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Smitten by the Alien Rancher Reverse Harem

The machine had been advertised as a “quantum-assisted micro-extraction brewing system,” which Lila had taken to mean it would make better espresso than the last three machines she’d murdered through impatience and willful misuse. The box had shown a smiling woman in a white kitchen holding a cup of something that glowed faintly. Lila had thought the glowing was artistic license. She had been wrong.

She pressed the button labeled BREW. The machine made a sound like a small animal disagreeing with its existence. Then it made a sound like that animal losing the argument. A ring of blue light — not the warming, inviting blue of clear sky, but the cold, aggressive blue of a transformer blowing in a storm — erupted from the base, climbed the sides, and wrapped itself around Lila’s wrist where she’d been foolishly holding the handle.

She had time to think: I should’ve returned this when I had the chance.

Then the kitchen was gone.

There was a sensation of being turned inside out, except more dignified, and then the world reassembled itself around her with a sound like a very large deck of cards being shuffled by God. She hit a floor that was not her kitchen floor. It was wooden, worn smooth by what felt like centuries of boots, and it was coated in a fine layer of reddish dust that puffed up around her palms when she caught herself.

The saloon — because it was unmistakably a saloon, some architectural instinct had apparently survived the species barrier — smelled like sawdust, old leather, and something alcoholic that wasn’t quite whiskey. More like whiskey’s ambitious cousin from out of town. A piano was playing in the corner, except it wasn’t a piano. It had too many keys and the wrong number of legs, and the music it produced had a fourth note between every normal note, which meant everything it played sounded vaguely like a song you half-remembered from a dream. The light came in amber-red through tall windows, and when Lila blinked at the source of it she saw not one sun but one sun and the suggestion of another, a pale disc hanging behind the first like it was waiting its turn.

She also saw that every person in the saloon had stopped moving.

They were all looking at her.

They were all blue.

Not uniformly blue — variations on a theme, like a color swatch from a paint store that had committed to a concept. The woman behind the bar had skin the color of a clear winter sky. An older man at a card table was closer to indigo. They were tall, broadly built, wearing clothes that were ninety percent frontier and ten percent something else, some material that caught the alien light and threw it back in colors that didn’t have names in English. They had hats. They had actual cowboy hats. Lila would have found this funnier if she hadn’t been on her hands and knees on a dusty floor in another dimension.

Three of them stepped away from the bar.

The first one — the tallest — was the kind of large that recalibrated your sense of scale, the way a mountain does. He had skin the deep, saturated blue of a cloudless sky at noon, and he wore his hat pushed back like he had better things to do than keep it level. His jaw was a straight, deliberate line, and his eyes, when they found her, were silver and very still. That was Zane. She didn’t know that yet, but she felt it, the way you feel the weight of a room’s center of gravity.

The second moved differently — loose-hipped and easy, like walking was something he’d invented for fun. His hat was tilted at an angle that suggested he’d practiced the angle. His expression was the particular smile of a man who had said something charming to every person he’d ever met and received something valuable in return. That was Rhett.

The third didn’t smile at all. He was watching her the way a hawk watches something it hasn’t decided about yet. His brow was furrowed, his jaw tight, his eyes a dark, shifting blue-grey that made her feel, uncomfortably, like she’d already said something wrong. That was Colt.

All three of them stopped about four feet from where she was still crouched on the floor, apparently unable to convince her legs to operate. Then, in what had to be choreographed — there was no other explanation, they had to have rehearsed this — all three of them went down on one knee.

Zane leaned in first. His nostrils flared. A low sound came from his chest — not a growl exactly, more like the subsonic frequency before an earthquake, something you felt in your molars rather than heard with your ears.

“There she is,” he said, in a voice like gravel deciding to be velvet.

Rhett inhaled next, slower, more deliberate, and his grin widened to something that stopped being charming and started being wolfish. “Sweet stars,” he murmured. “She smells like home.”

Colt said nothing. He just breathed in, and something in his expression cracked open, just briefly, like light under a door.

“Our mate,” all three of them said, not quite in unison, and the word hit Lila somewhere between the sternum and the lower abdomen with the physical force of a pronouncement.

Her brain, to its credit, tried. It offered helpful information: this was impossible, she was hallucinating, there had been something wrong with the coffee, someone had left the gas on. Her body, however, was running a completely separate calculation, one that had to do with the fact that three enormous, devastatingly structured alien men had just knelt in front of her like she was the answer to a question they’d been asking for years, and it arrived at a result that was embarrassing and inconvenient.

The argument started immediately.

“I’m carrying her,” Zane said, standing, and his tone implied this was not an argument, it was a statement of geological fact.

“You carried the last unclaimed steer back from the far pasture and threw your back out for a week,” Rhett said pleasantly. “I’ll carry her.”

“You’ll talk her ear off for the whole walk and she’ll arrive confused,” Colt said. It was the most words he’d apparently said in some time, judging by the way the other two looked at him. “I’ll carry her.”

Lila remained on the floor, watching them bicker over her like she was a particularly desirable piece of luggage, and she thought: I still haven’t had my coffee.

The terror was still there, a small, responsible voice in the back of her head waving a flag. But something else was louder, something warm and inconvenient and absolutely not appropriate to the situation, and it had been getting louder since the moment that first growl had resonated in her back teeth.

She was, she realized, in an enormous amount of trouble.

She was also, she realized — and this was the more disturbing development — not entirely sure she minded.
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​Chapter 2
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Zane didn’t win the argument so much as he ended it. He simply looked at Rhett and then at Colt with a steadiness that said he had been making decisions in this family long before either of them had opinions about it, and then he crouched down, slid one arm under Lila’s knees and one behind her back, and stood up like she weighed nothing, which she definitely did not.

“Hey—” she started.

“Ranch house,” he said, to the other two. Then, to Lila, quieter: “You’ll be safe. I give you my word on that.”

She could feel his heartbeat through his chest. It was steady and slow and infuriatingly calming, and she resented how much it helped.

Outside, the alien sky had deepened into something between purple and copper, and both moons were up now — the large one bone-white, the small one the yellow of old paper — hanging above a landscape of low, rust-colored scrub and a scatter of structures that looked like a working ranch had been designed by someone who’d been given an excellent description of a ranch but had never actually seen one. The main house was large, built from something darker than wood, and it smelled like cedar had a cousin on this planet that was doing well for itself.

Zane carried her through the front door and down a hallway and into a room at the end of it, and there was the bed. It was enormous — built to the scale of the men who apparently slept in it — and it was piled with furs that looked softer than they had any right to be, layered in deep greys and the kind of brown that made you think of warmth before you’d even touched it. He laid her down in the center of it with a care that was so deliberate it felt like a statement, and she sank in, and the fur was exactly as soft as it had looked.

“Oh,” she said, involuntarily.

“Yeah,” he agreed, and sat down beside her, and took his hat off, and set it on the post of the bed with the ease of a man who had done that ten thousand times. Without the hat he was, somehow, more. His face was all clean angles and contained intention, and his eyes, silver in the amber light of the room, stayed on her face like he was reading something there.

She reached up and touched his jaw before she’d made a decision to do it. The skin was smooth over bone that felt immovable, and he turned his face slightly into her hand, just barely, like an animal accepting something it had waited a long time for.

They undressed with the gravity of two people engaged in something irreversible.

Zane was — she had known he would be large, she had had a preliminary estimate — but knowing and arriving at the fact were different things. His cock was thick and flushed a
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