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Brighton hoped for a permanent match, but her alien barely notices she’s alive.

BRIGHTON HAS BEEN IMPATIENTLY waiting to be matched after her friends found happy endings with their alien mates. She’s assigned as the proxy for brundle commander Dantel Oleig, but despite her high hopes, he barely notices her existence. She doesn’t understand why he claimed her if he doesn’t want a child or the possibility of a mate. The enigmatic warrior is frustrating, and it takes a catastrophe to get Dantel to open to her. Can understanding what drives him lead to a second chance, or is he too consumed with his mission for Brighton to ever reach him?

Seven years ago, the Faction agreed to save Earth from the Vorathan invasion in exchange for Earth women giving them one year of proxy rights to act as a surrogate, since the aliens of the Faction faced a dwindling population. With the Vorathans feared throughout the galaxy as bloodthirsty, vicious marauders, the Earth’s government agreed. 

That doesn’t mean the women did.

Sometimes, you want to read about the entire alien empire and all its myriad twists and turns, immersing yourself in hundreds of pages of intrigue. And sometimes, you want to skip the frills and get to the main event. Juno and Aurelia are pleased to bring you a series of short, steamy romances about untouched human women making babies with their truly alien mates.
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WHEN BRIGHTON RECEIVED word Sarah wasn’t returning to Earth either, having chosen to stay with her Palantir mate, she was happy for her friend, but she was lonely. She had been living alone in the POD for a few months by that point, and though it was nice to have room to spread out, since the pod was only intended for two and had been shared by the three of them for years, she missed having companionship.

That was what had led Brighton to reach out to her new roommate when she saw her scavenging through trash piles. There was something unusual about the young woman compared to the people Brighton knew, which made her wary but didn’t send her running. Her pantsuit, though torn and dirty, seemed to be far more expensive than any garment Brighton had seen since the vorathans invaded. She’d approached the girl warily, asking, “Do you need help?”

Pei Ling, though she hadn’t known her name at the time, had frozen for a moment and looked like she might dart away. Apparently, she’d found Brighton’s small, curvy frame not terribly intimidating. Added with her wild mane of red-gold hair, she was hardly the picture of brute strength. She had hesitated and then approached, saying, “I’m hungry.”

“Come with me.” It was almost a surprise when the woman came along with her. As they’d walked, Brighton introduced herself, and Pei Ling had told her who she was as well. That was about all Pei Ling had told her then and now, though she’d been living with her in the POD for three months. She knew as little about Pei Ling today as she had when she invited the girl to stay with her. 

Not to say they didn’t have long talks, and she definitely considered them friends, but she didn’t know anything personal about Pei Ling. It was a mystery she had hoped to solve, but her time was up. As Pei Ling prepared food from the synthicator, Brighton said, “I’ve been summoned.”

Pei Ling froze for a moment, her fingers trembling as she turned away from the synthicator. “I’m so sorry, Brighton.” 

She gave a cheery smile. “I’m not. Honestly, I’ve been expecting it and looking forward to it. I know how happy Sarah and Violet are, and I’m hoping to find the same with my mate.”

Pei Ling looked skeptical. “You’re his proxy, not his mate. You can’t always expect to end up with a happy ending, Brighton. All you have to do is be a sex slave for a year. Don’t get attached.”

“I’m just approaching it with an open mind.” Brighton didn’t care for the way Pei Ling was trying to dampen her enthusiasm, but she had observed during their brief acquaintance that Pei Ling was naturally more on the skeptical and pessimistic side. Brighton was sunnier and prone to see the positive in situations whenever possible. They still maintained a friendship in spite of their differences, and she didn’t continue to argue the point. 

“The POD will be yours now, so I hope you’re all set.” She was a little worried about Pei Ling living alone. The girl seemed to have virtually no survival skills, and Brighton had tried more than once to get an indication of her past. Pei Ling never shared it, and she’d stopped trying, but it hadn’t diminished her curiosity.

“You’ll be back in a year,” said Pei Ling. She looked at the synthicator. “It has enough nutrients stocked for six months, right?”

“Probably. It was just refilled on the last government rotation.” That happened twice a year, though sometimes, the schedule was a little off. More than once, particularly in the beginning after the Faction had arrived on Earth and started forcing the vorathans away from their planet, shipments had been unreliable. There had been times when she and her friends had gone hungry, but that hadn’t happened for the last two or three years. “I’m not sure they’ll refill it though. You’re not officially listed as living in the POD, and if they think all three of us are gone—myself, Violet, and Sarah, I mean—they might not return.”

Pei Ling looked scared for a moment, but then she stiffened her spine. “I’ll be fine. I’m worried about you though. You’re such a helpless romantic.” She made it sound almost like an accusation.

Brighton laughed, unable to deny it. “I guess I am in a lot of ways. I’m just convinced I’m going to be as happy with my mate as my friends have been.”

Pei Ling shrugged. “Good luck with that. I’ll be fine without you.” She sounded confident, though she looked a little uncertain. After a moment, she finished synthesizing their meals. She brought them over a moment later, and they ate mostly in silence. 

Brighton was focused on the excitement of presenting herself at the embassy tomorrow to meet her match, and Pei Ling’s thoughts were wherever they tended to flee when she was quiet. She didn’t seem inclined to share, and Brighton had learned not to bother to ask.
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BRIGHTON PRESENTED herself at the Faction embassy a few minutes early for her appointment the next day. She had brought a bag with her just in case she was taken right away as Sarah had been. Violet had a couple of days in between meeting and leaving, but she’d learned from their experiences not to count on any timeline. A proctor in a long black coat greeted her, and he seemed distant and completely unengaged in what was happening around him. “Brighton Fielding?” 

She nodded. “That’s me.”

He marked something on the tablet in his hand and said, “Follow me.”

She did without questioning to start with, but as they walked down a series of hallways and approached the Medbay, she said, “Aren’t we supposed to stop for tea?”

The proctor paused to look at her. “Tea?”

“Both my friends who’ve been through this before had tea with their respective partners.”

“Oh, the meeting ceremony. I’m sorry, but Commander Oleig has chosen to set aside the usual formalities. He’s already signed the contract, and I’ll get your signature in a few minutes. He’s on a tight schedule and will be by to acquire you after your modification.”

Brighton was stunned. “That’s it? I don’t even get to meet him first?”

If the proctor had any sympathy, he was good at hiding it. “Not this time. The Faction has the balance of power, Miss Fielding. You should accept that and do as you’re told. Your year will be a lot easier for you. Particularly being paired with a brundle, you’ll want to be disciplined.”
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