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        True love is said to defy time, but can it survive space, aliens, and being abducted? Angus MacNamara and Erin O’Shea are about to find out.

      

        

      
        New Earth desperately needs matchmakers. There is only one small—okay, BIG—problem. No one wants the alien dating service job. No one. The original matchmakers are dead, and much worse, their DNA is no longer viable for cloning.

      

        

      
        Solution? Go back in time to abduct some from one of Earth’s slower spinning ones, and retrieve the alternates of the one couple in any universe who could do the job.

      

        

      
        Far easier said than done, though, especially when the alternates are anything but a loving couple, and both alternatives are none too pleased to be thrown into the future.

      

        

      
        What does oil and water create? Salad dressing or a real mess of aliens, humans, and matchmaking fun!
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      Universe 6, May 15, 1958, on a hill outside Lisdoonvarna, Ireland…

      

      Angus MacNamara pulled the pistol from the holster on his kilt belt. He checked the chamber, made sure his shot was loaded, then looked down at the grave and glared.

      Love and hate had always been intertwined in his life. The harpy he had married over forty years ago had been his greatest pleasure and his darkest curse.

      Love weakened a man’s resolve. There was no doubting that for him. To prove it to the world, he glared at the ground.

      “Alright, woman. I know it’s been nine fecking years since ya left me, but I finally kept my entire promise to yer dying soul. Yer children are married well, even the stubborn ones. Ya have two grandchildren remembering yer name already, five still on the tit, and a few more on the way because our sons and daughter are as lusty as we were in creating them.”

      Angus cupped a hand to his ear and huffed. “What’s that ya say? I hear ya fussing, even from six feet under.”

      His voice went higher. It was aided by the ale he’d drunk, but the time for caring about that was long gone.

      “Why did it take so long, Angus? What have ya been doing all this time?” He paused his mocking to glare at the grave. “This isn’t the 1800s, you crazed old crone. I couldn’t make them hardheads you bore do what they didn’t want to do. I had to fecking bribe most of their intendeds to take them on. Without yer guidance, the last four never got their edges rounded off as well as the first three.”

      Angus stomped his polished black brogue on the ground. The tassels of his father’s clan flapped from the top of his pristine white stockings. His kilt lifted, bringing a welcome breeze under it. Wool in the early summer was never a good idea for a man his size. But he’d wanted to look good today. Being as much Scottish as Irish, he’d wanted to have his closure in style, which to him meant while he was wearing his plaid.

      “Pay attention to me, woman. Stop rolling over down there and laughing at my misery. Do ya think it's been easy for me all these years without ya? Well, it wasn’t, ya cruel creature. I told ya not to die, but no, ya never did listen to me.”

      “I knew ya lost yer flipping mind years ago,” a voice replied flatly. “Did ya call me out here to watch ya lose the rest of yer shit, Angus? If it’s all the same to ya, I’d just as soon not be a part of yer descent into madness. Plus, I have to tell ya true. That woman ya’re talking to will come back and haunt ya good if ya keep stomping on her grave like that.”

      Angus jumped back and raised the pistol from his side to point it at the mounded dirt on the ground. Most of him was sure it wasn’t his Mary speaking to him from beyond the veil. He wasn’t that many sheets in the wind. Or at least he hoped he wasn’t.

      Suddenly, a green-eyed glaring angel with shiny, golden brown hair and enormous breasts appeared a short distance away from where he stood. Instead of a robe of white, she was wearing some unfortunate man’s stolen pants as she stepped up to face him down. Had he shot himself already and forgotten about it in his dying state? That would just be his fecking luck.

      The angel glared at him from the other side of his Mary’s grave but held up her hands at the pistol he’d raised and pointed at her. She wisely backed up a few steps, which clued him in about what he was doing. One set of the angel’s fingers gripped a note which she shook at him furiously. Angus might have laughed if he hadn’t been so surprised. If she was shaking a page from the great Book Of Life about him, his angel sure was mad about what was written on it. He supposed he shouldn’t be feeling so proud.

      Lowering the pistol like the sane man he hoped he still was, Angus wavered on unsteady legs, wishing now he hadn’t downed so many pints of Guinness so fast. He’d thought it’d be easier to shoot himself if he was drunk. It never occurred to him that both heaven and hell would gang up against him and send a foul-mouthed angel his way as a final torment. He’d honestly thought ya got to settle yer accounts with St. Peter after ya passed on—not before ya ended things.

      He looked down at the grave again. “Ya could have warned me about the avenging angel coming for me, Mary. What good is being dead if ya can’t help those ya left behind? She looks as mad as the devil ever could look, and now I have to deal with her by myself. I’ll not be forgetting this betrayal, ya laughing harpy.”

      Sighing in resignation, Erin swore under her breath at the way Angus was dressed. Even stinking drunk, he looked good. She was a tall woman who dwarfed most men in height, but she’d always felt dwarfed herself by the nearly two meters tall Angus MacNamara. That was especially true when he was looking every bit of his Scots-Irish self dressed in his best Prince Charlie suit. It was practically criminal the way the man’s long, sculpted legs were meant for his kilt.

      Erin muttered a prayer for patience as she rubbed her forehead. Angus was a known horse’s arse when he was drinking, but he usually had the sense not to pack a gun around while in such a condition.

      What a fecking day this one was turning out to be. She didn’t know whether to be worried for Angus’s sanity or to be in mortal fear for her own life.

      “Did ya call me out here to kill me in front of yer dead wife, Angus? Is that what this shit is about? I always knew ya were a competitive sort, but ya could at least try to force me to move first. Yer meddling has nearly ruined my business reputation in this town, anyway. Fact is—I’ve been thinking about leaving Lisdoonvarna anyway. No one believes me when I say ya’ve been buying off yer children’s suitors when I know good and well it’s the only way ya could ever make a proper match.”

      “Erin? Erin O’Shea?” Angus turned to spit on the ground before turning back to her. “Feck ya for not saying a proper hello. I thought ya were an avenging angel come to torment me.”

      Angus stumbled and had to plant his feet firmly to stay standing. He put a hand on his head but it wouldn’t stop spinning. Worse, Erin’s complaining always got through even the finest of liquors.

      “Just admit it, ya drunken arse. It’s yer fault I’m here.”

      Angus held his head to talk. “Are ya daft, woman? Our relationship isn’t that twisted. I would never call ya out to Mary’s grave—not for any reason.”

      Erin O’Shea reached out her hand and shook the paper in it. “Ya’re a liar, Angus MacNamara. This is yer handwriting asking me to meet ya here or I’m as dead in the head as yer Mary down there.”

      “Liar? I’m no fecking liar,” Angus barked.

      He shoved the loaded gun back into its holster, fuming because a man couldn’t even kill himself in peace in this town.

      Stepping across Mary’s grave to get to the woman who’d both aided and hindered him in his matchmaking efforts, Angus yanked the paper from her unsteady fingers. Seeing them tremble a bit had him remembering the one night his weakness had gotten the better of him.

      It had been so long since he’d had a woman, and the ale had gone to his head then too, and… well, feck it all. A living man had needs, didn’t he? It had only been the one time, but Erin O’Shea had made it seem like he’d ruined her life forever. Every person they knew had felt sorry for her and been pissed at him.

      He looked at his writing on the note, bemused and befuddled by the realness of it. Even as tipsy as he was, he had to admit it was a damn fine replication. “I can see why ya thought this was mine, but I swear on Mary’s grave, I didn’t write this, Erin. Tell me truthfully. Ya had this faked to torment me because ya’re still pissed at me, didn’t ya?”

      Erin fisted her hands on her hips. “Why in the Goddess’s name would I bother faking a note from ya that got me traipsing out here to watch ya talk nonsense to a bag of rotting bones in the ground? No one’s down there anymore, Angus. Mary’s spirit left this world at her death. I’ve tried to tell ya that for years.”

      Angus swung the letter around and shook it at her. “How should I know why ya would do something like this to torment me? Ya’re a woman, aren’t ya? That makes ya do things no man could ever understand.”

      “Listen here, you drunken arse…” Erin began.

      A throat clearing nearby interrupted her scolding, earning the interrupter a glare she usually reserved for her primary-age students at the school where she taught. The throat clearer was just one of five strange men staring hard at her and Angus. They were strangely dressed and definitely not locals.

      Erin glared when the man who’d interrupted them hid a smile and coughed into his hand. Still, he nodded at them both when he saw he’d finally gotten their complete attention.

      “I’m Agent Black from Universe 1. And you are Angus MacNamara and Erin O’Shea from Universe 6. It’s a pleasure to see you both in person. You look just like our originals.”

      Angus pulled his pistol. He held it at the ready at his side and didn’t point it directly at them. He simply wanted them to know he could, and would, use deadly force if necessary.

      “Who are ya and what do ya want?” Angus demanded.

      He watched the one who’d done all the talking so far turn to the nearest one behind him. Maybe it was the drink affecting his eyes, or the overcast day making everything dreary, but the men all looked nearly the same to him. He could scarcely tell them apart with their blackened glasses and even blacker suits.

      “Are we prepared to finish inserting the U10 version?” Agent Black asked the one behind him.

      “Yes, sir,” his near twin replied.

      Angus cocked his weapon and lifted it. “I don’t think so, boy-o. None of ya will be doing any inserting on me or my lady friend here.”

      Erin put her hand on Angus’s arm. “Stop it, fool. They outnumber ya. And ya don’t even know what they’re meaning. Lower yer pistol before ya do something ya might regret.”

      “Get behind me, woman. I’ll take a few of them out before I go. Maybe they’ll change their mind about what they intend to do to ya.”

      Erin snorted and hung on to Angus, tugging his arm harder. “If this is another of yer practical jokes to get me behind ya just so ya can fart in my general direction, I’ll not be falling for it this time. I insist ya pull yerself out of yer Guinness haze. And lower yer gun before the thing goes off.”

      “It’s alright, ma’am. I appreciate you trying to keep everyone safe, but it’s not necessary. The single bullet Mr. MacNamara loaded earlier has already been removed from his gun. He won’t be able to harm anyone even if he tries to shoot his weapon,” Agent Black said quietly.

      Erin turned as Angus pointed the gun to the sky and shot. The trigger clicked, but nothing happened.

      Angus jerked from Erin’s grasp to examine his pistol. “What the bloody hell is going on here? It can’t be empty. I just chambered that round.”

      Erin watched in stunned fascination as the one calling himself Agent Black calmly shrugged.

      “Yes, sir. You did chamber a round. In the time-space just after you performed that action and just before Ms. O’Shea arrived here, one of my men briefly inserted himself in a time stop and emptied the chamber while you were distracted with your speech. You were so determined to end your life that we thought it best to intervene a bit earlier than planned.”

      Erin turned to glare at the man beside her. “Angus Ian MacNamara,” she said in shock. “Were ya seriously going to end yer own life? Why?”

      “My thoughts are my business, and none of yers… or theirs,” Angus said tersely, his head tilting to the men dressed all in black.

      Her single glance back to Agent Black caught the pitying look on his face.

      Fecking Angus. He was always landing them both in a giant pile of shit.

      “I’m sorry to traumatize you, Ms. O’Shea, but your presence is now needed as well. That’s why we sent you the note from Mr. MacNamara. Two matchmakers are required. It’s been decided to take the pair of you while it’s still possible.”

      Erin gasped at the admission and shook the note at all the men dressed in black. “I can’t believe ya would be so conniving. May Brighid split ya from gut to gullet on my behalf.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Agent Black said cheerfully. “I am fully versed in ancient Celtic legends from your universe’s timeline. Brighid was the goddess of the hearth and forge, but also the defender of women.”

      “I’ll show ya a defender of women,” Angus said, starting toward the man. He fully intended to beat the crap out of at least one of them so they’d know he wasn’t fooling around.

      “Wait…” she spun to stare. “Did ya just say that ya stopped time?”

      She started walking toward the man she was trying to save. “Angus, stop antagonizing them. I’m telling ya that no good will come from yer impulsive actions.”

      Erin picked up her pace and reached out, but Angus sped up too. “Will ya at least try to control yer drunken self? They’re obviously as mad as diseased hens. Get your big arse back here.”

      “Shut up, woman,” Angus yelled. “Can’t ya see I’m trying to protect us?”

      Erin shook her head fiercely. “All I see is an eejit walking half-cocked into a fight with a group of men half his age. Sure now, they’re a skinny lot compared to likes of ya. But as drunk as ya are,  I think it will only take a couple to bring ya down. Lay off the lads, you old fool. How much did ya drink today?”

      “Actually, it will only take one of us to stop him,” Agent Black said calmly. He motioned with his hand and another of the men pointed a device at a still advancing Angus. A few seconds later, Angus dropped face-first to the ground, landing like a large stone.

      Calling out in alarm, Erin ran forward and stooped down to check on him. “Angus, talk to me,” she demanded, but there was no answer. She looked up and glared at Agent Black. “Bastard. Ya didn’t have to kill him.”

      Agent Black smiled. “Rest assured, Ms. O’Shea. I didn’t take his life. I merely subdued Mr. MacNamara while we inserted his alternate version from Universe 10, who died just this morning of natural causes. They don’t bury their dead there, so we gathered the body up for our use before they could incinerate it. Mr. MacNamara’s U10 self will show all the signs of having had a heart attack, which will allow Mr. MacNamara’s U6 self to travel back with us without being missed. His children will find the U10 alternate and bury him beside his wife. That’s what would have happened anyway if he’d shot himself… probably. Whatever the case, that’s the plan we’re going with today.”

      Erin’s mouth dropped open for the second time. Her brain was spinning, but she figured it was best to go along with the crazies. “What do ya plan to do with the still-alive Angus? I didn’t quite catch what ya said about the matter.”

      “You and he will return with us to Universe 1 uniquely serving New Earth’s survivors using your Universe 6 matchmaking skills.”

      “Me? Goddess bless. Are ya saying ya’re taking me with ya too?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry to deliver this news so abruptly. Your Universe 1 self is also dead, as is the first alternate Erin O’Shea that we jumped there. In Universe 6, you’ll unfortunately become one more missing person who vanished without a trace. That sort of incident happens naturally in all universes, so it’s not like the scenario isn’t feasible in Universe 6 space-time. Those who miss you will assume you left because the love of your life died so suddenly and tragically of heart failure.”

      “Why would anyone believe such a thing? I’ve never had a husband. I have no love,” Erin declared.

      Agent Black smiled. “With all due respect, ma’am, I was speaking of Mr. MacNamara.”

      Erin was so shocked that she was speechless for a moment. She looked down at Angus still on the ground. Her inner harpy rose to the surface like it always did when someone pointed out her weakness for the most contrary man she’d ever had the misfortune to lust after.

      “Angus MacNamara? Ya think he’s the love of my life? Now I know ya’re mad for sure.”

      Agent Black rubbed his chin and looked at the other men. They looked at each other and shrugged. Erin heard yet another one speak up, but his comment made little sense.

      “In most multi-verses, Ms. O’Shea is with Mr. MacNamara at some point. This is one of the few where it might never have happened… without some intervention, I mean. The risks are marginal—plus, our alternatives for Ms. O’Shea are fewer.”

      Agent Black turned back around to face her as he spoke. “Then I remain committed to my plan to take you both, Ms. O’Shea. Hopefully, you’ll be a calming influence on Mr. MacNamara.”

      “And what happens to me if I don’t want to go with ya?” Erin asked.

      Agent Black—the scoundrel—had the nerve to chuckle at her dare, instead of answering her.

      The last thing she saw was him waving a hand to the man behind him without looking away from her.

      The dastardly device came up again, and then she was falling face-first across Angus’s plaid kilted ass.
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      Universe 1, June 17, 2497, at the Alien Abduction Service

      

      “I am Toorg.”

      Erin looked up at the handsome, blond guard who had been assigned to her. The man was shirtless today, just as he’d been every other day since she’d been in this strange place. Handsome as sin the man was, but she found no enjoyment in looking at him. There were so many men like him here that her womanly senses stayed on overload from all the man candy strutting around on display.

      “Yes, I know who ya are, Toorg. Good morning to ya.”

      “I am Toorg,” he said more cheerily.

      Erin said nothing more, even though he smiled even harder at her, because saying anything else would merely prompt an additional repeat. Nate had told her that Toorg had several phrases he used for normal self-expression, but he spoke only one phrase with her.

      “Let’s go see Angus,” Erin said, knowing it was permitted.

      When she’d come back to her senses and realized she was in this strange place, she’d learned they’d put an unconscious Angus in some sort of clear box they claimed was for medical reasons. He’d been in there since they arrived. Worst of all, they wouldn’t discuss any of what was happening to him with her, so she could do nothing for her peace of mind but keep checking on him.

      Toorg bowed his head. “I am Toorg,” he said again.

      Her soft swearing over the concern in Toorg’s tone could be heard echoing down at least two hallways of the metal facility. Privacy, she’d learned, was not a part of her life anymore.

      Heads lifted from the devices in their hands as people in uniforms slid by on a moving walkway. Apparently, it aided those who were too busy to use their legs.

      Well, Erin had no use for it. She lifted a hand to the ones who glared at her outburst but had no idea if they understood her lame apology or not.

      Most of those she interacted with daily were aliens, as in actual strangers from other planets, or so Nate insisted. This included Toorg with his limited vocabulary walking beside her. All she’d seen to date were males. With one or two exceptions, most looked human enough to pass a one, only they were larger and more heavily muscled.

      But they weren’t like humans in all ways. Ya could see it in their eyes when ya were close enough. Some had eyelids that blinked upward. Others had eyes that changed color every five minutes. Or they had red eyes that looked like some creature spat up from hell.

      Some days she simply couldn’t take it in. On those days, she pretended that she’d gone somewhere abroad for a teaching job. Her mind struggled to think logically, even though she remained in denial about the situation.

      Yet she’d also never stopped trying to wrap her mind around all she’d been told.

      The people here called this place Universe 1, which Nate assured her was very different from where she and Angus had lived. She also had been informed several times that she and Angus had traveled to the future—a concept still beyond her ability to grasp, especially since her abductors had rendered her and Angus unconscious for their trip here.

      As best she understood their story, five hundred years ago in Universe 1, the Earth was invaded by some bad aliens and then saved by some good aliens several months later. After the dust had settled on all that, Earth joined an interplanetary alliance with yet more aliens.

      Now all the friendly aliens came and went from Earth through some sort of magic portal thing that might have shocked Brighid with its power, providing of course that what she’d been told was even true. Erin had yet to see proof of that fact, but Goddess bless, she’d seen plenty of other things that amazed her.

      Nate, a handsome doctor who’d cared for her when she’d first woken here, had also taken much care in trying to explain things. He’d said Agent Black had used the alien travel portal to bring her and Angus to this place and time.

      He’d also said that their arrival was being kept a big flipping secret from everyone. She and Angus were supposed to quietly replace the Universe 1 versions of themselves who’d recently died. It seemed most people had copies of themselves milling about in other places that they’d never, ever visit, but could if such traveling was allowed.

      How Nate expected her and Angus to fool everyone was another mystery she hadn’t yet resolved. Given that it was all men telling the stories to her, Erin suspected the portal wasn’t as magical as Nate made it sound. Even if it turned out to be a wonder to behold, she had no interest in it outside of wondering if it was their only way home.

      No, her mind was crafted of softer stuff and meant for a different purpose. She understood the hearts of people like herself, their longings and wishes, and their emotional journeys. Nate called their magic here ‘high science’, but it was all fecking fairy stuff to her way of thinking.

      Lost in her daily frustration with her circumstances, Erin was a bit startled to feel Toorg gently touch her shoulder to bring her attention back to where they were. He silently held the door open to the medical area and met her gaze. “I am Toorg,” he said softly, nearly in a whisper.

      Nodding at his consideration, for she’d learned in the weeks Toorg had been with her that was what his lower, softer tone meant to convey, Erin walked into the medical area without him.

      Her breath caught and her heart beat nervously when she saw the clear box where Angus had been was now empty. Then her relieved gaze landed on his no longer fat arse lying stretched out on a nearby table.

      She raised a hand to her chest to calm her heartbeat as she neared him. He had spent over four weeks in that box and Angus was now a changed man, at least physically. She put a hand on his arm. It was warm to her touch, thank the Goddess. She had feared they might turn him into one of the cold ones.

      Some of the aliens had much lower body temperatures. Their clothing kept them at a chilled level that would have had her building a peat fire in the hearth of her little cottage back home.

      Goddess, how she missed that little house now, even the broken cook stove and the misbehaving flue. Nate had warned her not to dwell on that past since there was no going back to it. He said it was scientifically impossible. Erin would have said that applied to nearly everything she saw here.

      “Angus,” she said, nudging his arm. “Are ya alright? Speak to me. I’ve been waiting weeks for ya to come around. I don’t like being the only one scared shitless here.”

      Eyes blinked open and a turquoise gaze met hers finally. She wanted to lay her head on his chest and weep with relief that he lived.

      “What happened to me?” Angus asked, moving to sit up until Erin O’Shea’s surprisingly strong hand pushed him back down.

      “No, don’t sit up yet. Ya’ve been very ill. Take it slow for a bit. No one means ya harm that I can tell.”

      “That fellow I drew my gun on did,” Angus said, irritated at the tiredness he felt.

      Erin shook her head. “Trust me, Angus, Agent Black is the least of our concerns in this strange place.”

      His grip on her arm was urgent. “Did they hurt ya, Erin?”

      Again, Erin shook her head as she peered into his tired gaze. Men could defile ya when they took a notion, but they’d take a knife to anyone else that tried. All men she’d ever known in her life were just as strange to her as any alien she’d met so far in this place.

      “Calm yerself. No one’s hurt me. Instead, they’ve been completely kind. When ya’re well enough, I will explain what I know about things. It’s very confusing here, but once ya adjust, they let ya move around with just one guard.”

      “Guard? Is this… is this a prison, then?” Angus asked, his throat parched for a drink.

      Erin could tell Angus was fighting sleep and losing. “No, I don’t think so. It’s just very different from Lisdoonvarna. Sleep now, Angus. We’ll talk in a bit when ya’re more alert. They let me come visit ya whenever I want.”

      “Good. Come back soon then,” Angus said.

      She felt him pull her hand to his chest. Even covered with a sheet she could feel the hard muscles beneath her palm. Angus felt under her fingers as muscled as Toorg looked. He hadn’t felt so firm before his time in the box. She wished she knew what Nate had done to him.

      Angus hanging on to her had Erin remembering the one and only time she’d found herself under him. Even with less firm muscles, Angus had shown her a slice of heaven she’d never seen before. It had been wonderful right up to the part where he’d called her Mary before finding his relief.

      That passionate madness was water under a bridge neither of them had ever crossed again. She’d be no man’s whore substitute, not even the grieving widower who vexed her heart.

      For nine years Angus had mourned his wife, and for nine years Erin had waited for him to stop grieving. As far as she knew, there had been no woman under him in that time except for her.

      She’d heard Angus preferred the pleasure of his own hand, especially if there was an oversized glass of ale in the other one most of the time.

      Erin snorted as she stared at the man on the table. “I can’t believe they’d think I’d ever love a wreck of a man like ya, Angus MacNamara. The Universe 1 version of me must have been completely daft. Unless yer version here was made better than ya’re ever going to be.”

      She stopped talking when she saw Angus was completely unconscious again. Running her hand down his chest, she let her fingers bump over all the ridges. Why hadn’t they bothered to do this to her body? She was soft around the middle. Plus, it would have been nice to have a tighter butt and a little better lift to her breasts. Thirty-eight wasn’t old by any definition she had of aging, but it wasn’t like she was twenty-five either.

      Angus felt twenty-five. Or at least thirty-five.

      They’d sent her through some beeping machine and not bothered her again afterward. That decision, given what they’d done to Angus, was one more thing she didn’t understand.

      Angus jerked in response to her stroking fingertips and woke again. Her hand had drifted lower than she realized. She snatched her hand away because it wanted to keep exploring. Even unconscious, the man made her act like a fool for him.

      “We’ve been kidnapped,” Angus declared before rolling his head to the side and sleeping once more.

      Erin nodded, though Angus could no longer see her response. “I suppose that’s close enough to the truth,” she said as she patted his chest one final time.

      She tucked the covers around him and laid her head briefly on Angus’s chest to hear his heart beating for a moment. The sound reassured her.

      Seeing him in that box the first time, she hadn’t known if he’d been dead or alive. She’d screamed at those close enough to hear and wept openly. Some medical person had put a piece of metal against her neck and then she’d gotten very calm.

      She vaguely remembered them explaining to her that Angus was healing from his wounds. But what wounds? Angus and Agent Black never fought and he’d fallen too gradually to have hurt himself. She had wondered what they were implying then, and wondered about it still.

      Oddly, it was both a blessing and a curse that her weakness for Angus MacNamara seemed to be a matter of public record here. Everyone she encountered treated her like she was his concerned wife, even though she was as far from being that as it was possible to be.

      Erin counted it a blessing that at least Angus didn’t know that she’d worried herself ill over him being in that box. Goddess willing, she’d keep her pride and figure out how to keep him from ever finding out what she’d endured.

      She opened the door and found Toorg waiting patiently. He nodded and, for once, said nothing to her.

      “I guess I’m ready, Toorg. Let’s go see the lasses,” she said in resignation, watching his face beam with delight.
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      “Toorg!”

      Erin rolled her eyes as a chorus of female voices welcomed them when they entered the draftee’s common area. “I am Toorg,” she heard him answer proudly, smiling and waving at his adoring fans.

      Erin also watched as Toorg’s concerned gaze slid to the mocha-skinned female staring out the window. His eyes covered every inch of the woman before he could make himself look away. It was the same reaction Toorg had every time they entered the room and Prudence was hiding away from everyone in her own thoughts.

      Fifty-seven of the fifty-eight females in the draftee area always called out to her handsome guard, but Toorg seemed only interested in the one who never even turned his way.

      The alien’s reaction had convinced Erin beyond doubt that males from every planet were all the same. They wanted the damn hunt more than the catch. The good-looking alien could have crooked a finger at any of those calling his name and gotten a willing bed partner. But no—feck no—he wanted the one who ignored him and the rest of the world.

      Handsome bastard had no idea how much Prudence was still reeling from finding out her entire family had been slaughtered in cold blood. The woman was grieving them and grieving them hard. No blond alien god with chiseled muscles was going to hasten the woman’s mourning along. A person could spend the whole of their life mourning something like that.

      Her lips tightened as she stared at her sad alien guard. “I’ll be here a while, Toorg. Take yerself a break.”

      “I am Toorg,” he whispered softly, bowing his head.

      Erin patted his arm. Feck her soft heart for caring. “Prudence is still hurting, Toorg. Give her time. She lost her entire family and now feels all alone in a world she has to leave shortly.”

      “Pretty,” Toorg whispered even more softly.

      She had quickly learned the boy understood her perfectly. He wasn’t slow, like ya might have guessed from his speech. He just had limited verbal responses to offer back to any inquiry. And “pretty” was what he called Prudence Sheffield. Though when ya got right down to it, that one word said what was most important for a woman to know a man felt, anyway.

      Bowing his head sadly, Toorg left her and closed the door behind him. Erin rolled her eyes at his exit. She should be pissed over feeling sympathy for her guard dog—majorly pissed at herself—and she was in some regards.

      But then she’d see Toorg looking all sad and dejected over Prudence, and something in her melted. Her urge to fix his situation was enough to make her scream. The only reason she didn’t was that she’d scare all the other condemned females.

      She glanced at the paper in her hand and made herself read the name. This was the second time she had done this since coming here. It was obviously not going to get any easier or feel any more right. How had her predecessor ever developed the stomach for it?

      “Mia Johnson, yer number has been chosen. Come see me in the office in fifteen minutes.”

      Ignoring the squealing woman, and the forty-nine others groaning in complaint, she stomped away to what Nate had called her “office”. It was a tiny room with a current view of the same rock Prudence stared at. It didn’t even have a proper desk, just a couple of tables. A magical tablet came up and out of one arm of her chair when she needed to write something down.

      Erin turned the seat to face the window. Prudence wasn’t the only one who liked to spend a considerable amount of time staring at nothing. It was the only break from the madness she could seem to get.
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        * * *

      

      Mia poured over the five photos the matchmaker had handed her. “How am I supposed to pick one? They’re all good looking.”

      “Yes. No one could say otherwise without lying,” Erin replied. “Ya’re going to want to flip each page over and look at the description of an average day on their planet. Good-looking won’t change near zero temperatures or a heat that will cook the skin off ya. A decent location might make for a more pleasant life long-term.”

      “Only one thing really keeps me happy. Too bad these forms don’t let them rate their bedroom skills,” Mia said, staring at the one photo she kept coming back to.

      Erin grinned and snorted. “That would still tell ya nothing, Mia. Every male thinks he’s the best between the sheets. Have ya not been around enough to know that?”

      Mia giggled. “Yes, but I’ve also been around enough to know some really are as good as they say.”

      Erin shrugged. “Well, I hear ya can try out all the aliens in yer folder, if that’s the biggest criteria ya have for picking. I also hear a couple of them will renege on their offer for ya if ya do. But it’s yer call, not theirs. I’m told the important thing is to make a match ya’re going to be happy with in the long term. It’s not like ya get a second chance after ya’ve picked one.”

      Because life was never fair, Erin’s first thought after the girl joked about really good men in bed was bloody Angus MacNamara. It was going to be a bloody long life for her in Universe 1 if Angus using her for a substitute for his dead wife ended up being the pinnacle of her sexual experience.

      Maybe she ought to take one of the guards for a spin just to clear her mind of Angus. Someone like Toorg would be perfect if she could set the image of him mooning over Prudence to the side.

      Oh, who was she fooling with her wicked thoughts?

      She had a tongue on her, but she wasn’t a mean harpy at heart. Being a substitute for Prudence wasn’t going to help her in any genuine way. And Toorg being one for Angus MacNamara would just be cruel.

      Her sigh over her weakness was loud and long. Sighing was all she could do these days. She felt more freaking helpless than she’d ever felt in her life.

      “I’m sorry. Am I taking too long?” Mia asked.

      Erin shook her head. “No, lass. Take all the time ya need. I’m sighing for my own reasons. My ma would tell ya that I’m just a sigher and always have been one.”

      Mia smiled and nodded. “My mother was a sigher too. She died when I was sixteen. My dad turned me over to placement services the day her body was officially incinerated. I modeled to support myself and the common house where I lived with thirty-three others like me. Lexi found me a year later and made me his mistress the moment I turned eighteen. There were other men in my life who I was friendly with as well. Lexi knew about them, but he had a wife, so he didn’t seem to mind sharing me. We both liked our arrangement with each other.”

      Erin felt her eyebrows lift. “If life was so good for ya, how did ya end up here?”

      “Lexi told me he had the kind of open marriage
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