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            STORY INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      When Fiona applied for an alien husband, she didn’t expect to get two of them. Now they’ve both decided she’s their fated mate. Saddled with this “clerical error,” Fiona has to help her territorial alien husbands get along when all they want is to tear each other apart over her affection.

      Shathar left his grocery business behind to find a new life on Earth—and a bride he could love and call his own. But now he must compete for the title of Fiona’s husband when all he wants is peace and happiness.

      Khesan came from a wealthy family and a strict military life. Knowing he’s found his forever in Fiona, he’ll use all his drive and determination to show he’s better than Shathar and earn her love.

      But only one of them can stay, and it will be up to Fiona to decide who. How can she choose when sparks start to fly between all three of them?

      CONTENT WARNINGS

      May contain spoilers!
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      FIONA

      The day my grocery cart gets stuck in the door at the store, the wheel jammed in the grooves, I realize it’s a sign.

      I’m stuck in my ways. I’m the wheel in the door frame, and it’s up to me to jolt myself out of it. So, a few weeks after my best friend Amara’s wedding to her new alien husband, I do it. I jump into the unknown and dial the number for the Galactic Matching Program.

      Meeting someone from far away. Finding true love, my happily ever after. That’s what I want, and I think I can get it if I take a leap of faith.

      I’m sent an application, which I do my best to fill out honestly. None of the questions are about what I’m looking for in a forever partner—it’s all about me, my habits, my interests, my lifestyle, even my diet.

      Then, when it’s done, I click SUBMIT and wait.
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        * * *

      

      “You did what?” Marguerite asks on Friday night as we sit around a table with Amara and Roth’kar, sipping our drinks. We’re at a quieter place tonight, more of a bar than a club, so we can hear each other talk.

      “I can’t believe it!” Amara says, clapping her hands together in excitement the way she always does. “I think that’s a great idea, Fiona. Open your mind, open your heart, and who knows what might walk into your life?”

      She snuggles up against Roth’kar, whose stern expression melts as he kisses the top of her head. Even his little antennae bend toward her. I know he wasn’t enthused about kissing at first, but he’s definitely into it big time now.

      Sometimes it’s hard watching your best friend be really, really, really happy. Obviously, I’m ecstatic for her. She found love, true love, and I’m over the moon that someone as sweet and wonderful as Amara got everything she wanted and more. But it also makes it just that much more obvious how big a hole there is in my life.

      “I hope I get as lucky as you two,” I say, wringing my hands. “It’s kind of a crapshoot.”

      Yeah, I’m one of the lucky ones who can go both ways when it comes to dating. After the RVS plague wiped out most men on Earth, many weren’t as lucky. And I love women, don’t get me wrong. That’s not the problem, though.

      The problem is… forever. I want forever, but no one else around me does. None of the people who interest me want the same thing I do, and so we’ll have a one-night stand, and then they call it good.

      I’m sick of being a hookup girl. No, I want what Amara has—someone who will love me until I’m old and tired, and we sit on the front porch together sipping spiked sweet tea.

      Amara tilts her head. “The matchmaker, Gazargo, seems to take the applications really seriously.”

      “I’m sure it’s not as fancy as all that,” Marguerite says, rolling her eyes. “Remember in college when we all had to fill out applications for roommates and then got matched with random people, anyway? I think Amara just got lucky.”

      Jeez, that better not be true. If I’m doing this, I want it to be for real.

      “What if your alien has three eyes?” Marguerite asks me. “Do you think you could fall in love with someone who had three eyes, Fiona?”

      Amara swats at Marguerite. “Stop giving her ideas. It will work out, I’m sure of it.” She shoots me a reassuring smile. “You just have to put your whole heart on the line, and everything will turn out the way it should.”

      Oof. My whole heart, huh? I’ve had my heart broken before, and it’s not a pretty picture. The last time I got dumped for being too clingy, I cut off most of my hair and got a tattoo.

      “Whoever comes is looking for the same thing you are, Fiona,” Roth’kar says, speaking up for the first time. “Just have confidence in that. You are very likable.”

      “Aw,” Amara says, elbowing him. “That’s sweet. She is likable, isn’t she?”

      I hope my new alien spouse feels the same way.
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        * * *

      

      It takes ten days to hear back about my application. When I get the call, it’s coming from an unrecognized phone number, but the moment it rings, I know it’s them.

      “Hello, Fiona Knox,” the voice on the other end says when I answer. “The Galactic Matching Program has found a suitable match for you. Please proceed to the spaceport in four days, two hours, and twenty-five minutes.”

      I scribble it down quickly.

      “We will be expecting you!” the voice says cheerily, then hangs up.

      It’s time. It’s really happening, and I can’t go back now. In four days, I’m going to meet my forever person.

      Man, I sure have a lot of cleaning to do before then. I live alone and work from home, so my house is kind of a disaster. I rarely have anybody over, preferring to meet my friends out at bars and clubs, or for a party at Marguerite’s place.

      I get everything set up in the upstairs guest room, and having learned from Amara’s experience that aliens can be much bigger than we are, I station a queen-sized bed there. Finally, after two days of cleaning, the house at least looks presentable. I have a problem with collecting knickknacks, which decorate cabinets and shelves all over, so I hope my new alien spouse doesn’t mind that.

      Then it’s time. I get into my car and take a deep breath before driving off to the spaceport.
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        * * *

      

      I sit in a waiting room for a surprising amount of time once I arrive. Two tall, skinny aliens with huge eyes are talking behind the counter, and I can’t tell what gender they are or if they have one. Their voices grow louder and their movements more agitated while I wait, and I wonder if something is wrong.

      Is my new alien partner not here yet? Did they miss the flight?

      “Fiona Knox?” one of the two tall aliens calls out.

      I hop to my feet. “That’s me.”

      The alien, who appears a little harried, gestures for me to follow. They lead me into the same room where Roth’kar and Amara sealed the deal on their marriage and I was their witness. In an adjoining room I hear arguing. Loud arguing, the words indistinguishable, and is that hissing?

      When the door opens, the noise abruptly halts. A familiar short and turtle-faced alien stands in the middle of the room on a stool, so that he’s nearly at eye level with the two other aliens on either side of him. It’s Gazargo, one of the Frahma, who were the first alien species to make contact with Earth.

      Then my eyes are drawn to the two aliens. They’re distinctly reptilian—that’s the best way to describe their faces, which are humanoid in shape but with rounded snouts and broad nostrils. Their bodies are covered in scales in shades of green, and they both stand on two legs and have two arms each. I thought I might have to contend with more limbs, like Amara did when she met Roth’kar, but it looks like the biggest difference between us is they each have long tails trailing along the ground. They appear to have five fingers and five toes on their bare feet, but at the tips are claws. Their ears are pointed, with hair running between a pair of ridges on top of their heads.

      I gulp, wondering who they are. I must be in the wrong place. There should be only one alien husband waiting for me.

      The moment I step into the room, two pairs of intense yellow eyes settle on me. They have slitted pupils, like lizards, and I freeze in the doorway.

      “Oh, it’s you,” Gazargo chirps. “Come in, come in.”

      Uneasily I cross the room, all my nerves firing at once. When I approach, the two aliens take deep breaths, as if smelling me. Up close, I notice one alien is more of a teal color, while the other is a deep emerald. The emerald one has deeper lines around his eyes, as if he’s older.

      “Gentlemen,” Gazargo says to the two aliens, “this is Fiona.”

      “Fiona.” The greener, older alien rolls my name around his mouth, revealing his sharp teeth. “You smell… wondrous.” He sniffs again, his brows relaxing as he breathes it in.

      I fidget, surreptitiously sniffing the air to see if maybe I forgot to put on deodorant. “What? Me?”

      He nods. “Perhaps this meeting is fortuitous after all. I believe, Fiona, that you are my fated mate.”

      I stand still, not quite sure what this means. By his declaration, though, it sounds significant.

      “Liar,” snaps the younger, bluer alien. “You cannot possibly be her mate.”

      The first one arches his eyebrow. “And why not?”

      “Because…” The second alien inhales deeply. “Because she is my mate. I can smell her, and I know it to be true.”

      The emerald-green alien stands up straight and… the things that looked like ridges suddenly flare out into wide fans along the sides of his head. He hisses, baring his sharp fangs at the other alien, who responds in kind, his own fans raising. They circle each other, still hissing, and I back away.

      “Pardon me,” I say to Gazargo. “But what is going on?”

      “I’m so sorry.” He turns to the two aliens, gesturing wildly at them. “Give her some space and calm down, will you?”

      “But—” says the first alien.

      “She’s mine!” says the second alien.

      “Everyone, stop!” Gazargo’s voice booms across the room. The two of them freeze. “Is this the first impression you want to make on your new wife?”

      Both aliens wilt, their fans lowering. They look at me, then at each other, then at me again.

      “Do I need to send you both back where you came from?” Gazargo grumbles.

      This mollifies them, and both their fans droop back down to the sides of their heads. They turn to me, subdued expressions on their faces.

      “My deepest apologies,” says the more emerald alien, bowing his head. “This must be a lot for you in one day.”

      The other one tips his chin down as well. “I’m sorry for losing my temper.”

      “Ahem.” Gazargo gives each alien one last glare before approaching me. “The Arshurians are… a territorial species. And can sometimes be aggressive toward rivals.”

      Rivals? What’s going on here?

      “Pardon me…” I pause, uncertain. “I came here for one alien husband. I think you have me confused with someone else.”

      Gazargo arches a brow, then glances down at a clipboard in his hand. “You are Fiona Knox, are you not?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Then you’re in the right place.” He crosses his arms. “A tiny, erm, mistake was made, though.”

      I glance between the two aliens. I think he’s definitely right.

      “What mistake?”

      “Well, you were supposed to get one Arshurian. Instead, um…” Gazargo hesitates. “There are two.”

      No way. Surely that can’t be.

      My voice is small as I ask, “How did that happen?”

      “I don’t know.” Gazargo crosses his arms. “But now they are both here, so it’s up to you to decide which one will be your husband.”

      I stare at him, aghast. “What? I have to pick?”

      “Please choose me,” says the first alien. “We are destined to be together. We are fated mates.”

      “What is that?” I squeak. “A fated mate?”

      Gazargo clears his throat, drawing my attention back to him.

      “Arshurians have a special mate bond. It’s like, well, an imprint. They believe it’s fated by the gods.”

      I peer at each of the two aliens, who are still growling at one another.

      “That can’t be right. Me? We just met a second ago.”

      “I know it was only a moment,” says the teal alien, taking a step toward me. “But I promise, you are meant to be mine. I could smell your lovely scent on the air, and I know that you are the answer to my heart’s wishes.”

      “But…” I chew my lip. “I don’t know either of you.”

      “Well, that is where the trial marriage comes in,” Gazargo pipes up. “You can take both of them home with you and decide later which one you’d like to keep.” There’s a glint in his eye. “I’m sure they’ll both work hard to earn your affection.”

      The two aliens nod in unison.

      “I will treasure you above all else,” says the older one. “I promise that I will be yours until the end.”

      The younger one does the same. “I will care for all your needs. I will offer you my whole heart.”

      Now they’re staring at me with those impenetrable yellow eyes, and the hopeless romantic in me? She’s tentatively raising her head, wondering if this might be just what I was looking for.

      They both want me. They’re each laying claim to me.

      And so what if I want to be claimed?
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      SHATHAR

      The human female is visibly disturbed by all that’s been heaped upon her in the last few minutes. But I think she is also intrigued, and that is a good place for me to start.

      Bah, if only Khesan weren’t here. I knew it was a bad sign when I ran into him aboard our transport from our home planet, Arshur, but I’d simply assumed he was headed to Earth for the same reason: to meet a human bride of his own.

      Not my human bride. Particularly not a human bride that my nose has already recognized as my one. My only.

      My fated mate.

      She smells like warm sunshine, like a flower whose scent was specifically designed for me. It awakened me, and I felt immediately when my nalopo responded. I don’t even have to look to know that they have emerged, ready to please her.

      But now, Khesan is claiming that Fiona is also his fated mate, which is simply impossible. He just thinks that it will help his cause. Not that he needs any help with his good looks.

      Before she came in, we were discussing how we both ended up on Earth, matched with the same person, and the stupid little Frahma was defending himself. A clerical error, he kept saying. He wouldn’t tell us which of us was meant to be here.

      I know it’s me. That’s the only reason the gods would have tied me to the human woman—if I was the one intended to come here and mate with her.

      Khesan is an unfortunate barrier.

      “I am happy to prove that I am the best match,” I say with my arms crossed. It will work out as long as the gods are with me, and a fated mate proves that they are.

      Khesan growls low in his throat. “I am the best match.”

      I decide to say nothing. He is an upstart, the son of a rich man playing at soldier. I might be a much simpler, lower-class Arshurian, owning my own grocery business, but I am far more worldly and certainly more capable of pleasing a mate. It will not take much to convince Fiona that I am the one for her.

      I let my fans fall to the sides of my head and relax. The human is intimidated by us, and the last thing I want is for her to fear me. Instead, I try to smile the way that I’ve seen humans do in the many videos I’ve watched.

      Her eyes go big—they are an interesting bright blue—as I reveal all of my fangs.

      “Wow,” she breathes. “Nice, um, teeth.”

      “Thank you.” I have kept them clean and neat, as much as I can. “I will prove I am the best male for you if you give me the opportunity.” I clasp my claws together, hoping to make myself look somewhat softer. Humans are quite fragile creatures.

      I hear Khesan growl, but Gazargo holds up one hand and the younger male says nothing.

      “Oh, wow, okay,” Fiona says. “Maybe I should learn your name first, though?”

      Stupid me. Khesan snickers under his breath.

      “I am Shathar,” I tell her, bending my neck and lowering my snout to show my deference. The woman repeats my gesture back to me, which is adorable if incorrect. A female being courted would never bend her neck.

      “I am Fiona.”

      “Fiona.” I like how it sounds when I say it back to her.

      “And you?” she asks Khesan, and I’m irritated at losing her attention.

      “Khesan.” He also bends his neck, lowering his snout even farther than mine. “It is wonderful to meet you, Fiona, the song of my heart.”

      My eyes just about roll out of my head.

      Fiona covers her mouth. “Ah,” she says in a high-pitched voice. “A poet.”

      Khesan peers up at her, then lowers himself farther, down onto one knee.

      “It is not poetry, but what I really feel,” he says, clasping his chest. “When the gods decide, it is final. I will do everything in my power to show you how I am the mate destined for you.”

      “How about that,” Fiona says weakly.

      I gnash my teeth as that idiot youngling gets back to his feet. What a show he’s putting on. It’s pathetic, really. I am an older male, and not as silly and frivolous. You do not win a female’s heart by regaling her with tales of your affection, but with deeds.

      “Ahem,” says Gazargo, recapturing our attention. “There is a ceremony to complete.”

      “I only brought one ring,” Fiona says, her expression strained.

      Ah, yes. I read about this. On my way here, I consumed every possible piece of information I could about humans—their culture, their rituals, their world. I knew that coming from Arshur, things would be very different here, and I wanted to be as prepared as possible.

      I wonder if this idiot Khesan has taken that kind of time or initiative.

      “That is all right,” I say, tucking my hands behind my back. “What if you saved the ring until the thirty-day trial is up and you have made your choice?”

      It will be me at the finish line, as she is my heart’s song. I am already greedy to learn every inch of her, to glean everything I can about who she is. I want to explore everything I can by the end of this one Earth month.

      Yes, I even learned how long Earth months are, even though back home we count time in days, moon turns, and seasons.

      “I guess I could do that,” Fiona says, lowering the ring in her hand. She glances at Gazargo for confirmation.

      He sighs and shrugs, clearly growing impatient. “Whatever you like. Now, are all of you ready with your commitments?”

      I read about these, too, but what I had rehearsed makes no sense now that I know she’s my mate, my destined. Before, I was promising to grow to love her, to be trustworthy and dedicated until love blossomed between us. Now that I know who she is, though… things have changed. I will need to adjust accordingly.

      “I will go first,” Khesan says quickly. He retrieves something from his pocket. So, he did come prepared—but he didn’t memorize it.

      I decide to let him say his piece before I do, so that I can make a fool of him when it’s my turn.

      His tail twitches behind him as he begins. “I may not know your name yet,” he reads off the tablet, “but I can promise you that I am, as you humans say, ‘all in.’”

      Vakha. He studied, too.

      “I promise to look after you, and protect you, and defend you from any other males⁠—”

      Fiona’s face is turning pinker and pinker, which I have learned from the Human Fact Sheet is a sign of stress.

      “You won’t need to do any of that,” she says quickly, interrupting him.

      Khesan blinks at her, and then down at his communicator, trying to remember where he left off. “And defend you… no, we’re cutting that part…” He clears his throat and stands up straight again. “I will honor you, and bring respect to our family name.”

      There’s silence, and then Fiona seems to realize that Khesan is finished.

      “Oh,” she says in that high voice again. “Those are, um, nice vows. Thank you, Khesan.”

      “I will go next,” I say, stepping forward. Fiona’s gaze darts over to me.

      “Okay.” She swallows. “Sure.”

      “I did not know what to expect upon coming here,” I begin, speaking not from memory, but from my heart. “I did not know that upon arriving, I would be greeted by the most beautiful creature to exist. That I would scent my fated mate.”

      Fiona’s eyes widen.

      “But beauty is inside and out. And while I find you lovely to look upon, I can’t wait to learn even more of your beauty. Everything that is you, I want to know. So I can truly be the partner you sought when you applied.”

      The only sound is a low hiss from Khesan.

      “I hope I can become that.” I slowly reach out toward where Fiona stands stock-still, and I lay my palm on her cheek. “And build a life with you.”

      Khesan’s hiss grows louder.

      “Why, isn’t that nice,” says Fiona, though she is still locked in my gaze. She backs up so she can face both of us. “I should say mine, I suppose?” She pulls out a very archaic communicator and taps it a few times. “A-hem. Well. I applied to the program to find my forever person.” She glances between us. “And I believe that can be you if we work together, if we put our hearts into this journey and see where it takes us.”

      My new human mate is as lovely inside as she is outside, with her short, light yellow hair and bright eyes.

      “I’m here for the long haul. I want to share my life and everything in it with you… both. I can’t wait to learn all about you, and show you the deepest parts of my soul. Please be kind with it.”

      She sighs after she finishes, like that took a lot out of her. I wonder if she has been hurt before.

      “That was lovely,” I say.

      “A wonder with words,” Khesan adds, and I flash him a glare.

      “Yes, yes indeed,” interrupts Gazargo. “Now, please sign over here, and then the three of you can get on your way.”

      He holds out a tablet to Fiona, which she signs. Then he offers it to Khesan next, who signs his name, too.

      “Oh, one moment,” Gazargo says, tapping the screen. “I need to add another line.”

      I grumble as he fiddles around with it, then eventually hands it over so I can sign my name. I curl my claw over the screen with a flourish, and then we’re finished.

      “If for any reason things aren’t working out, you can call.” He directs this at Fiona. “We will send assistance if needed.”

      “Assistance?” She glances sideways at each of us. “I don’t think that will be necessary. Right, Khesan? Shathar?”

      We each nod rapidly in unison. I will give Fiona no reason to make such a call. I will be as understanding as I can be of this imposter in our midst, but it won’t take long for Fiona to realize the truth: that she is my fated mate, and she is meant to be mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      KHESAN

      His commitments were, admittedly, better than mine. It itches painfully to acknowledge this, but it means that I will have to try harder to succeed and win Fiona to my side. Though Shathar is intimidating, and certainly an attractive Arshurian himself, I will prove my worth.

      That Shathar, who watched me the whole time like I was a youngling about to make a fool of myself. But there is one thing that I am certain about: this human woman is meant for me. The smell of her is like nothing else. It is bright and airy, but distinctly feminine. When she held my hand, I could feel energy flowing between us.

      I wonder if Fiona could sense it, too. She seems overwhelmed, and I wish I could ease that burden on her. But having two full-grown Arshurians thrust upon you when you only signed up for one… that would be overwhelming to a small, soft female like her.

      Small and soft and pretty as a flower, with eyes like jewels and hair the color of a cloud. Such a lovely creature as this was given to me?

      But no—I will still have to fight for her. Somehow I will have to convince her that Shathar is telling a lie about the mate bond, and I am telling the truth. I believe in the will of the gods, of destiny, and I know they will not lead me astray. At the end of this, I will have my mate all to myself and Shathar will slink home to his rustic little business “with his tail between his legs,” as humans would say. Which is ironic, as humans don’t have tails.

      Now that the ceremony is concluded, the little Frahma is eager to get us out of his sight—probably afraid we will come to blows. But I will not give Shathar the satisfaction. My temper may be simmering under the surface at the idea that I’ll have to share my mate for the next thirty days, but I won’t act on it.

      Fiona leads the way out the door into the spaceport. She makes an uncertain humming noise as she glances back at the two of us, and she looks disturbed.

      “What bothers you?” I ask, coming up to walk beside her so she can hear me over the rumbling noise of ship engines.

      “My car. You both are, um, a little big. I’m not sure if everyone is going to fit, and one of you will have to sit in the back seat.”

      She is already anxious about our presence, which is not good.

      “We will be fine with whatever accommodations you have to offer,” I say in my smoothest voice, then glance at Shathar, who has come up on her other side.

      “I will, however, sit in the front seat,” he says firmly, as if there’s no room for argument.

      I gape at him. “You cannot simply decree this.”

      He crosses his arms. Fiona glances between us, that worried crease between her brows returning.

      “There are no dibs in my car,” she says crossly.

      “Dibs?” I ask.

      “When you say, ‘I get the front seat,’ that’s calling dibs.” She shakes her head as we approach the opposite end of the spaceport. “Dibs are inherently unfair. Seating should be decided by each individual’s needs.” She pauses and sizes up the two of us. “Khesan, you are taller, so you should have the front seat.”

      Perfect. I will get to sit close to her on our journey, and Shathar will be relegated to the back. Clearly, Shathar doesn’t like this, but he bites his tongue.

      We wander the asphalt lot for some time before Fiona locates her vehicle. “A-ha!”

      “This will be plenty big enough,” Shathar says, patting the side. He shoots me one more glare as Fiona opens our doors to show us how they work, and I hop into the front seat.

      It is an interesting method of travel, this land-based car. At home on Arshur, we ride a chariska, large animals who run on two legs, or else take a hovercraft. Hovercraft are very expensive, so only a few families—like mine—have them.

      I should probably learn how to drive one of these cars.

      Shathar grunts in irritation as he climbs into the back seat, and then we’re off. Fiona chews her bottom lip as she drives, navigating carefully around corners and through intersections. She has a steadiness about her that I like already.

      “So, tell me about yourselves?” she asks, glancing sideways at me. “Khesan?”

      Oh, am I happy to be asked this question.

      “I come from a good family. We are known on Arshur for the size of our lands.”

      Fiona arches a brow. “You’re rich?”

      “I suppose. I joined the military a few years ago because the family name was stifling. Wanted to see more of the world and learn how to defend myself.” I turn to her. “To protect my future mate.”

      Shathar scoffs from the back seat.

      “What?” I demand, glancing at him. “Something you would like to say?”

      “It is exactly what a military male would say. True strength isn’t in the ability to fight, though. It is in the ability to provide and care for your mate.”

      I scoff in return. “Military service provides for all of these needs.”

      Shathar says nothing, but his lips press together into a knowing smile. I don’t like that at all.

      “Is there a lot of war on your planet?” Fiona asks, eyes widening.

      “Our military is ornamental,” Shathar pipes up in the back seat, and I shoot him a glare. He continues. “Our country does not need protection, but we maintain it anyway. A waste of money and bodies, when they are needed to work fields and build homes.”

      I seethe under the surface of my skin. I have heard all these things before.

      “It is about service,” I snap. “Learning to protect, to care for others’ needs above yours, to make sacrifices for the greater good.”

      It was, perhaps, selfish of me to leave the service to attend to my own needs. But that life had lost its meaning for me. What is the point of protecting if you have no one to protect?

      Fiona lets out a thoughtful sound. “That makes sense. You are still learning useful skills even if you have no one to fight. Your world sounds nice.”

      “Arshur has its positive qualities,” I say, turning my head to peer out the window at the trees going by, which are merely sticks. “It is mostly desert, though, and there are few places where we can work the land. As a result, our population remains small. It is… difficult to find a mate.”

      Shathar does not argue with me. At least we can agree on the reason we came to Earth—to search for a mate when there are so few readily available at home. To find forever with someone.

      “Oh, I get it.” Fiona’s smile is lovely. “Is that why you both did the Matching Program?”

      I nod. “Similar plight as your own world. There are very few choices, and I am looking for something… permanent. Many females my own age on Arshur are not ready yet.”

      Fiona’s cheeks redden. “You are just ahead of them in maturity. That happens sometimes.”

      “An inexperienced male,” Shathar says in the back seat. “Why did you not seek a mate older than you?”

      I flash him my teeth. “None appealed to me. But when I heard of the Matching Program, I knew it was because I was intended for something else.” I turn to Fiona. “Someone else.”

      Her face turns even redder. “That’s sweet.” She looks up into the mirror again. “What about you, Shathar?”

      I am growing ever more annoyed that I will have to share all of her time with him. I hope I can end their courtship quickly and send Shathar home.

      “On Arshur, I owned a grocery,” he says calmly, in that low voice of his. “It was a humble living, but I brought people the things they needed.”

      “What’s going to happen to it now that you’re gone?” Fiona asks, and I am wondering the same thing.

      “I sold the business to a friend. He will do well.”

      So he did all that, gambling on the Matching Program? It is too bad he will have to go back and start over when Fiona makes her decision.

      “Perhaps you can be an employee at your own business when you return home,” I quip.

      There’s a snarl in the back seat.

      “All right, no fighting in the car,” Fiona snaps. “I need to focus on the road. Khesan, that was a low blow.”

      I grit my teeth and sit back in my seat, chastised.

      “Why did you come to Earth if you were giving up so much, Shathar?” Fiona asks.
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