.” York smirks. “You’ve been annoying sometimes, but we could never hate you, Blythe. We’re here altogether. You’re the one who delivered that dumbass speech on the way here. We all need people to rely on. And yes, while having Azan is nice, and the sex is great, there’s something about knowing I can talk to another girl and she’ll know exactly what I’m going through.” 
 
    I sniff. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, bitch, really.” York takes a seat on the edge of the bed. I can tell she wants to wrap an arm around my shoulder, fist bump, or something just as awkward, but her smile lets me know everything I’ll need to know. 
 
    I’m not alone. I have friends. They’re not all pissed off at me because I’m pregnant and miserable. 
 
    “I love you guys.” A few tears escape. “Fuck and dammit, I don’t know why I can’t stop crying.” 
 
    “You’re crying because we’re so awesome.” Layla stands and sits next to York. “Here we are, getting this Christmas celebration ready because Azan’s mate is obsessed with her and your pregnant ass is cuddled up in bed with one of the cutest guys here. And he’s a prince, no less. How could you not cry? You’ve got it all, sweets. Not all of us do.” 
 
    A flicker of sadness crosses Layla’s soft features, but I don’t bring it up. 
 
    “I know this sounds lame, but… I really, really love it here,” I say softly. “I love Korben. I love Hethdiss. I love you guys.” 
 
    “Even Lacey?” York snorts. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “Hell, it’s Christmas. Even Lacey.” 
 
    This causes us all to burst out into warm laughter, worthy of a Christmas special on Lifetime. The smell of lavender, or something similar. At long last, I have girlfriends who I trust. And though I wasn’t sure I’d ever want it, I’m ecstatic about having Aa child in my stomach who’s happy and healthy. And I have my mate. My Korben. My everything. 
 
    My happy ever after isn’t anything like I pictured it would be. 
 
    But I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    York 
 
      
 
    The funny thing about the holiday season is I never want it to end. 
 
    The logical side of me knows it has to end because I’ll never appreciate the holiday truly unless it only comes once a year. But I’m still sad. I remember Blythe’s face when Layla and I went to check on her and see if she liked the gifts we picked out. That girl was convinced just because she’s had a few rough days that no one wanted to talk to her. I need to figure out a way to build some confidence back in her. Otherwise she’s going to make herself mental before the baby comes. 
 
    And even I know once a baby’s born, shit really hits the fan. 
 
    Christmases will come and go. I accept that, but I’m still going to miss the smells, the sounds, and the smiles the other eleven months of the year, or however much time passes on this planet. Everyone’s at ease because we’re doing something familiar. For the first time for a lot of us, we’re not outsiders looking in. We’re not the aliens. The Sidyths are. They’re the ones trying to figure out what makes us happy. Glykoran’s making his best attempt at human traditional cooking. Dolan’s trying his best to figure out what would make Layla happy. Even Exer’s been stopping around more, making more conversation with Sloane. 
 
    And a small part of me knows I’ll finally be able to figure out what’s happened with Ellis once the holiday celebration is over. 
 
    Through all of that, no matter how special the preparation is, the day itself, December 25th is always a bit of a letdown. Like the end of an era. The gifts are opened, the wrappings cast aside. The food becomes leftovers, and hangovers settle in. The lights become a burden, needing to be put away until the following year, and bills tally up, reminding everyone once again, that they’ve spent too much and will pay for it until tax returns. 
 
    Or at least that’s what my dad always told me. 
 
    Eventually, the glitz and glamor fall away for another year, and I’m left biting my fingernails in anticipation of November and I can start all over again. The preparations didn’t even take that long this year, would it be so terrible to leave the lights up? Let the tree die in the Gathering Room, and then simply put up another? Would the girls even care? Would the Sidyths even notice? Hujun and Dolan are some of the only ones who spend a lot of time there, and lately, Hujun’s been with Ellis somewhere in secret, and Dolan’s been more standoffish since Exer’s been coming to the Gathering Room more. 
 
    It feels like it’s all coming to an end, and it's only the eve before the official Christmas celebration. 
 
    Yes, I love Christmas, but yes, I’m also a realist. 
 
    “You look bothered,” Azan rumbles softly to me in bed. “Are you upset Christmas is coming? Do you think about the past?” 
 
    I shake my head, eyes dripping over his head where some of the tree branches are strung with shards of sun rayers and fallen scales. It’s creating such a beautiful, warm effect to our room and of course Azan always smells like Christmas, but the beauty of it all is bittersweet. 
 
    “I’m not upset Christmas is coming,” I say. “I’m upset it’s coming to an end. As much as I love the holiday, it’s still only one day, and this time tomorrow, it will all be over.” 
 
    Azan looks thoughtful. “You have done an amazing job putting this together, My Chosen. Glykoran and his mate—er, friend, are preparing a delicious feast as we speak. It should please you.” 
 
    “Even though you wouldn’t let me look in on it.” 
 
    “I believe you were the one who said Christmas is full of surprises.” His grin turns devilish, making me fall in love with him even more. 
 
    But it’s so hard. I don’t want to be a downer on Christmas Eve, alien planet or not, but everything I’ve said is so true. This time tomorrow tonight, all the presents will be passed around, all the food will be eaten, and I’ll be back in bed with Azan. I’m not complaining, I love every single night I get to spend with my mate, but it’s terrifying to think about what’s next. 
 
    I’m looking forward to my child, yes, but what about after that? 
 
    Why does Christmas make me so existential? 
 
    I try to change the subject. 
 
    “Speaking of surprises, are you going to tell me about my gift?” I lower my voice into something I hope is seductive, but Azan looks serious. 
 
    “Is this part of the Christmas ritual? Do I pretend your gifts are going to be a surprise, only to tell you the night before?” 
 
    I suppress a snicker. It would be all too easy to get Azan to tell me what he’s ordered for Christmas, but I don’t want to ruin the surprise. “No, babe,” I say, patting his chest. “You’re not supposed to tell me. I still want it to be a surprise.” 
 
    “I know Korben gave his gifts early to his mate, but only because he is royalty. Korben believes his mate should be given gifts before the others. Personally, I do not think it would mean as much if I were to give your gifts before the day specified for celebration.” He waggles his brows at me, more playful than anyone else would ever see him. “I know this seems like a silly question, but do men receive gifts from their mates, or is this only for the women to enjoy?” 
 
    A blush hits my cheeks. I haven’t told anyone what I’ve been up to, not even the girls because I didn’t want anything to slip. Phoebe has a big mouth, and Sloane is dumb as dirt (most of the time, anyway), so anything I said could have and most likely would have been used against me. But I can’t stop the smile that hits my mouth as I roll over and clumsily reach for something under our bed. Azan attempts to steady me with a large hand, but I’ve already grabbed what I need, and shove it towards him. 
 
    It's poorly wrapped, but I didn’t want to ask one of the others to wrap it for me. The leaves are a simple deep purple – the leaves from the local trees – and the item is oddly shaped. Azan’s eyes widen. 
 
    “But it is not yet Christmas,” he mutters. “Is this okay?” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I say with a small giggle. “Open it.” 
 
    “Are you sure you do not want me to wait until tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Do you want your gift now?” 
 
    “No. Open it.” 
 
    “Are you sure. York—” 
 
    “Dammit, Azan! Open the damn gift!” 
 
    He flinches back, but he’s only teasing, laughing as he rolls up into a seated position on the bed. “As you wish, My Chosen.” He dips his chin, jokingly treating me like royalty, but something stirs between my thighs. If he doesn’t like his gift, I can find some way or another for him to enjoy another package. Har. Har. 
 
    The leaves are slowly peeled away, and suddenly I’m nervous. I’m not sure if Azan’s going to like my attempt at a gift. Maybe he’ll think it’s dumb. Maybe he’ll wonder if I’m an idiot. I should have been more romantic, but I’m so practical, and when I looked at Azan only one thing seemed to make sense. 
 
    He pulls away the leaves holding the gift in his massive hands. 
 
    “Fabric?” He holds the dark red piece of fabric, turning towards me with a perplexed expression. I can tell he doesn’t know exactly what he’s looking at, and humiliation washes over me for a moment. 
 
    “It’s stupid, you hate it,” I say, going to snatch it away from him. “I’m sorry. I was always the one who bought practical gifts.” I lunge at him, but Azan is easily able to keep the gift out my reach. My eyes water. “I’m sorry, it’s dumb! I’ll get you something else. I swear I will.” 
 
    “Hold on!” Azan rarely raises his voice, but it thunders. He’s probably worried about how desperate I look. “I don’t even know what this is, and you are trying to take it from me? Is this a part of your people’s traditions as well?” 
 
    “No!” My voice comes out like a squeak. “I haven’t made anything like this since I was in high school… sewing class. I got a B-. And now you can see why.” His eyes widen, but he keeps the gift away, and I slump again. Azan leans closer, but I flinch away. Of course I couldn’t do this right. I should have ordered something… Korben said I could. “It’s dumb, and I don’t care if you throw it away.” 
 
    Azan falls silent, curiously looking at the mass of dark red fabric in his hands. It’s poorly made, but I’m the one who made it and I’m damn proud. I don’t want to be hurt, but this thing took me hours, and not letting anyone figure it out what I’ve been up to was near impossible. To see him now, having no idea what I’ve spent hours making, kind of hurts and I’m about to leave the room— 
 
    “It’s a new mask?” 
 
    Butterflies explode in my stomach and I jerk around. Azan’s holding the long strings behind his head as though he’s about to tie it on. His eyes are so soft, and he’s being so delicate now that he’s figured out what I’ve made for him. He’s treasuring it. Even though he couldn’t figure out what it was at first, he’s figured it out now, and he looks upon the horribly stitched parcel as though it’s made of gold. 
 
    “York?” Azan tries again, leaning closer to me until his lips are practically at my ear. “It is a mask, yes?” 
 
    I try not to look like an idiot. 
 
    “Did you make this for me?” His voice has turned hushed, the one he used to use before he felt comfortable talking to me all of the time. He holds the mask out towards me. “You… Did you make this for me? As a Christmas gift?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” I rub the back of my neck. “I know you don’t like to wear one around me now, but I know you’re most comfortable wearing one around the others. And I thought… it would be nice if it was homemade. By me.” I lick my lips. “I know it’s not as pretty as yours but—” I can’t finish my sentence because Azan’s lips have slammed into mine. It’s a beautiful kiss, so full of love and desire. I moan deeply. Azan’s still holding the mask even as his fingers brush against the back of my neck and I love him even more, knowing he’s not ready to let his gift go yet. 
 
    Once I’m finally able to come up for air, Azan’s still clutching the new mask. He inspects it closely, bringing it up to his incredible golden eyes, flickering back and forth between me. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, York. I cannot believe you made this for me.” 
 
    “Well, it’s Christmas.” I know I’ve grown a little shy, but how can I not? “And I’ve Chosen you, just like you’ve Chosen me. Your mask is one of the only things from your world I was able to make. I couldn’t exactly make you a new blanket or shorts. I’d have to measure your dick to make sure I make them right, and though I wouldn’t have minded, I’m sure you would have known I was up to something.” 
 
    “So how did you measure this?” 
 
    “I took your other mask while you were sleeping. I traced the shape over a flat rock.” I beam proudly. “And I talked to Korben, asking him for fabric and thread. I’m sure he knew what I was up to, but he pretended not to notice. And I didn’t tell anyone else.” 
 
    “Amazing. Now I am worried my gifts will not be enough.” 
 
    My eyes shoot up. “Gifts? You’re already ahead of the game, babe.” 
 
    “We shall see.” 
 
    “I guess this means… you like your gift?” I hate how insecure I sound, but I had no idea how nervous seeing Azan scrutinizing my gift would make me. It reminds me of getting a midterm or final back in high school. Deep down, I knew I would pass, but I never was sure by how much. And in my family, there was a world of difference between an A and a B. 
 
    “There is only one thing – er, two things now, that I could possibly treasure more than this gift.” He pulls me into his arms again. “My Chosen. And my sprog.” I wrap my arms around his neck, and Azan’s already as excited as I am. I press the insides of my thighs against his throbbing dick, already gliding in the wetness between us. 
 
    I love this man.  
 
    So fucking much. 
 
    Azan’s as greedy for this as I am, pushing his tongue between my lips so we can dance together. Mouth to mouth. It’s amazing that my man was a virgin before this, he’s so experienced and sexy, even now. I used to think I would have to teach him everything, but now I’m pretty sure he’s teaching me. 
 
    The student has become the master. 
 
    My heart beats more quickly as Azan lowers me to the bed on my back, but not before he’s laid the new mask out on the table with the greatest of care. Watching him handle the mask, I can hardly wait to see him with a sprog in his hand. 
 
    And shit, there it is. Now I’m calling babies, sprogs. 
 
    Azan’s touch grows greedier, and I tear away at my top, wanting to set my breasts free. They’ve grown in size, yes, but they’ve also grown sore, so I’m happy when he kneads them gently with one hand. I moan, arching my back, hungry for each little touch my man is willing to give me. My nipples have grown hard like crystals, and I wonder if the sun rayers will reflect against the light like a Christmas tree. I snicker as Azan’s mouth lowers over my breast and he cups my mound with a sturdy hand. 
 
    “Wet for me,” he hisses. “Like always.” 
 
    “Only for you,” I remind him. I take his face in my hands, pulling him closer and land needy kisses between the massive fangs. They’re capped like always, but I can’t resist brushing my tongue over the little metal shot glasses covering the sharp tips. The spicy, sweet scent of his arousal hits my nostrils and I all but come right there. 
 
    “I seriously need to melt your spunk and make a candle.” 
 
    “My Chosen, you are speaking nonsense,” Azan mutters while working my nipples between a finger a thumb. 
 
    Perhaps to him, I am, but I know the words I’m saying make perfect sense. 
 
    After a few moments, Azan does my favorite thing other than straight up fucking, using his finger within my sex. 
 
    “Ohhh…” I moan, curling my fingers around his massive shoulder. “I didn’t think… you already gave me a gift. It’s my turn…” 
 
    “You can give me anything you want tomorrow,” Azan growls. “Tomorrow is Christmas. Tomorrow is your day. For now, allow this one to be mine.” His finger continues to glide in and out of my folds, creating a slick and slippery sound that only makes Azan want more. I see the shift in his eyes immediately. I know that look. I love that look. I long for that look. 
 
    In and out his fingers go, and eventually he returns to tending to my mouth with kisses. A scaled tongue works against mine, brushing against the roof of my mouth and I’m losing control. There’s nothing like that sensation. It’s ticklish. It makes me laugh, but it also brings me so close to the edge. He moves his mouth away from mine, and I almost pant with need until his face drops once again, peppering me on the cheeks, jaw, and collarbone. I’m so desperate. I’m always wanting more and as much as I’m feeling guilty that he’s pleasing me and not the other way around, I know Christmas is only a day away. 
 
    And then it’s my fucking time to shine. 
 
    “I need you,” I gasp. 
 
    “You have me.” 
 
    “No, babe. Your dick. I need your dick. Inside of me. Now.” 
 
    “Have you been a good woman?” he asks, mixing up his Christmas sayings as always. “Shall I give you a package in your box?” 
 
    It’s so naughty. Dirty and sweet, and I love it, nodding greedily as Azan removes his massive cock from his shorts and tosses them aside. He doesn’t bother being careful like he did with the mask I made for him and that makes me even more aroused. His cool skin lands against mine, still working his fingers between my thighs, but I can’t wait any longer, practically grinding my pussy against his hand until he gets the damn message. A groan escapes. A sexy smile appears, and he removes his fingers. 
 
    Something thicker teases my entrance. The dripping wet crown of his cock gently kisses my entrance. 
 
    I forcefully grab his shoulders, all but forcing him to thrust his dick inside of me. The scales splay away from the soft skin and I cry out, always feeling like a virgin, even to this day. I swear, the man’s impregnated me, and it still feels like the first time, every time. 
 
    “Don’t toy with me,” I pant hungrily. “It’s my gift. Give me your package.” Oh God, I’m almost as lame as he is, but I don’t care. I love this. I love him. 
 
    “Your stomach is getting larger,” Azan groans. “Not that I’m complaining. We may have to switch positions next time.” 
 
    I purr. “Are you saying you want to try doggy style with me?” 
 
    “Doggy… style?” 
 
    His expression shifts as he pumps harder into me, barely able to keep a conversation going. My words could be Chinese, and he’d never know the difference. And it doesn’t matter. Azan’s twitching. He’s going to come. Soon. I fall silent, not wanting to spoil the moment – fucking my man on Christmas Eve, and each thrust is more delicious than the last. I feel so small and cared for in his muscular arms, and I’m not going to last for long. 
 
    I know my man’s body almost as well as my own. 
 
    Azan’s voice drops to a sexy hiss. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    The shared orgasm hits us like a violent wave, chilled from the late summer air. I gasp his name out, and he’s calling for me as we shiver and shake together, and my pussy pulls his dick in for one last Christmas Eve hug and falls away entirely. The scent of sage and pine fills the air as his chilled seed fills me inside, and spills between my folds onto the blankets. I’m raw and utterly spent after each fuck session, and this one proves to be no different as he pulls his cock out from my pussy and falls back to his side of the bed, panting with a small smile on his face. 
 
    It’s not even Christmas, and I’ve already received the best gift of all. 
 
    “You’re incredible, babe.” I’m still breathing hard as I snuggle closer into Azan’s chest, inhaling the deep, intoxicating scent of his sweat. 
 
    “You are the incredible one.” Azan sounds as though he couldn’t mean his words more before he lifts his hand and retrieves the mask on the side of the bed. He twirls the fabric around his long, graceful fingers. “I never imagined you would make me a gift. I must admit I am a little worried…” 
 
    “You said that already, and I told you, you have nothing to worry about. I’m going to love whatever you are willing to give me. Fuck, Azan, if that sex session was my gift, I’d consider this the greatest Christmas ever.” 
 
    Azan chuckles, the warm, throaty sound making me tingle once again. 
 
    “You must tell me in greater detail what you meant. You do not have to tell me now, or on Christmas. But you must explain yourself at a later date.” 
 
    My eyebrows knit together. “Tell you what?” 
 
    “About the change in sex positions. I believe you referred to it as dogus style.” 
 
    I break out into laughter, convinced I’ll never be happier than I am in this moment. Right now. With Azan. 
 
    “Doggy style, Azan.” I’m still laughing. “If you’re a good little boy, we can give that gift to each other tomorrow night.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s Christmas. It’s Christmas on Earth, and even though I’m on Hethdiss, a planet filled with exiled Sidyths, it’s motherfucking December twenty-fifth and the day of the Christmas celebration has finally arrived. 
 
    I open my eyes slowly at first, feeling around on the bed for my man, but when I grab nothing but bunched blankets, I sit up, startled that something’s happened. 
 
    A choked cry escapes my lips. 
 
    Azan’s there. Standing at the foot of the bed with a long strip of bark wrapped around his chest. But the bark isn’t alone. There are little glass-like jars hanging throughout the length. 
 
    And in those tiny glass jars are… lightning bugs? 
 
    “Are those alive?” I blink stupidly, trying to piece together what I’m seeing, but the only word that makes sense is lightning bugs. There’s about five per tiny jar and fluttering and blinking pale pink lights as they move. “Where did you…” 
 
    “The lagoon. I saw these hanging around the lagoon waters. Korben and I worked together to catch them. He only took a few so he could string them up for his mate, but I wanted to create this for you.” 
 
    “Create this…” My own personal Christmas tree. Only my man’s smile could put the Rockefeller tree to shame because no Christmas tree has a branch as long and as beautiful as my alien’s. He remains silent as I sit up fully in bed, still blinking as though I can’t believe this isn’t a dream, and when Azan cocks his head to the side, I can’t help but frown. 
 
    Beautiful or not, he’s still a Sidyth. And I just want to make sure… 
 
    “That doesn’t hurt them or anything, does it?” 
 
    Azan shakes his head. “No. They will be alright. After Christmas Korben and I will release them back to the lagoon.” With another deep bob of his head, I notice something else that’s different. 
 
    He’s wearing a Santa hat. Sure, it’s not perfect, but it’s got a furry part at the bottom and a dark red part at the top that comes to a point at the end with a furry ball at the tip. Oh God, he’s Santa Claus and a Christmas tree at the same time. The day has barely begun, and I’m ready to call off the whole thing to spend the day in bed with my man. 
 
    “You look… insatiable, babe.” I can’t help the hushed tone in my voice, crawling to the edge of our bed and brushing my fingertips against Azan’s chest. I tug absently at the string, surprised he was able to figure this all out himself. “Who told you how to do this?” I ask with a hint of suspicion in my voice. 
 
    “I had help.” He beams as though he’s never been prouder of himself. “But it is a secret.” 
 
    A violent blush hits my cheeks. I can only imagine the awkward conversations he must have had with either Blythe, Celeste, Phoebe or Layla. Oh lord, maybe he even had to talk to Sloane. That must have been… eye-opening. I smile harder, unable to stop touching him, more grateful than ever that the best man on this planet belongs to me and only me. 
 
    “You never stop surprising me,” I say, pulling him close so I can press my lips against him. “Please don’t ever stop.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to. I know you like things different. Otherwise, you get bored.” He wraps his arms around my waist, kissing me more deeply and I swear we’re back to where we finished last night all over again. 
 
    “We should go to the Gathering Room,” I moan, curling my fingers through his overgrown pale hair. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s Christmas?” 
 
    “Is Christmas a time mates don’t spend together?” He nibbles delicately at the sweet spot behind the top of my ear, and my knees fail me. I collapse into Azan’s arms, and he easily lifts me off the bed, keeping my feet off the ground. 
 
    “It’s a family holiday.” 
 
    “And the other women? They are your family?” 
 
    There’s a sharp pain of guilt. No, they aren’t my family. Not exactly, but this day wasn’t supposed to be only for Azan and me. It never was. And the other girls have worked so hard – even Blythe between her puking sessions. And though I’m still not sure what the hell is wrong with Ellis, I’m sure she has her reasons for not being around so much. 
 
    Lately though, I’m getting more and more nervous about what could shake up Ellis so much. 
 
    Azan clears his throat, and I’m embarrassed for taking so long to answer. 
 
    “No, you’re my family, Azan. You and our baby.” I rub my stomach while in Azan’s arms, and he gently sets me on my feet next to my clothes. “Everyone’s worked so hard, you know? Making this holiday happen. It doesn’t seem right that we hang out in the room. Glykoran and Celeste have made dinner and there are presents for everyone. We may have even missed most of the good stuff.” 
 
    His smile brightens. “All the more reason we should stay here!” 
 
    I tug on his arm. “Not happening, bub. Come on. We’re going.” 
 
    His smile doesn’t dim in the slightest. In fact, he turns away and reaches for his new red mask, tying it on with pride written all over his muscular features. 
 
    My walking Christmas tree. 
 
    “I’ll make it worth your while, babe.” I wink at Azan before tugging him towards the Gathering Room. “And in case I don’t say it later, Merry Christmas. That’s the traditional greeting for today.” 
 
    “Ahh. Merry Christmas, My Chosen.” 
 
    So far, no dick in a box. 
 
    Maybe this will be the perfect Christmas. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Ellis 
 
      
 
    I told Hujun I wouldn’t mind if we missed the entirety of Christmas, but he insisted I would regret it. I’m sure he’s right, but I don’t want to admit that to him. It’s bad enough my pride’s been wounded because of my stupidity. And now I have to walk into the Gathering Room and act like everything’s fine. Like I haven’t almost been raped by a visiting Sidyth – the same one who delivered all the Christmas items that have brought so much joy and familiarity to this day. 
 
    I try to remember this day isn’t about me and my fucking problems. 
 
    This is about the girls. All of us. Finding something to celebrate together. 
 
    Finding beauty in a universe of nightmares. 
 
    Merry fucking Christmas. 
 
    I have to admit though; York and the rest of the girls have brought this whole thing together. Walking into the Gathering Room, other than it smells like coconuts, it’s not a bad set up. There are makeshift Christmas lights and a huge palm tree strung with lights and ornaments. Most of the girls are hustling and bustling around like busy wives, all holding at least one wrapped gift in their hands and shoving them into the nervous and curious arms of the Sidyths. 
 
    It kind of reminds me of a middle school dance where all the boys are horny and excited but have no idea how to have sex, or even talk to a girl, for that matter. 
 
    And then everything falls apart when a Sidyth walks up to Hujun and whispers something in his ear. 
 
    He turns to me. “I have to speak to Prince Korben about a personal matter.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Now?” I quickly scan the room, seeing all the women and Sidyths wandering around. I’ve never had social anxiety before, but I guess almost getting raped by a Sidyth has given me a complex. I swallow hard, breaking out into a nervous sweat, resisting the urge to grab Hujun’s thick arm and beg him to stay. 
 
    “I will be back shortly. You will be fine. Korben’s mate is in the corner along with the blonde one. You will be alright. I promise.” There’s something so sincere in his eyes, but I know this is also a test of some sort. Maybe he wants to make sure I’m not a complete baby now. Maybe Hujun wants to see if I’m strong. And him leaving me alone in the Gathering Room isn’t exactly an impossible challenge. 
 
    I swallow hard, moving towards Kansas who brightens slightly when Hujun moves from my side. 
 
    “You will be alright,” he says once more before he’s gone. 
 
    I blink, and Kansas is by my side. “Hey…” 
 
    “Hey.” I don’t know why, but I’m feeling shy, practically allowing Kansas to steer me deeper into the room. Some of the other women are trading gifts, but as much as I want to participate, the words won’t come. Kansas takes a seat on a cloaked rock and pats the one next to her. And then Layla comes over. York, too. 
 
    Geezus, everyone’s trying to talk to me now that Hujun’s not by my side. 
 
    I blink as the light conversation begins, still trying to take in the scene. It’s Christmas day back on Earth, and here in a room full of exiled Sidyths, there’s a palm tree functioning as a Christmas tree, strung with lights. Some of the Sidyths are wearing hats that can only be described as Santa hats, but there’s something not right about them. I try to appreciate the effort made by most of the aliens here. All of them are better than the one who delivered the goods. The same alien who’s getting praised for bringing in the Christmas items is the same alien who tried to rape me a few days ago. 
 
    “Hey, you alright?” Kansas rests a hand on my shoulder, and I all about yelp in surprise, horrible images of Yayk taking my arms and slamming me into a tree coming all too painfully and quickly. Kansas quickly removes her hand and holds them both up. “God! I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    I blink. All the girls are looking at me. Some look frightened. Some look worried. Some look like they pity me. I hate all the looks. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Really?” York, never one to mince words looks as skeptical as always. “Look, if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine, but don’t say you’re fine.” 
 
    “It’s obvious you’re not fine,” Kansas says. 
 
    “Yeah,” Layla adds in softly. “We’re worried about you. You’re spending too much time with him.” 
 
    “Him?” I snarl. “Oh, you mean Hujun.” The one who saved me. 
 
    “That’s not the problem,” York says. “It’s like Kansas said. We’re worried about you. You’ve been so standoffish the past few days.” 
 
    “We know it has something to do with Hujun,” Layla says. 
 
    “No,” York snaps. “We don’t know that. And I didn’t say that.” 
 
    I frown in York’s direction. She’s talking like she knows what the fuck is going on. Maybe she does. But what startles me more is if she does know, she hasn’t told anyone. Everyone else thinks Hujun’s done something to me again. Toying with my feelings. Messing around with my heart. I hate how everyone sees the worst in him, but I hate even more that I don’t feel comfortable talking to the girls about what’s happened. If they think one of the Sidyths will rape them (exiled or not) what’s to stop the others from trying? There’s a beautiful balance of ignorance and bliss on Hethdiss, and I’m not ready to spoil it because I wanted to make Hujun jealous. 
 
    “Something is wrong,” I say at last, wanting some of the girls to stop staring at me like Hujun’s the problem. I know that’s what they think. I know they’re wrong. I guess that’s all that should matter. 
 
    “I knew it!” Sloane yelps. “Come on, what did the bastard do now?” 
 
    “Hujun didn’t do anything.” The hairs on the back of my neck raise with annoyance. I could blurt it out. Tell them their beloved delivery boy assaulted me and Hujun saved me. That would teach them all. That would teach them to look at Hujun with a little more respect. Maybe then they would stop treating York and Blythe’s partners like their fucking Gods. Hujun is better and stronger than the rest of them. 
 
    And everyone thinks he’s a bad guy. 
 
    “Ellis?” York tilts her head to the side, bringing me back to the present. “You don’t have to tell us anything if you’re not ready. But as long as we know you’re getting better, that’s good enough, isn’t it?” Her sharp brown gaze goes around to all the girls. No one’s going to argue with York, not even Blythe. And though I want to snap for everyone to mind their business, once the girls agree, I feel an odd sense of peace. 
 
    Maybe some of the girls know what’s happened to me. 
 
    Maybe some of them don’t. 
 
    What’s important is everyone’s kept their mouth shut. Including Hujun. Maybe. 
 
    I don’t even care, but when a familiar, heavy hand lands on my shoulder, I know I’ve been freed from this awkwardness. 
 
    “I told you I would not be long.” 
 
    I glance at Hujun. I don’t waste a moment and stand, ducking into his arm. A few of the girls frown or pout, but York is wearing a soft smile on her face. 
 
    She knows something. 
 
    She’s not looking at Hujun like he’s a predator. Maybe she’s seeing him the way I do. 
 
    “Would you like to take a quick walk outside?” Hujun's polite in front of the others. Walking around outside is merely practice. He’s trying to get me used to not being afraid again. It’s going to take time, but if it means I get to spend more time with the massive Sidyth than I’m more than happy to endure it. 
 
    My eyes glimpse over to York. 
 
    “Sure. Hey, why don’t Azan and York come with us?” 
 
    York’s eyes brighten. I notice there’s something familiar in her arms, that she’s practically cradling like it’s a baby. 
 
    Is that an honest-to-God book? 
 
    There’re questions to be asked, for sure. 
 
    And once the four of us are out of the Gathering Room and right beyond the lair, my body relaxes. Hujun has removed his arm from my shoulder, but his presence remains close as he and Azan move off to the side to give me a moment to speak privately with York. She isn’t the one I’m the closest to here, but she’s won some popularity points with me if she’s figured out what’s happened and hasn’t said anything to anyone. 
 
    But I don’t want to talk about rape. It’s Christmas. 
 
    “What did Azan get for you?” I hate how my voice sounds lately. Low and tentative. Like I’m afraid to be heard. I clear my throat. “Is that a fucking book, I see?” 
 
    York’s nervous smile widens into something beautiful. “Tracked down on the Black Market.” She snickers a bit. “Want to see what it is?” She turns the book around in her hands and I almost burst out laughing – for the first time in weeks. York blushes and spins the cover back around. “No laughing! I’m sure human books aren’t popular. The fact that he was able to have anything found is good enough for me. I wish these guys had some tablets or something, but they don’t believe in reading for pleasure. Reading and writing are only for documentation.” She rolls her eyes. “But I love it, you know? It’s something from home. Something familiar in the unfamiliar.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I say softly. “Oh God, now you’ve got me wondering what Dolan got for Layla.” 
 
    York rolls her eyes. “I’m sure Azan will tell me about it later. Or Layla will.” 
 
    We both snicker while watching Hujun and Azan talk to each other only a few yards away. Azan looks ridiculous in his Santa hat and Christmas lights strung across his chest, but I’m sure he wouldn’t have it any other way. York’s obsessed with Christmas, so I guess he’s going to be too. 
 
    For her. 
 
    York’s voice drops to a whisper. 
 
    Fuck. Here it comes. 
 
    I’m already planning a kind way to tell her off— 
 
    “Seriously though, are you going to be okay?” Her eyes are sincere. I still don’t know what she knows, if anything, but I’m not ready to say anything. 
 
    My eyes return to Hujun. 
 
    “I will be.” 
 
    The words are awkward on my tongue, but no longer feel like a lie. It’s true. I am going to be okay. Eventually. And though I’m still longing for Hujun to Choose me as his mate, with the way things are going now, it’s not like I’m unhappy. He cares for me. He wants to keep me safe. He doesn’t want anyone else to have me. 
 
    And that’s enough. 
 
    York’s smile lets me know she’s not going to push things, and I’m so happy when Azan and Hujun return. The day is still young, and there’s plenty of Christmas excitement up ahead. I know Glykoran and Celeste have prepared something incredible for all of us, and I’m sure more goofy surprises are on the way. 
 
    Things are getting better. 
 
    I smile at York, finally feeling a bit of that holiday spirit I secretly wanted for so long. 
 
    “Merry Christmas,” I say, finding my familiar place by Hujun’s side. 
 
    “Merry Christmas.” York turns her chin towards her mate. 
 
    “Merry the Christmas.” 
 
    “Oh God, Azan, no.” York shakes her head. “Still though, this is a lot better than some of my worst-case scenarios.” 
 
    Hujun shifts nervously. “And what would those entail?” 
 
    “Dicks in boxes.” 
 
    York’s so damn serious that I can’t help but burst out in laughter a second time. Oh, God! It’s good to laugh again. Hethdiss isn’t perfect, but in this tiny spec on this tiny planet, something is building. Sidyths are mating with humans. They’re treating them with respect. They’re celebrating Christmas because they know it’ll make their mates happy. It’s the strangest thing in the entire universe, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    Maybe next year even, my ultimate Christmas wish will come true and Hujun will Choose me as a mate. 
 
    I smirk towards York. 
 
    And hopefully without a dick in a box. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    If you like this book, please leave a review. The only way I can decide whether to commit more time to these characters and this series is by getting feedback from you, the readers. Your opinion matters to me. I have only so much time to craft new stories. Help me invest that time wisely. Plus, reviews buoy my spirits and stoke the fires of creativity. 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Blythe 
 
      
 
    When I volunteered to become an entertainer, I had no idea I would become a whore – let alone one shipped across the entire galaxy. I shouldn’t have been so eager, but the money was too good and signing the contract without taking anything too seriously came easily. The entire transaction was legit. Supposedly. There was nothing I could do once the ink dried on the paper. Who could I ask for help? My parents? My mom’s dead, and my dad’s the reason I signed the contract. 
 
    I could only hope the money promised was as concrete as the contract I had signed. 
 
    How would I know from five billion miles away? 
 
    Would I ever find out if the money I sent helped my dad at all? Did it matter? Would he still smile, in selfish relief, if he knew his oldest daughter had sold herself to become an intergalactic space whore? 
 
    This leads to me to where I’m at right now. 
 
    I glance around the room, taking note of the faces as the ship transports me my next assignment. As usual, everyone’s young, female, and at least somewhat athletic. All the girls train when we have a free moment but having something in common didn’t exactly make us friends. Quite the opposite. We look out for ourselves, save for a few of the high-class entertainers who always manage to work jobs together. 
 
    Frowning, I lower my cup of water. This isn’t a bad room. There’s enough space for all of us to stretch out and there’s a separate space if we need to take a piss. Accommodations have been a lot worse, but there’s still no telling how long this supposed situation will last. 
 
    “Where are they taking us?” one asks, ruining my quiet assessment. I glance and find a pair of piercing blue eyes fixating on my much darker ones. 
 
    That’s how it is on a lot of these journeys. So many girls turn to me for answers. I’m not exactly sure why. Maybe I look old or more experienced. Maybe I’m more approachable than the others. Either way, enclosed in this locked room with nineteen other girls, I’m not surprised when several of them flock towards my corner. I lick my lips and take in the first who’s brave enough to speak to me, recognizing her immediately. 
 
    Doesn’t mean I have to be friendly about it. 
 
    “I don’t know, Ellis,” I shoot back, dismissing my polite trained ways of speaking I use with clients. I don’t want to let worry show on my face, but this situation is outside the norm. 
 
    Twenty Human Whores locked in pleasant accommodations, if not for the fact we’d all be forced to spread our legs later for whoever purchased us. 
 
    Still though, twenty? It seems a bit excessive. Maybe it’s for another alien bachelor party of some sort. 
 
    Sighing, I remember I deserve this. I signed the papers. I boarded the shuttle without a second thought to my future or safety. 
 
    “There are twenty of us here, you know,” Ellis goes on, glancing around the sterile enclosed room we’re bunked in. She openly expresses all my worries in her submissive, yet obviously intelligent voice. “Twenty. What could anyone possibly want with twenty girls at once?” 
 
    “Bachelor party?” I guess sarcastically. 
 
    “Maybe they’re like the Entlas?” one asks hopefully, and I’m immediately drawn to her young face and near black eyes. “They weren’t so terrible. Some were kind.” 
 
    “Doubt it,” York says before swallowing. “Maybe they’re Sidyths?” 
 
    “You think they’re like the Pluefs? Or the ones with the fins?” The one with dark eyes swallows. “Or Drakens?” She finishes in a small voice. 
 
    A lot of these girls are new to me, but that doesn’t necessarily mean they’re new to the system altogether. There are formal training academies all over the galaxy, and they’re all buying up humans and humanoids with names I can’t pronounce. Humans are a commodity in the universe because no one cares about a human’s welfare. The mentality was, ‘what could we possibly do? Fly home? Alert the Galactal Federation? Please, go ahead’, followed by chuckling. Earth doesn’t belong to the Galactal Federation. To most, humans are only a few steps better than how humans view dogs. We’re pets. Adorable pets. Pets who can give pleasure. 
 
    And so, Human Whores became the accepted name for girls like us as a whole. 
 
    I’m sure it could be worse. 
 
    I turn my head slightly to face the one who asked about the Drakens and absently wonder what her deal is, but I want to also maintain my aloofness in this tiny space. If word gets around I know things – any things – they’d look to me as their leader. And in this world – the last thing I want is to be seen as a Madam. The less we know about each other, the better. 
 
    Made it less painful when we’re separated. 
 
    “Drakens,” the woman continues. “You hear me? They could be Drakens.” 
 
    “I heard you.” I can’t hide my annoyance. Of course, I’ve considered the possibility of being purchased by Drakens. Probably for some gallivant party. Drakens could afford it, but I didn’t want to be part of some alien version of a bachelor party. Drakens – though rich – were not kind. 
 
    “Say something,” the girl continues. 
 
    “How about shutting the fuck up?” 
 
    “I sure hope it’s not Drakens,” another girl mutters – Sloane. Sloane Clark. She’s a few years younger than me and dumb as a brick when it comes to books, but smart enough when it comes to staying alive. Her light blue eyes are in direct contrast to her blood red hair. She’s pretty. Most of us are. 
 
    “Drakens are rough,” she adds softly. 
 
    “Not good tippers either,” one says hoarsely, laughing. Experience always rings in Arizona’s voice, so much so that a few others join in meekly, but I merely shudder along with Sloane. From across the room, I notice Arizona hasn’t changed much from when I first met her at the training academy. That’s how experienced girls like Arizona were. 
 
    They’d come from time to time, between assignments, to teach the new girls a thing or two. She’s pretty enough, especially for working in this business for a decade longer than most of the others, but there’s also something I don’t like about her. Her stupid stage name? Her lackeys, Alaska, Dakota, and Kansas, who go with her on every job? Maybe her reputation around the stars? 
 
    Arizona does this. Arizona does that. Arizona never minds when I stick it there. Blah blah blah. 
 
    Or maybe it’s that though she’s pushing thirty, she’s a horrible combination of looking young and acting like a bitchy mama hen. She has the most amazing almond colored skin with a perfectly matched eye color. Her body’s tight and toned like a gymnast’s, and though she’s short, she commands everyone’s attention in every room. Rumor is she’s dominated a few aliens herself – an absolute rarity for a human whore. 
 
    Her lips pull into a smirk when she catches me looking at her, and unfortunately, I glance away too late before she notices. “Like what you see, sweetheart?” she teases, elbowing Dakota. 
 
    “No. I’m worried we’re heading to a Draken bachelor party,” I say, doing my best to keep my composure. 
 
    “Why?” Arizona smirks, lowering her eyes to my chest. “Oh. Yeah. I guess that would be a concern.” 
 
    No one joins in Arizona’s laughter this time. They all know what she’s inferring, and she’s not wrong to point it out. 
 
    Drakens? Those motherfuckers hate large tits. On the rare occasions I could get one to carry a conversation, I learned they got in the way when they wanted to suck the skin over my heart. 
 
    “Hey, at least you all have the latest language transmitters. They didn’t get a chance to update mine after they pulled the last one out,” one sulks. Winter – whatever her last name is, tugs absently at her ear. 
 
    “Oh boo-fuckity-who,” York sneers. “Consider yourself lucky you don't know what these creeps are going to say to us.” She pulls her knees up to her chest and looks around the room from her seated position on the floor. 
 
    York Albright – I’ve worked with her a few times. She isn’t the prettiest chick in the room, but she is the smartest. Unfortunately, she’s also a smartass who uses sarcasm to mask how afraid she is of anything. She’s only twenty-one with decent dark blond hair and brown eyes, but she’s already seen some of the worst the galaxy has to offer, so her mouth is permanently set in a skeptical frown. I leave her be for the most part. 
 
    “Personally, I don’t want to ever hear what these fuckers think about humans in general,” Sloane says, and I can’t argue. 
 
    “Seriously,” Alaska says after getting an approving look from Arizona. Her accent from home is still thick on her tongue. “Where are we going? Does anyone know anything?” 
 
    “My last owner didn’t say anything,” I say lowly. 
 
    “Neither did mine,” says Sloane. 
 
    “Use your brains, ladies. Twenty Human Whores?” York says. “Most with language transmitters? Most having worked before? It can’t be good.” 
 
    “Maybe it won’t be so bad,” someone chirps up with a smile, and I immediately want to smack it right off her face. She’s young and inexperienced. Easy to see she hasn’t been broken in yet thanks to her styled white-blond hair and sparkling blue eyes. “Personally, I’m kind of excited. Traveling the universe isn’t something everyone can do.” 
 
    “You’re fucking diluted, Phoebe,” York sneers. “You’re acting like this is some summer vacation. Don’t you get it? We’re slaves now.” 
 
    “Entertainers!” Phoebe chirps, rising to stand. York doesn’t bother to move. Alaska and Arizona smirk, and I barely manage to hide mine. This bitch is fucking clueless. “They said we’d be entertainers. That we’d travel the galaxies! How can you all be so negative about everything?” 
 
    “Maybe because I’ve been entertaining for too long,” York says. “Sit before you piss someone off, yeah?” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Sit down, Phoebe,” Arizona snaps. 
 
    And so she does. 
 
    An uncomfortable silence settles over the room as Phoebe whispers to the girl next to her. Probably some overexcited bullshit about traveling the galaxies. What a newbie. She has no idea what’s about to happen to her. 
 
    That’s the thing about some of the new girls. They start out so excited and ready for something new and fresh to do. 
 
    Travel the skies! 
 
    See the stars! 
 
    Send the money back to your families! 
 
    Entertain some of the most interesting beings in the galaxy! 
 
    What could possibly be wrong with that? 
 
    The term entertainer is a joke. We’re not entertainers. We’re whores. Toys. Pets. Slaves. The only things keeping us alive and mostly intact are our rarity and mythical contracts. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    York 
 
      
 
    “He’s watching you again.” There’s a hint of laughter in Layla’s voice as she glances towards the gaping hole at the front of The Gathering Room. My current accommodation is not the most welcoming, but considering I’m trapped on a rainy planet full of exiled Sidyths, with nineteen other human entertainers, I guess I don’t have any reason to complain. There’s a place to piss, and there are food and water being brought to us around the clock. And though I don’t like feeling like I’m in a cage for all these aliens to watch us, I’m happy that so far, their eyes are the only thing they’ve had on us. 
 
    “York.” Layla’s voice hits an annoying squeak. “Did you hear me? He’s watching you.” 
 
    I don’t need to turn around to know who she’s talking about. 
 
    It’s been a few days since me, and nineteen other women were dropped off for an assignment thanks to a group of rude aliens and then escorted to a lovelier accommodation Sidyths like to call a Gathering Room, and I’ve noticed one of these intimidating creatures has been keeping an eye on me. 
 
    For what, I’m not sure, but it’s not like the enormous alien says anything. 
 
    A few days ago, the twenty of us were divided into two groups, and luckily, I was stuck in the larger one. It’s not like I want to talk to everyone and be social, but the more girls there are, the less action I’ll have to see – in theory. It’s been almost a week, and there’s six girls in the second lair and thirteen including me in the first lair. One of the only women I trust – Blythe – was taken on the first day by the prince of the Sidyths and hasn’t been seen since. None of the others have tried to claim a woman, but that doesn’t mean we’re in the clear. They could be waiting for a holiday of some sort. Who knows. I’m rarely content with a new assignment, and when I do get comfortable, I become bored easily. 
 
    I’m growing more comfortable, but I’m not bored. The seven-foot scaled alien watching me is enough to keep me on edge. He’s there almost every day. Standing. Silent. Waiting. Watching. 
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention almost every time he’s nearby. 
 
    Sidyths are not what anyone would consider a fun stop on the Human Whore tour. For one, they’re usually at least six and a half feet tall and pale like a Twilight vampire. They’re also covered in scales on various parts of their face, shoulders, arms, stomachs or legs. I’m pretty sure there’s also scales on their cocks because sometimes my secret admirer’s package slips free from his tiny shorts. Sidyths are also bulky; covered in lean muscle that could easily choke the life out of me if I don’t do what they ask. 
 
    The weirdest thing of all? None of them, not even Captain Dick Slip, has asked me to do anything. Or any of us, for that matter. 
 
    “You should say something to him.” Ellis pushes a few stray strands of curly hair away from her face so she can fix her intense brown eyes on mine. “Just so he’ll stop staring in here. It’s kind of creepy, you know?” 
 
    “Maybe Blythe knows what’s up with him,” Kansas calls in a bored tone. “She seems to have gotten friendly enough with the prince.” She rolls her hazel eyes and shares a smirk with Alaska who doesn’t say anything. 
 
    She hardly ever does. Bitch is fucking cranky, and I can’t say I blame her. 
 
    It’s obvious Blythe is the only one enjoying her time on a planet filled with exiled Sidyths. We haven’t seen her, but thanks to our translators, it isn’t difficult to figure out how things have progressed. It’s annoying, to say the least, but I can’t get too upset with her. I want to believe she’s part of the reason the rest of the Sidyths have left us alone. 
 
    We haven’t been forced to give pleasure, receive pleasure, or do anything odd since arriving. 
 
    I’m not used to this amount of freedom. I’m not used to having a choice. 
 
    For years, that’s all I wanted. I got tired of people telling me how smart I am, and how I could do anything I wanted with my life.  
 
    You have many options, York. 
 
    You’re talented, York. 
 
    Do you understand how lucky you are, York? Do you understand how much potential you have? 
 
    Despite the frightening stranger in the room opening, I’m still not upset about my predicament. Here I am, in a Sidyth lair with a bunch of intergalactic space whores waiting for the specifics of my assignment. 
 
    Ellis tries to keep her shit together, but it’s hard when one of the largest Sidyths with bandages on his hands like a boxer seems to be keeping an eye on her. Alaska and Kansas must be used to this shit by now; I’m willing to bet they’d be playing cards if anyone had a deck. The workout twins – Rene and Devyn – seem to think about nothing other than staying fit and healthy, and the rest don’t say much to me. Though I do find it, hilarious Sloane has been dubbed bloody hair woman thanks to her last buyer’s ridiculous choice of hair color. 
 
    Most of the girls who sign up to become a Human Whore have obvious financial problems, but that isn’t the case with me. I only wanted something different. I wanted to escape my potential. Yes, I know I sound like a bratty princess, but if the same people who thought that saw me now, they’d laugh in my face. After all, they’d see my secret admirer with bulky arms crossed over a bulkier chest and searing golden yellow eyes that always seem to be watching what up I’m up to. 
 
    Then there’s the mask on his face. 
 
    I don’t want to think about why he’s wearing that. 
 
    The rest of the entertainers continue to openly observe my secret admirer with nervous expressions. It’s been at least a week since Blythe was taken away by the prince and it’s only a matter of time before mask-boy claims me in the exact same way. 
 
    The more worrisome question is, what happens when I’m taken? 
 
    And why, am I kind of excited to find out? 
 
    All my life, I wanted something new and different. I wanted to escape. My parent's friends always told me I was the stupidest smart person they knew, and maybe they were right. 
 
    After all, why else would I be hot for the Sidyth with a mask over his mouth who never says anything? 
 
    “Still staring,” Ellis smirks towards the doorway. 
 
    “Great.” I roll my eyes and try not to focus on the gigantic barbarian watching me. I have no idea what he’s up to, and I can’t decide whether I’m happy or not having him observing me so closely. Was he asked to keep an eye on me or something? “Consider yourself lucky no one’s watching you—” and I stop short, remembering Ellis is being watched. 
 
    “I don’t know. He doesn’t seem terrible.” 
 
    “Well, good for you,” I snort. 
 
    I turn away from my masked secret admirer, not exactly in the mood to be on display. The past few days have been rough and confusing enough. First, being a space whore isn’t the most glamorous occupation in the galaxy, but at least I’ve come to understand the routine. An alien says to spread my legs? I spread. An alien says he wants pleasure? I give it to him. Alien says he wants to give me pleasure (it happens occasionally), and I accept it. There’s something familiar about the system, but right now? There’s nothing familiar here. 
 
    There’s twelve of us in this supposed Gathering Room, and Blythe’s with the former prince – or current, prince. I don’t know. The other Sidyths don’t tell us anything, and their voices are low enough that I can’t always pick them up on the translator. There’re six other girls in a second lair with more Sidyths, including Alaska and Kansas’ other half of their posse – Arizona and Dakota. Alaska’s trying to be strong; she’s not used to being separated from her supposed family, but every time Sidyths talk, she’s listening. 
 
    Rene and Devyn – who I’ve dubbed the work out twins – don’t say much to anyone but each other. I have a feeling that if we had met before here, they would have laughed at me for being a nerd and jogged back onto the soccer field slapping fives like idiots. I can’t stand either of them, so I let them be, and put on a friendly face when they ask what’s up with my secret admirer. 
 
    Hell if I know. 
 
    I’m still recovering with the loss of Blythe, the cute bi-racial chick with big tits – who was taken away by Korben – the Sidyth who runs things here on this planet. And though there are mutterings she’s doing okay, and Korben’s chosen her, I don’t want to believe Blythe has been so simple. Chosen? Sidyths aren’t supposed to choose human whores for mates, but that’s better than hearing she’s dead in a ditch somewhere. 
 
    “Maybe he thinks you’re a troublemaker or something,” Sloane chirps, as clueless as ever. 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me,” Alaska calls. “After all, York’s got a reputation just like the rest of us.” 
 
    I turn sharply toward Alaska. Now if Rene and Devyn give me nightmares about high school, it’s amazing I can look Alaska in the face at all. She’s everything I hated about high school girls because she’s everything I’m not. Alaska’s tall, slim, tan, and stunning. And while on paper, we may sound like we look alike, this couldn’t be further from the truth. Aliens look at Alaska and go “wow,” and apparently aliens look at me and say— 
 
    “Too smart,” Alaska says, filling in my thoughts. “Everyone knows about the few times you tried to escape an assignment, York.” She rolls her stunning blue eyes and flips a few blond waves over her tanned shoulder. The action is annoying because it reminds me of a hair commercial. 
 
    “I was bored.” I can’t help snapping back. After all, she’s not wrong. I was bored. My assignment with the Entlas was so good it was a downright yawn festival, so I tried to escape. To see if an Entla had a cruel bone in his hooved body. 
 
    The answer? Yes and no. I don’t talk about it if not asked. 
 
    “Either way,” Alaska continues, smirking over at Kansas. “You might as well talk to your stalker. Maybe he’ll tell us what the hell’s going on. Blythe betrayed us.” 
 
    “We don’t know that.” I don’t want to think about the possibility. Blythe wouldn’t do that. She made a huge speech on the spacecraft here about being sisters and depending on each other. I tried to play it off like it wasn’t a big deal, but her words meant something to me. I liked the idea of having someone I could talk to, and Blythe doesn’t strike me as an idiot. 
 
    But then that Sidyth swept her away, and no one’s seen or heard from her since. 
 
    “You think Blythe’s okay?” Sloane asks quietly. “The ugly one says she’s fine, but can we trust these guys?” 
 
    “I’m sure the prince is making her pleasure him,” Alaska chimes in. “Let’s not pretend spreading for aliens is fine. It’s part of the job.” 
 
    I can’t help but smirk. She has a point. 
 
    “At least no one’s said she’s dead yet,” Sloane drones on. 
 
    “Shut up. They can’t kill us unless they buy out our contracts,” Celeste grumbles. 
 
    It’s hard not to smile when I turn and find the Indian looking chick grimacing at Sloane before smirking at me. I remember Celeste. I’ve heard about how cruelly she was treated on some of her assignments, so it’s hard not to feel a little respect for her knowing she hasn’t been broken yet. 
 
    I shouldn’t be such a bitch, but I’m smart enough to know it’s a defense mechanism. I cover up my fears with bitchiness. I cover up my insecurities with smartassery, but it’s not like I lack much. My family doesn’t have financial situations like the rest of the girls here. My family’s well off. College was paid for, and I had a horse growing up. On paper, I don’t belong here because I chose to be a space whore, not for the money, but for the chance to find something different. 
 
    I’ve found different, alright. 
 
    He’s standing in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Guarded is available now 
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    Rebels of Sidyth, Book Three 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Ellis 
 
      
 
    I hate being weak. I hate being needy even more. 
 
    Still, there’s nothing more annoying than listening to York talk dirty to Azan. I swear to God, she has one of the filthiest mouths I’ve ever heard, making it almost impossible to keep a straight face around Hujun lately. And things have been more than intense since the incident around Christmas. I’m even more relieved when York and Azan go off to their cave beyond the lair because York screams. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not a prude, but I’m still recovering from what happened, and sometimes York makes it sound like the sex isn’t consensual. 
 
    I have to remember that’s not the case. 
 
    Azan’s pleasuring York because she wants him to. 
 
    Blythe’s pleasuring an alien prince between pregnant puke sessions because sex is one of the only things she still enjoys. 
 
    These particular Sidyths may not seem like anything special unless reminded of how Sidyths behave on their homeworld. 
 
    “Are all human women so loud?” Hujun lowers his chin. 
 
    Damn, I always forget how small I am next to him until he all but bends at his knees so we can talk quietly. He knows loud noises startle me, even when we’re all alone. Hujun’s dark yellow eyes dance across my frame, and it’s hard not to think there’s something sexual behind his gaze. I want that type of gaze on me. After everything that’s happened, I still want this man to put his hands on me. 
 
    I hate that I fear and want what Blythe and York have gotten easily. 
 
    I hate wanting Hujun so bad I could cry. 
 
    I hate how scared I am for the first time he does want me. 
 
    Despite all this mental turmoil, I want to have sex with the massive Sidyth standing before me. Some of the girls crack jokes about how ugly he is, but I don’t give a damn. They don’t know him the way I do. Hujun’s beautiful, if not a little intimidating to look at. People say he’s too big, but being a few inches shy of five feet tall, everyone already looks huge. And I love how Hujun keeps me safe. Some of the others, the pushier Sidyths have viewed my size as a weakness and think that means they can push me to do things I’m not comfortable doing. A few punches to the groin taught some a lesson, but not enough because now Hujun rarely leaves my side. 
 
    I’m glad he kept his promise. If not for him, I might be dead. 
 
    Hujun says he watches over me so closely because Prince Korben ordered him to. Hujun says he’s never going to take advantage of me, and while that’s fucking adorable, I’m not a kid. I know something terrible happened, but it’s not the first time an alien tried to rape me. 
 
    Since I became a Human Whore, I’ve known nothing about Sidyth men other than they’re monsters. Especially their females. Females squeeze males to unconsciousness when they want to mate, but the males kill women simply to prove they’re weak. At first, I kind of dreaded that Hujun would be the same way, but he wasn’t. Others though weren’t so kind. 
 
    Hujun isn’t a typical Sidyth. I know that now. He’s mine. He just doesn’t realize it yet. 
 
    The Sidyths on Hethdiss are always talking about consent, well I’m giving it!  
 
    I’ve told Hujun on more than one occasion that I want to have sex with him but he says I’m not in my right mind. I need to recover. When he’s really grouchy, he says that’s not part of the arrangement. The arrangement. Like I’m some obligation he has to take care of because Prince Korben’s ordered it so. What a crock. 
 
    Hujun says Korben’s happiness will always come first. 
 
    The girls say I need to show Hujun what coming first is all about. The girls don’t know what I’ve been through, but they have a point. 
 
    I’m sick of the sexual innuendos, and most of the girls in general, but they’re not wrong. Layla needs to shut up because at least she has a Sidyth chasing her around the clock, no matter how annoying he is. And Sloane, one of the dumbest girls I’ve ever met, is oblivious to how much the most human looking Sidyth here is courting her openly. Then there’s the worst. Dakota and Cade, who have sex around the clock with no strings attached. I swear they don’t know a thing about each other than they both like it rough, apparently. 
 
    Not fair. I may look like a baby, but I have a woman’s needs. I may have almost been raped, but unfortunately, it wasn’t the first time. 
 
    And I swear I’m over it now. 
 
    I need to get laid by Hujun, even if I have to convince Korben to order him to. Even if I have to fight against every voice in my head, screaming this is wrong and he’s going to hurt me eventually because he’s a Sidyth. 
 
    Hujun isn’t just a Sidyth to me. He’s beastly and powerful. But he’s also protective. 
 
    Sometimes I worry he’ll kill for me. 
 
    All that said, I still want his mouth between my legs. Otherwise, things are about to get nasty. 
 
      
 
    Promised is coming soon 
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    I can’t write without readers 
 
    I thank you so much for taking the time to read my book 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t be able to do this for a living if it weren’t for you guys 
 
    Thank you so much for reading Decorated! 
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