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      June 2052

      “Yes!” Janey “Tommy” Thompson screamed as she hit the accelerator in Papaw’s old truck. “It’s working.” She clung to the steering wheel as it shot forward on the dirt road. A cloud of dust blocked out the brilliant blue sky behind them.

      RJ gripped the dashboard and the handle above the passenger door. “Uh, Tommy? Should we slow down?”

      Tommy slapped the shifter into fourth gear, stealing just a little more speed from the formerly gas-powered engine. The rear of the truck fishtailed sideways. Tommy counter-steered and pulled it back into alignment. If only she had a real test track to play on. But RJ was right. After a few more seconds, she eased off the accelerator and slowed to merely too fast for the dusty lane that led home.

      She timed the deceleration perfectly to slide to a stop in front of the detached garage. “That was awesome. We have to test it on a paved road.”

      RJ released his white-knuckled grip and freed himself from the seatbelt. “You go that fast on any highway, you’ll get a ticket or worse—a whole bunch of questions you shouldn’t answer.”

      Tommy shrugged as if she didn’t care. If it was only her, she wouldn’t. But if World Federation environmental enforcers showed up on the porch, it would stress Papaw. She climbed out of the driver’s side and slapped the slightly rusted blue door closed. “Thanks for helping me with the distillation.”

      “No problem. We should see if we can fix up an old tractor to run on the stuff. There’s good money in restoring the farm equipment.”

      Tommy nodded. He wasn’t wrong, but she’d rather work on vehicles that could move. Anything that wasn’t an electric robot controlled by nanny algorithms.

      “Going raccoon hunting tonight. Want to come?”

      “Nah. I’m dancing.”

      RJ crossed his arms. “Don’t you make enough at the Grease n’ Go?”

      It was a long-running fight, ever since she’d given in to the “benefits” part of their friendship. RJ was fun for an occasional romp, better than most of the men she’d been with, but still too selfish. Besides, she loved dancing. Loved the eyes on her, the awe she inspired with her wicked moves and a single pole. Power was her addiction. “I’m still saving for my own shop.”

      “You could run your garage out of here.” He hitched a thumb at the big metal shed.

      “Folks aren’t gonna drive way out here for repairs.”

      “Whatever. I’ll see you later.” RJ pirouetted his bicycle on the back tire and took off down the single track that led between their farms.

      Inside, Papaw waited in the kitchen. “You got a letter.”

      “I’m not going.”

      “It ain’t from a school.” Her grandfather had been filling in college applications for her for months—ever since she’d quit going to the local community college. She couldn’t help the instructors were idiots.

      “I’m going for a swim.” She tugged the zipper on her coveralls.

      “Janey, you can’t avoid your future forever.”

      “Why are you being so dang stubborn?”

      His snatched his truck keys off the counter where she’d dropped them. “You and your mamaw wrote the damn manual on stubborn. Never could get her to change her mind about anything either, God rest her blessed soul. Tennessee’s a small place, and you’ve got a big brain and even bigger talent. You’re wasting it here.”

      “I’m not wasting it. Made your old-ass truck run on corn squeezin’s, didn’t I?”

      “Exactly my point.”

      “I have plans.”

      “Stripping and oil changes is not a life plan. Shoulda joined the Air Force right out of high school like I told you,” he grumbled.

      Too bad her asthma had nixed that idea. “My garage is going to be state of the art.”

      “Won’t nobody care or be able to afford the technical magic you do. These are farming folk, and they’re barely allowed to do that, what with all the laws on feed, fertilizer, and farts. You’re determined to fade in this dying town when you’re a shining star.”

      He’d been lost when her grandmother passed from a heart attack—like God had just unplugged her, and they’d been left in the dark. No way would Tommy abandon him. She might’ve been meant for more, but owning her own business was a damn good future.

      “I’m going into town.” He held out the envelope addressed to her, the flap loose, a WF logo in the corner. “Read the damn letter.”
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      “Sigurthurk Felixiuh, get on that ship or you’re fired.”

      Sig lifted his head from the scanner to face his boss, his mother, and the head of the council. She was only one female, but she was formidable with her arms crossed and her glare lasering into him. He considered arguing. He didn’t want a mate. His brothers were mated and producing kits, so why the rush? Why would a human want to mate him?

      Questioning his value to a mate would incense his mother beyond the level she’d already achieved. But he was used to everyone leaving him in the shadows and didn’t appreciate the spotlight she’d placed on him.

      “Fine. I’ll start the termination.” She spun, her white robe whipping behind her.

      “I’ll go. Just let me finish—”

      “No. The transport is loaded. The team is waiting.” She pointed at the door. “Retrieve your matched mate now.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure?” Sigurthurk asked his navigator. They’d landed in a sea of grass. In the distance, a white, wooden structure poked up from a hill framed against a blue sky. A vehicle raced down a dirt track, clouds of dust billowing in its wake.

      “These are her current coordinates.” Was the navigator chiding him?

      “Lower the ramp. I will return with…” Sigurthurk glanced at the paperwork again. “Janey Thompson.” He slid the documents back inside the envelope and strode to the bay of the ship as if he didn’t have doubts.

      Meters into his walk, he was sweltering. He lowered his uniform’s fastener to let his fur air out, although the ambient humidity didn’t provide much relief.

      Sig mounted the steps to the front door and knocked. As he waited, the doubts crept back in. He wasn’t as smart or dashing as his brothers. Why would Janey want him?

      No answer. Perhaps she’d seen the ship and left in the vehicle? Music wafted in the slight breeze, emanating from the back of the structure.

      The thought of returning without his mate and facing the disappointment of his family was worse than the potential embarrassment of violating privacy protocols. He slowly circumnavigated the structure to ascertain the source. As he rounded a corner, a large water pen filled his immediate vision. The music was coming from just beyond it. Sig leaned around the curve and froze. A naked human female—perfect hairless ass bared to the sky—lay flat on a plastic platform. Her skin was the same bronze as the markings on his own coat; her mane was light like his. His cock strained in its pouch.

      He pressed it down, dropping the envelope. As he picked it up, she turned. Blue eyes locked on him, and the tops of her breasts came into view. Air left his lungs.

      She leapt up, yanking a covering over her bare body. “What the fuck are you?”

      Without thinking, he said, “Siguthurk Fexlixiuh”

      “Holy shit. You’re one of those aliens they’ve been talking about on the internet. RJ swore it was all lies.”

      She should have received a letter from her government and been expecting his arrival. He passed her the packet of documents that contained the details of their arrangement. Maybe after she read them, she would send him away, and he could return to his quiet life.

      She slid the papers out and scanned the top one, a copy of the letter the WF should have sent. Her gaze bounced up to him. “How’d you get out here?”

      Sigurthurk pointed to the far side of her domicile.

      She walked to the edge of the building and gazed at the field where his ship rested. “No way. That’s a real spaceship.”

      He nodded.

      She darted back to her platform, picked up her digital device and folio, and slipped on foot pads. “Show me.”
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      Tommy led the way with the furry alien following. Tall grass brushed against her bare legs. She had to march in her flip-flops, but the dark metal spaceship called to her.

      She ran her fingertips along the smooth rounded surface. Whoever did their welding was an expert, or the ship was printed in one piece. After walking its perimeter, bigger than a grain silo, she stopped at the ramp. “Can I go inside?”

      The alien nodded and clasped her hand when her sandals failed to grip the slanted surface. A spark of heat traveled up her arm, and she reluctantly released him. The room they entered was empty except for a single bench lining the wall to the left. He opened the oval door at the far wall, exposing a bridge with computers everywhere. Three furry aliens swiveled their chairs to stare at her. She flipped her hand up in a casual wave. “Hey. I’m Tommy.”

      The others lifted three-fingered…paws? Wow. One started talking.

      “I can’t understand you. You understand me though, right?”

      Her alien nodded.

      “Dang. I wish I could ask questions. The engine, flight mechanisms…”

      He pointed at the papers she still had clutched under one arm. Tommy shifted through them. One with a World Federation “WF” logo, Earth’s governing organization, explained something about an implant and a place for her signature. “I can get a translator?”

      He nodded.

      “And it works for all languages?” Understanding Spanish would be useful.

      His head bounced around
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