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      The paper garland hung crooked across the viewport, a pathetic string of folded ration wrappers that Juni had spent two hours creasing into something vaguely festive. She stood on her tiptoes, which didn’t help much at five-foot-three, and tried to adjust the droop in the middle.

      “O Holy Night” hummed its way past her lips on automatic.

      “For the love of God, Juni, if you don’t stop with the Christmas carols, I’m going to shove you out the airlock.”

      Aida didn’t even look up from her datapad. The engineer sprawled in the corner of their cramped quarters, one leg hooked over the arm of her seat, grease still smudged on her knuckles from helping with repairs in the cargo bay. Her pixie-cut hair stuck up at odd angles.

      Juni grinned and just kept humming. Louder.

      “I mean it.” Aida finally lifted her head, her eyes brown and sharp. “We’ve been on this tin can for six weeks. Six. Weeks. If I have to hear ‘Silent Night’ one more time, there will be violence.”

      “It’s not ‘Silent Night.’ It’s ‘O Holy Night.’”

      “I don’t care if it’s ‘Deck the Halls.’ Stop.”

      Finley laughed from her bunk, the sound nervous and quick. She’d been glued to her datapad for the last hour, reading everything she could find about KT-6174’s climate zones. Again. Her auburn hair escaped its bun in frizzy tendrils around her face. “Let her hum. It’s better than sitting here in dead silence waiting for⁠—”

      “Don’t say it.” Val’s voice cut across the cabin, sharp and commanding even when she wasn’t trying. The oldest of them, she sat with her back straight, steel-grey eyes fixed on the viewport. Former military, and it showed in every line of her posture. “Talking about it won’t make it happen faster.”

      Autumn shifted on her bunk, tucking her braid over her shoulder. “We should know soon though, right? They said this morning.”

      “‘Morning’ is relative in space.” Anja paced the narrow strip of floor between the bunks, all controlled energy with nowhere to go. Tall, athletic, and sharp-featured, she’d been pacing for an hour. “Could mean anything.”

      Juni tugged her tunic down over her hips and immediately regretted it. The movement just drew attention to the fact that the standard-issue clothing fit her all wrong. Too tight across her chest and hips, too loose everywhere else. Finley had the same problem with length… the pants pooled around her ankles, but at least she was slender enough that the tunic didn’t cling.

      Stop it. Nobody’s looking at you.

      She forced her hands away from the fabric and reached for another crumpled wrapper. If she folded it just right, she could add a little dimension, make it look less like trash and more like⁠—

      The door panel beeped.

      All six of them froze.

      The door slid open, and one of the Latharian crew members, J’Ren, ducked through, his massive frame filling the doorway. He had to be six-and-a-half feet tall, with shoulders as broad as a shuttle. Dark hair was pulled back in warrior braids, and he had green eyes with those strange pupils that still made her brain stutter when she looked directly at them.

      “We’ve received word from the surface.” His voice rumbled through the cabin, deep enough that she felt it in her chest. “The colony has completed the lottery. Your hosts will be waiting for you when we land.”

      The air went tight.

      Her fingers clenched around the ration wrapper, crinkling it into a ball. This was real. This was happening. In a few hours, she’d be on an alien planet, assigned to an alien man who’d been forced to take her through a lottery system, living in his home for six weeks while they figured out if they were compatible enough for…

      Yeah. That.

      “Thank you.” Val’s voice stayed steady as she stood and nodded to the Latharian. Professional. Controlled.

      He hesitated, his gaze sweeping across them. The expression in his eyes was unreadable. “The assignments will be transmitted to your personal datapads within the hour. Landing sequence begins in ninety minutes.”

      He left. The door slid shut behind him.

      Nobody moved.

      “Well.” Aida broke the silence first, her voice too bright, too sharp. “Guess we’re really doing this.”

      Finley made a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh. Her hands twisted together in her lap, knuckles white. “I can’t. I need to… the statistical probability that we’ll all be placed near each other is⁠—”

      “Low.” Anja stopped pacing. “But we knew that.”

      “Knowing it and living it are different things.”

      “Hey.” Juni let go of the crumpled wrapper and crossed to Finley’s bunk. Sitting down next to her, shoulder to shoulder, she bumped her gently. “We’ll be okay.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “No. But I’m choosing to believe it anyway.”

      Finley turned to look at her, green eyes too wide behind her glasses. “How are you so calm?”

      Calm wasn’t the word for the tight knot in Juni’s stomach or the way her heart kept skipping beats. But she’d learned a long time ago that falling apart didn’t help anyone.

      Her mom had taught her that. Joy is a choice, Juni-bug, she’d always said. Especially when everything’s falling to pieces. That’s when it matters most.

      “I’m not calm.” She squeezed Finley’s hand. “I’m terrified. But I’m not going to let that steal my joy today.”

      “Today’s not exactly a party.”

      “Sure it is. We’re about to land on an alien planet and start new lives. That’s either the worst decision we’ve ever made or the best adventure we’ll ever have.” She grinned, big and bright and only a little forced. “And I’m on Team Adventure.”

      Aida snorted. “Team adventure. Right. That’s one word for getting assigned to a random alien dude through a lottery system.”

      “A hot alien dude,” Juni corrected. “Have you seen them? They are so hot!”

      “We have. We all have.” Anja’s lips twitched, almost a smile. “And you’ve mentioned it. Repeatedly.”

      “Just saying.” Juni shrugged. “If I’m going to get shipped off to the edge of colonized space to participate in an experimental breeding program, at least the participants are easy on the eyes.”

      Val shook her head, but her expression had softened. “You’re unbelievable.”

      “I’m a delight.”

      “You’re something, that’s for sure.”

      The datapad on Juni’s bunk chimed.

      Then Aida’s. Then Finley’s. All six, one after another, a cascade of electronic beeps that sounded way too cheerful.

      Nobody moved.

      Juni’s throat went tight. This was it. The moment that would determine everything. Where she’d live, who she’d live with, whether she’d be near any of the women who’d become her friends over the last six weeks crammed on this transport.

      “Okay.” Val stood, moved to her bunk and picked up her datapad. “On three, we all check.”

      Anja nodded. Autumn’s hand trembled as she reached for hers.

      “One.”

      Juni’s fingers closed around her datapad. The metal was cool against her palm, smooth and impersonal.

      “Two.”

      Please let it be okay. Please let me be strong enough for this. Please…

      “Three.”

      She tapped the screen.

      

      ASSIGNMENT NOTIFICATION

      Participant: Juniper Sutton

      Host: Goraath B’Tavaas

      Location: Remote ranch, northern territory

      Distance from colony center: 47 kilometers

      Terrain classification: Mountainous, isolated

      Note: Limited community access. Host lifestyle primarily solitary.

      

      The words blurred. She blinked, read them again.

      Remote. Isolated. Solitary.

      Forty-seven kilometers from town. From people. From any of the other women.

      “I got someone named Daax.” Aida’s voice sounded distant, like Juni had water in her ears. “Colony center. He’s the chief engineer.”

      “Thayn. The medic.” Autumn’s voice was soft, relieved. “Also colony center.”

      Finley looked up. “Kaael. Botanist. He works at the hydroponics facility near town.”

      They kept talking, comparing notes, and every single one of them was close to the colony center. Close to each other. Close to people and shops and community and everything that made a terrifying alien planet feel slightly less terrifying.

      “Juni?”

      She looked up. Val was watching her, those sharp grey eyes missing nothing.

      “Where’d you get assigned?”

      The question made everyone go quiet. Five pairs of eyes locked on her.

      She swallowed and tried for a smile. It fell flat. “Northern territory. A ranch.”

      “How far?” Anja’s question came fast.

      “Forty-seven kilometers.”

      “Oh, shit.” Aida set down her datapad. “That’s… that’s really remote.”

      “No, no… It’s fine.” The words came out too brightly. Juni cleared her throat, tried again. “It’s fine. I like quiet. And ranches. I’ve always wanted to see a ranch.”

      She’d never seen a ranch in her life. She’d grown up in housing blocks, surrounded by concrete and crowds and the constant hum of city noise.

      “What’s his name?” Autumn’s voice carried gentle concern that made Juni’s eyes sting.

      “Goraath.”

      Finley was already pulling up information on her datapad, fingers flying. “Goraath… okay, I’m finding basic registry info. No occupation listed beyond ‘independent rancher.’ No community affiliations. No—” She stopped. “Oh.”

      “What?” Juni leaned over. “What ‘oh’? No ‘oh’. I don’t like ‘oh’.”

      “He voted against the Mate Program.”

      Her smile froze on her face.

      “He what?”

      “The colony took a vote before it agreed to participate.” Finley’s eyes stayed locked on her screen. “It’s in the public records. Most voted in favor, but there was a small opposition group. Goraath was one of them.”

      Her stomach dropped. Perfect. Just perfect. She was being assigned to a man who didn’t want her there, didn’t want any of them there, and lived so far from anyone else that she’d be dependent on him for everything.

      “That doesn’t mean anything.” Val’s voice cut through the spiral of panic starting to build in Juni’s chest. “He entered the lottery. He accepted the terms. His opinion of the program doesn’t change the fact that he agreed to host.”

      “Yeah, Val’s right.” Anja crossed her arms. “And if he gives you trouble, report it. They built safeguards into this program for a reason.”

      Safeguards. Right. What were the safeguards worth when you were forty-seven kilometers from the nearest help?

      The ship shuddered beneath them. A deep vibration traveled up through the floor and into her bones.

      Autumn moved to the viewport, pressed her hand against the reinforced glass. “We’re entering the atmosphere. Look, we’re almost there.”

      One by one, they joined her. The six of them crowded around the small window, watching as the planet’s surface came into view.

      It was beautiful.

      Juni hadn’t expected that. She’d expected alien and strange and maybe a little frightening. But the world spreading out beneath them was gorgeous. Rolling plains in shades of purple and gold, mountain ranges that caught the light of the twin suns, and huge forests that looked almost black from this height. And in the distance, the glitter of what had to be the colony… small and fragile against all that wild alien landscape.

      And somewhere down there, forty-seven kilometers from that little cluster of buildings, was a ranch. And an alien man named Goraath who didn’t want her there.

      “You going to be okay?”

      The question came from Val, quiet enough that the others wouldn’t hear. The older woman stood close, her shoulder nearly touching Juni’s.

      She looked down at her datapad, still clutched in her hand. Goraath. Remote ranch. Northern territory.

      Shit… was she going to be okay?

      She didn’t have a choice. Back home, she had no job… she’d been fired for reporting sexual harassment, and blacklisted from her industry. Lost her apartment when she couldn’t make rent. Spent three months in a shelter before she’d seen the advertisement for the Mate Program and thought, why the hell not? But even they hadn’t been able to help her, and after weeks without a match, she’d been banished here. Well… at least dying on an alien planet was more interesting than dying poor and alone on Earth.

      She’d left behind everything she knew. Signed up to be shipped across the galaxy to marry a stranger from a species she’d only learned existed two years ago. Crammed herself into a transport ship with five other desperate women and spent six weeks hurtling through space toward a future that was either salvation or the biggest mistake of her life.

      She could handle one grumpy rancher.

      “Yeah.” She met Val’s eyes. “I’m scared. But I’m doing it.”

      Val nodded. “Attagirl.”

      The ship shuddered again, harder this time as the descent thrusters fired. The planet’s surface rushed up to meet them, close enough now that Juni could make out details. The purple wasn’t grass; it was some kind of crop, grown in massive geometric fields. The forests weren’t black but a deep blue-green.

      And somewhere in those mountains to the north, an alien man was waiting for her.

      She pressed her hand against the viewport, fingers splayed across the cool glass. Her reflection stared back at her… heart-shaped face, too-bright eyes, auburn hair already escaping its ponytail. Small. Soft. Completely wrong for a harsh frontier planet and a remote ranch and a life that would probably break her in half.

      But her mom hadn’t raised a quitter.

      Joy is a choice, Juni-bug.

      She chose it now. Chose to believe this would work. Chose to believe she was strong enough. Chose to walk into the unknown with her chin up and her heart open, even though every instinct screamed at her to run.

      The ship’s landing gear engaged with a mechanical groan. They were committed now. No turning back.

      She took a breath, let it out slowly, and turned away from the viewport.

      Time to meet her future.
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      The fence post had rotted through at the base.

      Goraath crouched beside it, running his hand over the splintered wood. He should have replaced it last season, but the krulaati never came this far north in their grazing pattern, so he’d let it slide.

      Sloppy.

      He wrapped both hands around the post and wrenched it free. The wood came up with a wet sucking sound, bringing chunks of dark soil with it. Tossing it aside, he reached for the replacement he’d carried out from the equipment shed.

      The twin suns hadn’t cleared the mountain peaks yet. The valley still sat in shadow, cold enough that his breath misted in front of his face. His favorite time of day. Quiet. Just him and the land and work that didn’t require words.

      The new post slid into the hole. He packed soil around the base, then used the post driver to sink it deep. The rhythmic thud of metal on wood echoed across the empty fields.

      Thud. Thud. Thud.

      Satisfying. Solid. Real.

      Not like the trall waiting for him back at the house.

      He’d been avoiding thinking about it since he woke up. It was easier to focus on fence lines and rotted posts and the hundred other small tasks that kept a ranch running. Easier than acknowledging that in a few hours, everything would change.

      A female was coming to his house.

      A human female.

      From Earth.

      To live with him for at least six weeks while they figured out whether they were ‘compatible.’

      He hit the post harder. The impact vibrated up his arms.

      Draanthing lottery.

      The sound of an engine cut through the morning quiet. Goraath didn’t look up. Only one person would be coming out here this early, and he wasn’t in the mood for company.

      The transport’s engine cut off. A door opened and slammed shut.

      “You’re out here early.”

      Uncle Gaauth’s voice carried across the field, gruff and amused. The old male moved with the stiffness of someone whose joints didn’t work quite right anymore, but his eyes were sharp as he approached.

      Goraath grunted and kept packing soil around the post.

      “Brought you supplies from town.” Gaauth stopped a few feet away, arms crossed over his broad chest. “Figured you might need a few things before she gets here.”

      “Don’t need anything.”

      “Right. Because you’ve been preparing so thoroughly.”

      The sarcasm landed like a punch. Goraath’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t rise to it. Just kept working. Thud. Thud. Thud.

      Gaauth waited. Patient. The old goat was as stubborn as hell.

      The post sank deep enough so Goraath straightened, picked up the post driver, and finally looked at his uncle.

      The old male’s face was weathered, scarred from decades of ranch work before he’d retired. His hair had gone mostly silver, still worn long in the traditional style but shot through with white at the temples. Those amber eyes missed nothing.

      “She arrives this afternoon,” Gaauth said.

      “I know.”

      “Colony center’s going to be chaos.”

      “Good thing I won’t be there to see it.”

      “What?” Gaauth’s brow furrowed. “You have to collect her from the landing pad. All the hosts do.”

      Goraath’s hand tightened around the post driver. He’d been trying not to think about that part. About standing in a crowd of curious colonists while a transport ship opened and six human females walked out. About the spectacle of it. About having to meet her in front of everyone, and drive back to the ranch with a complete stranger sitting in his transport.

      “Fine.”

      “You ready?”

      “No.”

      The honesty surprised him. He hadn’t meant to say it.

      Gaauth’s expression softened. “Did you prepare the guest room?”

      Goraath looked past his uncle toward the house. It sat low against the hillside, built from stone and timber, designed to withstand the harsh winters and the winds that screamed down from the mountain peaks. “I’ll get to it.”

      “Goraath.”

      “I said I’ll get to it.”

      Gaauth was quiet for a long moment. Then he sighed. “I bought supplies. Food, linens, and some things the other males suggested might make a human female more comfortable. I’ll bring them to the house.”

      He didn’t wait for a response. Just turned and headed back toward his transport, moving with that careful deliberate pace that made Goraath’s chest tight.

      His uncle was getting old. Too old to keep up with his own ranch, which was why Goraath was managing both properties now under the guise of Gaauth ‘showing him the ropes’. But they both knew that one day Gaauth wouldn’t wake up, just like Goraath’s father hadn’t all those years ago.

      He didn’t want to think about that day.

      Gathering his tools, he followed Gaauth back toward the house. The krulaati were already stirring in their enclosure, massive six-legged shapes moving through the early morning mist. He’d need to feed them soon. Check the water lines. Make sure the youngling that had been limping yesterday was moving better.

      Ranch work. Normal work. Work that didn’t involve preparing for a female he didn’t want and hadn’t asked for.

      By the time he reached the house, his uncle had already unloaded half the supplies onto the porch. Boxes and crates stamped with colony supply codes. Way too much for one person.

      He frowned. “This is excessive.”

      Gaauth straightened, one hand pressed to his lower back. “You have no idea what human females need. None of us do. Better to have too much than not enough.”

      “She’s only staying six weeks.”

      “You hope.”

      The words hit wrong, and he turned to glare at his uncle. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      The old male wrinkled his nose. “Means the program’s designed for permanent matches. Means if you’re compatible, she stays. That’s the whole point.”

      “We won’t be compatible.”

      “You’ve decided that already?” Gaauth’s eyebrows lifted. “Without even meeting her?”

      “I know enough.”

      “You know nothing, pup. You’ve seen a file with basic information. That’s not knowing someone.”

      He bit back his growl and grabbed one of the crates, heading for the door. The conversation was over. He didn’t want to talk about compatibility or permanent matches or any of the rest of it.

      The house was dark inside. Cold. He hadn’t bothered to light the heating system yet this morning. It hadn’t seemed worth it when he’d be outside working most of the day.

      Now the chill felt deliberate. Unwelcoming.

      Good. Perhaps she’d get the message.

      He set the crate down in the kitchen and went back for another. Gaauth was already carrying a box of linens, his face neutral.

      They worked in silence. The supplies piled up in the kitchen until there was barely room to walk. Food, linens, something that looked like bathing supplies, a box of items Goraath didn’t recognize and didn’t want to examine too closely.

      When the transport was empty, his uncle didn’t leave. Just stood in the kitchen, looking around as if he was cataloging everything wrong with the space.

      “When’s the last time you cleaned in here?”

      “It’s clean.”

      His uncle snorted. “It’s functional. That’s not the same thing.”

      Goraath moved to the cold storage unit and started putting food away. His movements were controlled. Everything in its place. Nothing out of order.

      “You still haven’t prepared the guest room,” Gaauth said.

      “I will.”

      “When?”

      “When I’m ready.”

      “She arrives in four hours.”

      His hand tightened around the container he was holding. Hard enough that the material creaked. “I know what time she arrives.”

      Gaauth was quiet for a moment. Then he moved to the table and sat down heavily in one of the chairs. “You’re angry.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re angry you got drawn in the lottery.”

      Goraath slammed the cold storage door shut. “I didn’t want to enter. I told them no. I told that draanthic Kaalden no. But the colony needed volunteers, and I’m apparently the perfect candidate because I have space and resources and no family obligations.”

      “You are the perfect candidate.”

      “I didn’t want this.”

      “Yeah, well… None of us wanted the plague either. Or losing every female of our species. But it happened, and now we’re trying to survive.” Gaauth’s voice stayed level. Reasonable. Which made it worse somehow. “The humans are our best chance.”

      “They’re desperate females who had no other options.”

      “And we’re desperate males on a colony that won’t survive another generation without mates. Seems fair.”

      The logic was sound. He hated it.

      Turning, he walked out of the kitchen and down the hallway toward the back of the house. The guest room sat at the end. Door closed. It hadn’t been opened in years… not since his father died.

      His hand rested on the doorknob. Cold metal against his palm. He could open it. Walk in. Prepare the space like he was supposed to. Or he could leave it closed and tell the warriors there’d been a mistake. That he’d changed his mind. That he wasn’t doing this. Give the female to someone else.

      Except he’d signed the contract. Entered the lottery. Drew the short straw, or the long one, depending on perspective… and now a human female was on a transport ship about to land, expecting to be brought to his ranch.

      Draanth it. He opened the door.

      The room looked exactly as he remembered. His mother’s furniture, his father’s organized belongings, everything precisely where it had been the day his father died. Goraath had closed the door and never come back. 

      Dust covered every surface, thick and grey, and the bed was still made. His father had been meticulous about things like that. Even after his mother died, even as grief ate him alive from the inside, he’d still made the bed every morning.

      Right up until the morning he didn’t wake up.

      Goraath’s throat went tight.

      “You kept it the same.”

      He hadn’t heard his uncle follow him down the hall. Didn’t turn around now.

      “Never had a reason to change it.”

      “Or a reason to let it go.”

      The words hit too close. Goraath moved to the window and opened it. Cold air rushed in, cutting through the stale smell of disuse.

      “Come on, pup. Many hands make light work.”

      They worked without talking. Gaauth stripped the bed while Goraath cleared surfaces. The dust made his eyes sting. Or maybe that was something else. He didn’t examine it too closely.

      His father’s boots went into the closet. The small personal items, the things that were too painful to look at, got packed into a crate that Goraath carried to the storage building without comment.

      By the time they finished, the room looked empty. Clean but impersonal. Like a room waiting for someone to make it theirs.

      “She’s going to hate it here,” Goraath said.

      Gaauth looked up from tucking the corner of a blanket. “You don’t know that.”

      “We’re forty-seven kilometers from town. The winters are brutal. The work is hard. I don’t talk much. I don’t socialize. I don’t—” He stopped. “She’s human. Soft. From Earth. What part of this life is going to appeal to her?”

      “Maybe none of it. Or maybe all of it.” His uncle straightened. “You won’t know until she gets here.”

      “I know enough.”

      “You know what you’ve decided. That’s not the same as knowing the truth.”

      Goraath wanted to argue. Wanted to list all the reasons this wouldn’t work, that she’d leave as soon as the six weeks were up, that he was wasting time preparing for something that would never happen.

      But his uncle was looking at him with too much understanding, and Goraath didn’t have the energy to fight.

      “The room’s ready,” he said instead.

      “Good.” The older lathar moved toward the door, then paused. “You going to be okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Not what I asked, pup.”

      Goraath didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Because he wasn’t sure if he was going to be okay or not. All he knew was that a female was coming, and she was going to invade his space and disrupt his routine and force him to interact with another person on a daily basis.

      And he’d agreed to it. Signed the contract. Put his name in the lottery.

      So this was his own draanthing fault.

      Gaauth left without pushing further. The sound of his transport starting up carried through the house, then faded as he drove away.

      Goraath stood in the doorway of the guest room, looking at the space they’d prepared. Clean sheets. Clear surfaces. A window that let in the cold morning air. It looked nothing like the room his parents had shared. All the personality had been stripped away, packed into crates or stored in closets. Now it was just... empty. Waiting.

      His datapad chimed from the kitchen. Probably the warriors confirming the female’s arrival time. Or logistics about the transport route and where to meet them.

      He didn’t go check. Not yet.

      Instead, he walked out the back door and stood on the porch, looking out over his land. The valley spread before him, purple crops swaying in the morning breeze. The krulaati grazed in their enclosure. The mountains rose in the distance, snow-capped peaks catching the first rays of sunlight.

      His.

      All of it his. Built by his parents, maintained by him, preserved through years of solitude and hard work. But in a few hours, he’d have to share it with a human female who probably wouldn’t last a week.

      The thought should have been comforting. Should have made this easier.

      It didn’t.

      The datapad chimed again. Insistent and annoying as draanth. With a sigh, he went inside to check it. It wouldn’t shut up until he did. He suspected Kaalden had coded it that way just to be annoying.

      ARRIVAL CONFIRMED - 1300 HOURS

      TRANSPORT WILL ARRIVE IN THE COLONY CENTER

      TRANSPORT WILL DEPART AFTER 24 HOUR SETTLEMENT PERIOD

      Reading it twice, he set the datapad down.

      Three hours.

      Grabbing his jacket, he headed back outside.

      Three hours until she arrived.

      Three hours until he lost the last thing he had left to protect.

      His solitude.
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