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      A city girl allergic to animals (and aliens)

      June only registered with the Highlander Dating Agency because she lost a bet. She never expected to be invited to an all-expenses-paid trip to meet some hunky Highlanders.

      What nobody told her: the Highlanders are aliens and live on a different planet. And they’re desperate for mates – so desperate that there’s no guarantee she’ll ever return to Earth.

      As if that wasn't bad enough, the huge kilt-wearing alien she's matched to lives on a farm. In the middle of nowhere. With smelly animals all around. This is June's personal hell, but when she discovers that her mate is in trouble, leaving him isn't as easy as she thought.

      An alien farmer with a dark secret

      Eron spends his days tending to his taigeis farm. The fluffy animals are all the company he needs. He’s broken off all contact with society, so when an old friend tells him that he’s been matched to a mate from a distant planet, his first instinct is to refuse the match.

      But the instant he meets her, his mating antennae burn and he can only think of one thing: making her his. He desires her with every fibre of her being, but he can’t risk anyone discovering the terrible secret that made him an outcast. Can he find the strength to push her away before she steals his heart?
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        This book has been written by a Scottish author and therefore uses British English (less Z, more S).
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        Subscribe to Skye's newsletter and get a free book as a thank you:

        skyemackinnon.com/newsletter
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        Eron is part of the Intergalactic Dating Agency multi-author project:

        http://romancingthealien.com/
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      Many of the alien words are taken from Scottish Gaelic (yes, including the flying vagina). Some of them have been slightly changed, while others are exact translations.

      

      Albya – planet of the Albyans (from Alba = Scotland)

      Bainnse – wedding

      Bawbag – scrotum (Scots insult)

      Click – minute (30 Earth minutes are 20 intergalactic clicks)

      C-suit – camouflage suit that helps aliens blend in with humans

      Fraoch – a shrub plant similar to heather

      Lady Beyra – Albyan Goddess (based on the Scottish/Celtic Beira myth)

      Leannan – sweetheart, my love

      Migges – midges (tiny mosquitos aka miniature demons who love to torment this particular author in her garden)

      Pit air iteig – for fuck’s sake (literally: flying vagina)

      Rotation – Albyan year

      Quantnet – intergalactic internet

      Sgid/sgidding – fuck/fucking

      Taigeis – a fluffy round animal based on the Scottish haggis

      Ton air eigh dhut – fuck you (literally: may your arse hit the ice)

      Uisge beatha – whisky (literally: water of life)
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      June

      Cupid wore a kilt. I blinked at the garish logo of the dating agency, wishing I was somewhere else. If Anna hadn't sat next to me, I'd have left half an hour ago. 

      "Don't look like you're about to be tortured and burned at the stake," Anna whispered. "This will be fun."

      She was my best friend, but sometimes, I wanted to throttle her.

      If only I hadn't agreed to that bet. I'd been drunk out of my mind and it had seemed like a good idea at the time. In retrospect, it was clear that Anna had tricked me. She knew I was rubbish at darts. She knew that I couldn't resist a challenge. And she'd made me drunk as a sailor by keeping me supplied with mojitos.

      Now I was trapped.

      "I'm only going to sign up," I told her firmly. "I won't reply if they find a match."

      Anna rolled her eyes. "Haven't you seen their ads? If your match is even half as hot as the guys in the advert, you'll want to meet him."

      She was right. The men on the Hot Tatties Dating Agency posters were drool-worthy with their kilts, their muscles, their proud faces. The agency specialised in Scottish men and took full advantage of their clientele's sexiness. Anna's sister-in-law had worked on the agency's marketing and had even found herself a Highlander of her own. I'd never met either of them, but they were the reason why Anna had persuaded me - no, forced me - to come here today.

      "I'm happily single," I complained. "Self-partnered. I like having no commitments."

      Anna snorted. "And that's why you were lamenting how lonely you were last night."

      I couldn't remember saying that, but my head still pounded with a hangover and I only recalled maybe half of what we'd talked about. It was all a bit foggy. I'd not been that drunk in years. My friends were all married or in long-term relationships, some had kids, and none of them wanted to go out partying like we used to.

      Maybe Anna was right and it was time to settle down. Find a guy to have more than a one-night-thing with. Buy a house. Get a dog.

      No, that wasn't me. I wasn't that kind of woman. I loved my independence. Marriage was for other people.

      "June Summer?" The receptionist looked around the waiting room. I'd been surprised that we weren't the only people wanting to register with the agency - but then, their ads were everywhere.

      Anna pulled me to my feet and waved at the young woman. "That's us."

      "Let go of me," I hissed. She only grinned and tightened her grip on my arm as if she was worried I'd run away. She wasn't wrong.

      She forced me to follow the receptionist into a larger office. The dark pink wallpaper was garish and together with the fluffy pink cushions and the red carpet, it made me think of a brothel. Behind a desk sat a woman in her forties, above her another large kilt-wearing cupid.

      She got up and walked around the desk to greet us with a handshake. "I'm Pam, owner of Hot Tatties. Thanks for coming."

      "Anna," my friend introduced herself. "And this is June. She's the one to register, I'm already happily married."

      Pam gave me a wide grin. "You're not the only one to bring a friend. It's always nice to have some support. Take a seat, I'll bring over the tablets. Would you like some tea? Coffee? Hot chocolate?"

      I'd planned to say no until she mentioned the chocolate. I could never resist a sweet treat like that. At least that would almost make this experience worth it.

      "Hot chocolate, please," I said.

      Anna nodded. "Same."

      While Pam got our drinks, I stared at the row of picture frames on the wall opposite. Ten men smiled at me, all of them gorgeous, all of them wearing kilts, all of them very lickable. I was starting to think that the agency used models for their marketing, not actual guys. What were the chances of finding ten perfect but single men like these? Guys who looked like that weren't single. And they certainly wouldn't choose someone like me.

      "We should go," I muttered. "This doesn't feel right."

      Anna took my hand, either to reassure me or to keep me in place; I wasn't sure. "We're staying. You lost the bet. You have to do it."

      Before I could give her a very angry reply, Pam returned with a tray. She'd added a bowl of shortbread. How very Scottish. I wrapped my hands around my mug to stop myself from fidgeting. I always did that when I was nervous.

      Pam put a tablet on the table in front of us. "We've got a questionnaire for you to complete. We can either do it as a sort of interview or you can fill it in yourself, whatever you prefer. Then I'll take a few quick pictures, you spit in a tube and we're done."

      Had I heard her right? "Spit in a tube?"

      She smiled. "We've got access to the latest DNA matching technology. Scientists have found certain markers that can tell if someone's a good match." She lowered her voice. "I personally like to call it the soulmates test, but that might put off the people who don't believe in fated mates. Do you?"

      "Yes," Anna said immediately. "The moment I met Ewan, I knew that we were meant together."

      I'd always envied her for that. Ewan and Anna really were perfect for each other. I'd never seen them fight. They fit together like two jigsaw pieces.

      "And what about you, June?" Pam asked.

      I shrugged. "I guess there may be soulmates for some people, but I don't believe every person has one."

      "Well, if your soulmate is in our register, we will find him. Or do you prefer women?"

      "No, men are good. I mean, women are nice too, but not for me."

      "I understand. You'll be pleased to know that we currently have over eleven thousand men on our roster and that number is rising daily. I wish I had that many women signing up. Don't get me wrong, we have ladies sign up every day, but I lack the manpower to recruit even more. Anyway, that's my problem, not yours. I'm sure we'll find you the perfect match." She picked up the tablet. "Let's do it this way, that's more fun for me."

      She gave us a wide grin. Her enthusiasm was strangely infectious. I suddenly didn't feel as negative about it all. Maybe she was right. Maybe my soulmate was out there, waiting for me.

      "June Summer, is that right?"

      I nodded, waiting for some comment or joke on my name. Everyone did it. But Pam moved on to the next question right away. How refreshing.

      "Age?"

      "Thirty-two, although my birthday is next month."

      "Your birthday is in June? Is that why your parents gave you the name?"

      I sighed. "Aye. They were idiots."

      "I think it's kind of sweet," Pamela said while typing. "Where do you currently live? And would you be willing to relocate?"

      "I'm in Dumbarton, but I work here in Glasgow. And I suppose... for the right person, I could potentially move, yes."

      Not that I expected this to happen, but if I had to be here, why not indulge Pam. 

      "Good. Most of our men prefer the ladies to move in with them rather than the other way round. They live in a beautiful place, though. If I wasn't married already, I'd grab myself one of them." She winked and I couldn't help but return her smile.

      "They all live in one place?" I asked.

      "Mostly. It's a large area though, so don't worry, you'll have privacy. They're split into clans who each have their own towns."

      "Wait, towns? I thought they lived in the Highlands. There aren't many towns there. I think I'd know if there were towns full of sexy, I mean, good-looking guys walking around in kilts. Everyone would flock there."

      Pam smirked. "They don't like prospective matches know too much about where they're located, exactly because of that. They want and need to be selective about their partners which is why everything is handled through Hot Tatties. But let's move on. What do you do for a living?"

      I hated that question because the answer made me sound like the most boring woman ever. "I work in finance."

      "Oh, I'd never have guessed that. Lovely. What do you like to do in your free time?"

      On and on the questions went until Pam finally put the tablet down. My mug had been empty for at least ten minutes and I was ready to leave. 

      "That was fun," Anna whispered while the agency owner rummaged around her desk. "I didn't know you liked clay-pigeon shooting and hill walking."

      I made sure Pam wasn't listening before I replied. "I made that up to make me sound more interesting. My hobbies are so boring. Besides, it's not like anyone will ever find out that I lied."

      She gave me a doubtful look but didn't say anything. 

      Pam waved a camera, beckoning me to get up. "Stand in front of that wall over there, dear. This is mostly for my own purposes. It always helps me remember the ladies I've met while I search for a match."

      "Does that mean nobody else will get to see the picture?"

      "Only if you're matched and give permission to have me pass on your details. We like the women to be in control of the process."

      I liked that. I smiled for the camera, feeling a little self-conscious. I was wearing my business suit since Anna had picked me up at my office. Not what I'd wear for a first date. But this wasn't real, I reminded myself. Just to placate my friend after losing a bet. 

      Happy with the photos she'd taken, Pam handed me a plastic vial. "Now I just need your sample and then we're all done for the day."

      I gave the vial a doubtful look. Spitting into it in front of them seemed embarrassing, although I wasn't quite sure why. People spat on the pavements all the time without thinking. I sighed and did as she'd asked. Pam screwed the vial shut and put it in a plastic bag decorated with the kilted cupid logo. That little half-naked creature really was everywhere. 

      "I'll be in touch once I find a match," Pam chirped. "I'm sending the next batch of samples to the lab tonight, so it might be sooner than you think."

      No, it wouldn't be. I wasn't going to get a match and even if I did, I wasn't going to meet them. 

      This wasn't real. It was just to make Anna happy. I was going to stay single.
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      Eron

      I picked up the baby taigeis and tickled its fluffy belly. 

      "I'm sorry, wee one," I whispered, very aware of the animal's sensitive hearing. "You're going to have to stay with me now."

      I carried him out of the nursery, where his mother lay dead on the floor. I was going to examine her body later to find out how she'd died. For now, I had to keep the little cub separate from the others in case he had the same virus his mother had died from. He wasn't the first taigeis I'd hand-raised and he wouldn't be the last. 

      He looked up at me with big eyes, his massive black pupils almost drowning out the dark brown surrounding them. He was a purebred Highland taigeis and worth my attention. He'd fetch a fair price once he was fully grown. I never had the heart to send the hand-raised taigeis to the butcher. They either became part of my breeding programme or were sold as pets. 

      Before I'd started my farm, having a taigeis as a pet was unheard of. It was thought they were impossible to tame. Now, people thought it was easy, having read about me. It wasn't. Even after many rotations of tending to my taigeis, I still learned new things all the time. If I didn't have a medpod stashed away in my basement, I would have been covered in scars by now. Taigeis were small but vicious. Even the ones who'd lived on my farm for rotations could be unpredictable. This little cub was cute and fluffy now, but once it was fully grown, its teeth would be sharp and lethal. It was a joke of evolution to produce an animal so cute that it made even the most hardened warrior want to cuddle it, while at the same time giving it the temper of a predator. 

      The little taigeis curled up in my arms, its eyes falling shut. A moment later, he was fast asleep. His little nose twitched as we walked through the cool morning air. It was going to be a beautiful day. The sun painted the mountains in the distance a burnt orange, turning the landscape into a painting. My sister would have loved to paint the sunrise. She'd always loved the countryside, unlike me, who'd preferred living in the centre of Priomh, the Albyan capital. It was a melting pot where all the clans came together. I'd enjoyed the noise, the smells, the constant new experiences. My past self would be aghast at seeing me live in the middle of nowhere, surrounded only by animals. 

      It had taken time for me to come to appreciate the desolate beauty of the mountains the taigeis were native to. Their steep slopes were covered in fraoch, a spikey plant with tiny purple flowers that painted the hills a bright colour every heat season. The first purple dots were visible even from here and it wouldn't be long until the entire slopes had changed colour. It was my favourite time of the year. 

      I made a mental note to drive to the mountains tomorrow to get some shrubs for the taigeis. They loved nibbling on the branches, miraculously able to avoid the thorns. But first, I had to get the little cub settled. 

      It was pleasantly cool inside my farmhouse. The smell of fresh bread made me smile. For once, I'd remembered to programme my food processor in advance so I'd have a warm loaf for my morning meal. The cub's nose twitched again.

      "That's not for you, little one," I muttered, stroking its furry head. "I have different food for you."

      I got a bottle of taigeis milk from the cooler. One of my best-kept secrets. I'd found a way to milk two of the tame taigeis females. They didn't enjoy it, but it was the best way of keeping any motherless cub alive. I'd experimented with substitute milk, but it wasn't as good as the real thing. The scratches were worth it if it meant saving a cub's life. 

      "Time to wake up." I nudged the little furball. As soon as the nozzle touched his lips, he began to suck greedily. He didn't even open his eyes. For him, life was simple. Eat, drink, sleep, and once he was fully grown, mate and produce offspring. He knew nothing of the troubles we Albyans faced. I was almost jealous. 

      The cub burped before settling back to sleep. I chuckled and carried him over to the room I'd dubbed the nursery. I couldn't remember how many cubs I'd hand-reared in here, getting up throughout the night to feed them. Ten, maybe? More? I'd have to check my notes so I'd know what to call this one. I never gave them names. I didn't want to grow attached. 

      I gently lay him into the artificial burrow I'd created out of a box and some cloth. I'd check on him once I'd cleaned out the stables. But first, the morning meal. The bread should be ready by now. 

      A beep somewhere in the house made me sigh. Where had I left my commstick this time? I kept losing the sgidding thing. Back in Priomh, I would have asked the inbuilt AI to search for it, but I didn't have such technology in my farmhouse. I'd thought I'd miss it, but I didn't. 

      By the time I finally found the commstick in a boot in the hallway, it had stopped ringing. No idea how it had got there. Some days I could swear it had legs to run and hide when I wasn't looking. I had several missed calls from Cyle. I sighed. He just wouldn't give up. 

      While I scrolled through the notifications, a new message popped up.

      Call me. It's urgent.

      My curiosity piqued, I dialled his number, making sure the holo function was turned off. I wasn't in the mood to see people, even if it was my friend.

      He answered immediately. "How are you, my favourite hermit?"

      "Busy. What's so urgent?"

      "You've been matched."

      "Huh?"

      Cyle groaned. "Please tell me you've been reading my messages? Watched the news?"

      "Been busy."

      "Turn on your holo. I want to see your face when I tell you."

      I was tempted to hang up on him. Why was he my friend again? 

      "Just tell me what's going on," I growled. "I'm hungry and you know what that means."

      "I remember from our days at the Academy." Cyle laughed. "I'm glad we're not in the same room just now."

      "Tell. Me."

      "I found a planet full of compatible females," he said before leaving a dramatic pause. I tried to process his words. Compatible females.

      "You mean... mates?"

      "Indeed. And one region of this planet is culturally very similar to Albya. My brother already found his mate among the females there. How did you not see this on the news? On the quantnet? It was everywhere."

      "I've been busy," I said for the third time. "The taigeis don't feed themselves." 

      "There's more to life than your animals, my dear friend. When did you last venture outside your farm? How about you come to Priomh and I'll tell you everything that happened?"

      "I have a motherless cub to take care of, one of my bulls has to be isolated because he's too aggressive, and the price of their supplement fodder has gone up. Again. I have bigger worries, Cyle."

      "Bigger worries than finding a mate?" he asked dubiously. "I'm not sure you understand what this means. We're no longer going extinct! That's more important than an aggressive taigeis. I'm hopeful that we might be able to use the Peritans to find a cure to the Sleep. It might not be long until we can wake our females - including your sister."

      I staggered backwards until my back hit the wall. Waking my sister. Curing her from the Sleep. I'd long since given up hope to ever talk to her again. Ever hear her beautiful voice again. That's what I missed most of all. She'd been a singer at the Albyan Arthouse in Priomh, delighting audiences every night. She'd succumbed to the Sleep on stage, collapsing before I could reach her. 

      "How can they help you find a cure?" I asked when I'd regained control.
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