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      Erzo’s fingers hesitated over the communicator, the device pulsing with an incoming call. Breal’s face filled the screen, her sharp eyes piercing through the digital haze. Her expression was dark, and her eyes had circles under them. Her ordinarily bright skin looked sallow, but it could be the lighting.

      “Erzo, we need to talk,” Breal’s voice was urgent, yet it carried an undercurrent of something deeper, reminiscent of their intertwined past.

      The sight of her triggered a cascade of vivid memories. Erzo hadn’t talked to her in years. That happened, though, when one rejected their clan. He wasn’t a beloved figure, abandoning the family and all. Breal was the only one who could reach him if necessary because she was the only person he trusted on Charrovik. Still, those communications were few.

      Neither of them wanted to attract attention to the fact that they still did know how to reach one another. His clan tried to get him back for several years, but Erzo resisted, sticking it out in the Miner’s Guild. The Charro’s way of life wasn’t for him. It didn’t have to be. He was the youngest. He didn’t need to remain, but it was as though he’d offended all the clan for leaving Charrovik.

      His leaving, however, didn’t just hurt his family.

      Breal hated it, too.

      He couldn’t resist a jibe, their old rapport flickering to life as if time meant nothing. “Is this another one of our blaster battles, Breal? Dodging shots and witty comebacks?”

      Her chuckle was brief, tinged with nostalgia. “I wish. Our shots are political, and there’s no escaping now.”

      Erzo’s mind flashed back to those days aboard the ship. He could almost feel the heft of the blaster in his hand, the electric thrill of the chase. Breal was always a step ahead, her laughter echoing as she ducked behind bulkheads. Their playful banter was a dance. But it was more than a game—it was a bond forged in the fires of youth and competition.

      Still, he knew that something wasn’t right. “You don’t contact me. Why now?”

      Breal wouldn’t be calling him like this if something significant wasn’t happening.

      “Has your family reached out to you yet?”

      He shook his head. “Thanks for the notice that they’re going to be, though.”

      “Sooner rather than later.”

      “Why, what’s happened?”

      Breal looked down and back up at him. “There’s been an accident. My mother died.”

      “I’m sorry, I hadn’t heard. I honor her,” Erzo said, bowing his head and crossing his arms to honor her mother’s passing.

      Grief washed over him. Her mother had been a kind Charro and very loving of Breal. Erzo’s mother died when he was young, and Breal’s mother always treated him with such kindness. Something he hadn’t gotten often in his father’s care.

      Breal mimicked the maneuver back to him. “Thank you for the honor.” Her eyes glistened for a moment, but she blinked it away.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Later for grief. Now is more important.”

      “You’re not reaching out because of that?”

      “Not entirely because of that.” Her voice choked as she spoke.

      He stared at the girl who he grew up with. The sister who hadn’t been born to his clan. “Charro, what is happening,” Erzo asked.

      She wiped her eyes. “They’re coming for you, Erzo. Soon.”

      He stared at her, and it came to him. Why else would his family come for him? After all this time?

      “They want us mated.”

      Breal nodded. “My clan needs a new leader. My father can’t do the job, and the clansmen don’t think I can lead my people.”

      If there was anyone able to lead Breal’s clan in her father’s stead, it was her.

      “Absurd,” Erzo said, his voice laced with conviction. “You stand as a leader, equal if not superior to those ensconced in their high chairs of command. These past years, you’ve guided your people with a strength and wisdom that rivals any of them.”

      “They won’t listen. Arik is pushing the arrangement,” Breal said.

      Erzo felt a jolt, a sharp contrast to the numbing shots of their childhood games. “He can’t be serious. We were just kids, barely twelve, when they planned that. I haven’t been home in five years.”

      It wasn’t about scoring a hit or winning a round anymore. Now, the stakes were different. It was about their lives and futures, tangled in the expectations of their clans. Erzo shouldn’t be surprised that his father was stepping in to assert himself in a time of weakness. Because what else would a Charro do? Be compassionate? Never. Not a Charro. Not when there was profit.

      Breal’s eyes flickered with unspoken emotions. “It was a game back then, Erzo. But now, they’re playing for keeps. They expect you to mate with me. Then a male would control Clan Dona.”

      “And Clan Kovat,” Erzo whispered. “You’re serious. That’s what this is about? Having a male lead the clans?”

      “I know,” she said. “I cannot change their minds, either. Not alone.”

      He let out a heavy sigh, a sound laden with years of buried feelings. Memories of his father, Arik, and her father, Hornse, striking a deal during their childhood lingered in his mind, a pact sealed in shadows and expectations. When Erzo turned his back on that life, on those suffocating clan walls, he never imagined the arrangement would rear its head again.

      His departure had been an act of defiance, a refusal to be shackled by a fate not of his choosing. The thought of being bound to Breal by their fathers’ cold, calculating designs betrayed everything he believed in. And Breal, too, was a victim of this cruel game, her own desires and choices stripped away. Erzo knew she never yearned for such a forced union any more than he did. Their bond was born of friendship and freedom, not chains forged by clan mandates.

      “We could always run,” Erzo suggested, half-joking, yet half-serious.

      Breal’s smile was sad, yet there was a flicker of the old fire in her gaze. “And spend our lives dodging more than just blaster shots?”

      Her soft but steely voice was laced with tension and memories, mirroring the games of their youth. But now, the playfulness was edged with the harsh realities of adult life, their choices no longer their own, their paths dictated by the whims of the elders.

      As he stared into the communicator screen, Erzo couldn’t help but feel the pull of their past. When they were kids, it was fun to team up. Or to fight each other.

      Now the game had changed, but the players remained the same, bound by history and a future slipping out of their control.

      His memories brought up that fateful day. He remembered standing next to Breal, both of them panting and laughing, their youthful faces flushed with the thrill of the game. But the laughter had died in their throats when they overheard Arik and Hornse.

      “She’s an asset, that’s for sure,” Arik said.

      “She’ll be your asset soon enough,” Hornse replied.

      Erzo’s eyes had met Breal’s, a shared confusion flickering between them. “Are you adopting her?” he had asked Arik, his young mind unable to comprehend the true meaning behind the words.

      The dismissive laughter from Arik still rang in his ears, the way he and Hornse had talked over them as if they were invisible. “Kids,” Arik had scoffed. “They understand nothing.”

      Erzo’s grip tightened on the communicator as the memory continued to unfold. Erzo’s older brother, Tellis, had approached them, shaking his head and laughing softly. Where Erzo had bright green skin and a thick tail, Tellis’s tail was thinner, and his skin was more like a deep forest green. He resembled their father. Erzo took after his mother or would have if she were still alive.

      “What are you laughing at?” Breal asked. She was never a fan of Tellis.

      “You two are so stupid,” Tellis said.

      “We are not! You’re just a jerk.” She picked up her blaster and aimed it at Tellis.

      Tellis arched an eyebrow. “You gonna shoot me, Breal?”

      “I could.”

      “Doubt it,” Tellis said.

      Her finger trembled on the trigger.

      “Besides, why would you shoot your future brother?” Tellis asked.

      She shook her head. “What do you mean? You’re not my brother.”

      “I will be when you two are mated.”

      Breal’s eyes widened, her gaze shooting to Erzo.

      Erzo stared at his brother, who could only be trusted with the truth about fifty percent of the time. “You’re out of your mind.”

      Tellis chuckled. “You’re going to mate with Breal. That’s what they’re doing. They’re making the arrangements. You’re both worthless to your clans, otherwise.”

      Those words had stung Erzo more than he had admitted, cutting deeper than any blaster shot. Worthless. The notion that their value to their clans hinged solely on an arranged marriage was a bitter pill. He remembered the flush of anger and humiliation, the way Breal’s eyes had widened in shock and disgust.

      “We’re not worthless,” Erzo snapped.

      “You’re the baby. She’s a girl. Neither of you matters,” Tellis stated matter-of-factly.

      “Why would I mate with my friend?” Erzo had protested, his youthful voice tinged with confusion. The idea had seemed ludicrous, an insult to their friendship.

      The memory of Breal pushing him playfully. Her retort of “He stinks!” brought a sad smile to his face. They had been so innocent, so unaware of the gravity of the situation. But Tellis’s words had been like a cold splash of reality. “You won’t have a choice,” he had said, a prophecy that now, years later, was coming to fruition.

      Snapped back to the present, Erzo looked at Breal’s face on the screen, now lined with the weight of years and responsibility. The playful girl he had known was now a woman, caught in the grip of clan politics.

      “We can’t let them control us, Breal,” Erzo said, his voice firm. “We’re not pawns in their game. What do I do? Run?”

      His first thought still seemed the most logical.

      “Or find your own mate,” Breal whispered.

      He shook his head. “And what good would that do?”

      “You can’t mate me if you’re already mated to someone else.” There was a tone in her voice, something different.

      He stared at her. “You have someone, don’t you?”

      She nodded.

      “Someone that would not be approved of, I take it.”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “You gonna tell me who?”

      Breal’s expression was resolute, yet Erzo could see the underlying fear. “Listen, I just wanted to give you a warning. They’re coming, and they won’t be nice about it.”

      “But we can’t let them dictate our lives,” Erzo argued, the memory of Tellis’s words fueling his defiance.

      Breal sighed—a weary sound that spoke volumes. “I know, Erzo. I know.”

      “Is it that bad?”

      Charro are always all about the deal. The profit. They will bring it as strong as any warrior species if pushed to physicality. They don’t back down from a fight, especially one that affects the bottom line.

      “Yeah. It’s that bad. You know how they can be.”

      He knew. He’d dealt with enough of the clan garbage in his life. He left because of it. Didn’t want to deal with it.

      “I’ll do what I can,” Erzo said.

      “What are you going to do? Mate with a random humanoid?”

      “If that’s what it takes.”

      Erzo’s thoughts raced, the echoes of their childhood games mingling with the harsh realities of their adult lives. They had once dodged blaster shots in a ship’s corridor, laughing and carefree. Now, they were escaping the expectations and demands of their clans, a game with no clear path to victory.

      But one thing was clear to Erzo: he wouldn’t let the past define their future. Their clans have deemed them worthless for anything other than an arranged marriage, but Erzo knew the truth. They were more than pawns. They were fighters, survivors.

      She saved him once.

      It was time for him to return the favor.
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      Erzo strode into Fwan’s office, his footsteps echoing in the confined space aboard The Stonebroke, one of the Mining Guild’s colossal vessels. This behemoth of metal and technology ship was home to a legion of miners and support crews, drifting through the cosmos from one asteroid belt to another, harvesting the riches of the universe.

      The Stonebroke had been anchored at this particular belt for years, an abundant source of mineral wealth scattered across the vastness of space. Amidst the fragments of ancient celestial bodies, they extracted ores that would fuel industries and economies across the galaxy.

      Entering Fwan’s office, a tight, cluttered space within the ship’s sprawling interior, Erzo found him buried in paperwork. The office, a stark contrast to the vast space visible through its small window, was almost claustrophobic, barely containing Fwan’s formidable presence. To Erzo, this setting was a mere backdrop to his urgent mission.

      “What do you want, Erzo?” Fwan’s voice was as gruff as the rumble of the ship’s engines.

      Erzo, unshaken by Fwan’s brusque manner, plunged into his request. “I hear you’re the man to see for... personal matters.”

      Fwan’s eyebrow arched—a rare movement on his otherwise stern face. “Personal matters?”

      “I need a mate,” Erzo stated plainly, his voice betraying a hint of urgency beneath its steady tone.

      Fwan snorted, a wry smile playing on his lips. “I don’t date men, Erzo.”

      Erzo let out a chuckle, a brief respite in the gravity of his situation. Fwan remained stoic, unamused. Erzo wasn’t there for romance—he needed a solution, a way out of the intricate web of clan politics and forced arrangements.

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

      Fwan leaned back in his chair, eyeing Erzo with curiosity and skepticism. “Never took you for the type to need help in that department.”

      Erzo shrugged, his demeanor serious. “Desperate times. I’m in a bind, Fwan. Clan politics.”

      Understanding dawned in Fwan’s eyes. “Ah, the Charro. They’re still after you?”

      “More than ever,” Erzo admitted. “They’re pushing the marriage arrangement.”

      Fwan whistled lowly. “That’s a tough spot. But why come to me?”

      Fwan’s knack for pulling off the impossible stood as Erzo’s best shot. He was known for his resourcefulness and was the lifeline they desperately needed.

      “You have connections, Fwan. I need a way out, fast.”

      “Ah, family. Can’t live with them, can’t blast them into a black hole,” Fwan said with a wry smirk, acknowledging the predicament with a touch of dark humor.

      “Fwan, you’re my only hope to keep Breal from a fate she doesn’t want, to save us both from being trapped in a future neither of us chose,” Erzo confessed, his voice tinged with vulnerability. “We’re counting on you to help us dodge this arranged disaster.”

      Fwan’s gaze hardened, assessing Erzo with a gaze that seemed to pierce through his facade. “Is this going to bring trouble to The Stonebroke?”

      “It might,” Erzo admitted.

      “Is it going to involve the authorities?” Fwan inquired, indicating he was no stranger to handling unusual requests.

      “Just the Charro.”

      Fwan’s lips curled into a barely audible snarl, a string of muttered curses weaving through his clenched teeth, each word dripping with the deep-seated ire of a man all too familiar with the complexities and burdens of unwelcome fates.

      Erzo met his gaze squarely. “I’ll do everything to avoid bringing confrontation aboard The Stonebroke. You know me.”

      “Yeah, I do,” Fwan mused. “And I know the Charro, too. They don’t let go easily.”

      He wouldn’t let his dilemma escalate to endanger the ship or its crew. It shouldn’t, anyway. They didn’t have a reason to attack the mining ship. Surround it? Demand he come out? Sure. That could happen. But hurt it? Not really, especially not if he wasn’t onboard when they arrived.

      Erzo nodded solemnly. “Which is why I need your help. I heard about the Intergalactic Dating Agency…”

      “The Intergalactic Dating Agency,” Fwan interrupted with a hint of respect in his voice for the organization that had recently expanded its reach to Disguised Serenity, a renowned space station. “They’ve got an excellent reputation. But it’s not just a simple date you’re after, is it?”

      “No,” Erzo replied. “It’s a lifeline.”

      Fwan sighed, weighing the request. “Alright, Erzo. I’ll see what I can do. But you owe me one.”

      Erzo offered a grateful smile. “Thank you, Fwan. I won’t forget this. I’ve heard good things about them.”

      “Good,” Fwan confirmed, finalizing the details. “Ship leaves tomorrow. Get ready to depart.”

      With a bow of gratitude, Erzo was dismissed. He left Fwan’s office, his heart pounding with conflicting emotions. He thought about bringing a mate back to his quarters and the need to make his space welcoming, a sanctuary amidst the stars. He recalled an adage about cleanliness and its appeal, a human touch in an otherwise alien world. Any woman would want that, right? Hell, if he knew what she would be like.

      Each step he took through the dimly lit corridors of The Stonebroke felt heavy, laden with the gravity of his future. This ship, which had once been his refuge, now loomed like a gilded cage, its steel embrace preparing to entwine him with a mate chosen not by heart’s desire but by necessity.

      As he navigated the ship’s veins, the rhythm of his footsteps was a drumbeat echoing in the silence. The Stonebroke, a lone sentinel adrift in the celestial sea, sailed through the inky tapestry of night, bearing Erzo towards a star-crossed path woven with passion, duty, the allure of a stranger’s embrace, the mate who might soon share his life.
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      Polly Gillespie wiped a bead of sweat from her brow, cursing herself for not choosing an air-conditioned bookstore for this confrontation. Under the relentless glare of the summer sun, the park was a furnace, its air thick and suffocating. Of course, the heat only exacerbated the already flaring tempers.

      Jana’s fiery eyes, betraying a tumult of emotions, paced back and forth on the parched grass. She had rushed to meet Polly here, frantic with worry about Stefan, her boyfriend, who also was Polly’s cousin. And quite the scoundrel.

      Stefan Gillespie, the charming heartbreaker, was notorious for juggling women. His latest victim was Jana, oblivious that she was just one piece in Stefan’s deceptive puzzle. Tori, his long-standing, public girlfriend, was another.

      Polly cornered Stefan once, throwing the truth about Jana and Tori in his face. His reaction? A smug pride in his romantic conquests, as if Jana and Tori were just notches on his belt. His smugness nearly drove her to violence. Yet, in that heated moment, a flicker of introspection emerged. Was her urge to intervene a reflection of her codependent tendencies? This unsettling thought mingled with her righteous indignation, casting doubt on her motivations.

      Polly, the only one in Stefan’s family who’d reached out to Jana, felt a gnawing guilt. Having been cheated on herself, Polly had made a silent vow: she wouldn’t let another woman suffer the same fate. Polly hated hurting them but would rather someone tell her straight-up rather than know and hide it. But revealing the truth to Jana and Tori was proving more complicated than she had imagined.

      Now, as Jana’s anxious gaze darted between Polly and the empty pathways, waiting for Stefan, Polly’s carefully laid plans unraveled. She had tried showing Jana the social media proof of Stefan’s duplicity, but denial was a powerful shield.

      Polly’s heart ached for Jana, who clung to the illusion that she was Stefan’s one and only. Confronting Stefan had only revealed his pride in his deceitful escapades. Polly had been so close to letting her fist fly at him.

      Instead, she reached out to Tori. Together, they had crafted this intervention, a necessary but painful ruse. Tori had her suspicions, but it blindsided Jana. The tension was palpable as the three women stood in the sweltering heat, each moment stretching into an eternity. Polly could feel the hostility radiating off Tori, ready to erupt at the slightest provocation and Jana’s mounting distress.

      Polly knew she had to diffuse the situation. “Jana, go over there,” she directed towards the newly installed metal-sculptured arch exhibits. “Just a minute,” she added, turning to Tori with a determined look. “You, come here.”

      Jana paused, her gaze flitting back with a flicker of apprehension before she ventured among the looming arches. The uneven rhythm of her high heels clacked against the sun-baked pavement.

      Polly turned her attention to Tori just as Stefan’s call came through. Seizing the opportunity, Polly grabbed Tori’s phone.

      “I told your mother about your antics,” Polly blurted—the words felt deliciously wicked as they rolled off her tongue, a small but satisfying victory in their chaotic confrontation, even if it was petty.

      Stefan’s panicked voice crackled through the speaker. “What? Polly?”

      But Tori snatched the phone, ending the call abruptly with a look of bewilderment.

      “You think his mother will do anything?” Tori asked.

      Polly shrugged, watching Jana’s distant figure weaving through the arches. “To her Golden Boy? Unlikely, but it’s a start.”

      Polly hoped Jana had cooled off by now, ready to talk things through. But seeing her smack those metal arches with each step, Polly thought, ‘Yeah, calm is definitely not on the menu today.’ As they approached Jana, a sudden flash of light caught their attention. Jana, stepping through one arch, disappeared into a blinding glow.

      “What in the world...?” Tori gasped, breaking into a run toward the arch.

      Polly was hot on her heels, her mind racing with confusion and fear. “Jana? Where are you?”

      They reached the arch, Tori gingerly touching it, only to recoil with a yelp. “It’s hot!”

      Driven by concern, Polly ignored the warning and reached out, feeling a jolt of electricity coursing through her. “Damn it!”

      Her eyes darted, searching for any trick of light or cleverly placed mirror that could explain Jana’s vanishing act. “There’s got to be something here,” Polly muttered under her breath, her hands probing the air and surfaces for any sign of a hidden mechanism.

      But it was as if Jana had dissolved into thin air—no mirrors, no hidden compartments that could have created such a startling illusion. The arch stood there, silent and innocuous, offering no clues, no flicker of light or shadow to suggest the magic they had just witnessed.

      “Where could she have gone?” Polly’s voice pitched as she continued her fruitless search. “This makes no sense!”

      They scanned the area, and Tori pointed to a shiny object on the ground. “Her ring...”

      They stepped through the arch without hesitation, only to be engulfed in a disorienting white light. The world spun, shrinking and expanding simultaneously, a sensation of being torn apart and reassembled.

      When the light faded, they found themselves in a stark, unfamiliar room. Polly reached out and felt Tori’s arm.

      “What is this?” Polly asked, looking around.

      Wherever this was, it wasn’t the park anymore. Everything focused, and it sure wasn’t outside. The blistering heat had vanished, and the air felt dry—like dehumidified, no-moisture-in-this-air dry. It was clinical, like a laboratory or a doctor’s office from another world.

      “I—” A sharp pain hit her on the side of her head, like a wasp stung her just behind her ear. “Ouch!”

      She lifted her hand to the side of her head, fingers tracing the contours of her skin until they encountered an unexpected sensation—a small, smooth disc adhered firmly to her flesh.

      “What did you do to us?” Tori demanded.

      Confusion turned to fear as Polly noticed a man’s face adorned with a distinctive pattern of freckles circling them.

      “It’s a universal translator,” he explained, noticing their confused expressions. “So you can understand me.”

      Polly’s voice trembled. “Is this safe? Are we in danger?”

      “Is it going to give me cancer or something?” Tori asked.

      “If it does, we have the antibiotics for that, but the worst it will do is a mild irritation. You’ll be vaccinated for everything else,” the man replied, as if discussing something as mundane as the weather.

      Polly exchanged a look with Tori. “Did he just compare cancer to a common cold?”

      Tori shook her head in disbelief. “We must have hit our heads...”

      Before Polly could respond, Jana reappeared, looking equally dazed but unharmed. “I think we all did.”

      Relief washed over Polly as she reached out to Jana, the animosity between them momentarily forgotten. They didn’t hug, but they didn’t act like they would punch each other, either.

      The entrance of a smiling, pink-skinned woman with antennas interrupted their reunion. “Welcome to the Intergalactic Dating Agency, ladies.”

      “The what?” Tori stammered, her confusion mirrored on Polly’s face.

      The pink-skinned woman’s smile widened. “The Intergalactic Dating Agency. Where we find love matches across the stars.”

      Jana glanced at Polly. “Uh, I think we’re dead.”

      Tori’s voice was laced with awe. “I think we’ve just stepped into another world.”

      Polly nodded, her mind racing with questions and possibilities. “Something extraordinary just happened, that’s for sure.”

      Their drama-filled day at the park had transformed into an adventure beyond their wildest imaginations, a journey across the stars that promised to change their lives forever.
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      “Perfect mates, just like that?” Erzo scoffed, raising an eyebrow at Re-lee. They were in the medical wing, getting scanned for this mate-matching. The idea of a fated mate seemed too good to be true, especially for a Charro like him.

      Re-lee, ever the optimist, assured him with a knowing smile. “Trust me, Erzo. We’ll find the right one for you. We’ll find the right one for all of you.”

      Olmed and Phares were right there with Erzo in the medical wing, all hooked up to the high-tech scanners, getting zapped and analyzed to track down those fabled mates the staff raved about.

      Erzo wasn’t entirely convinced, but played along. Soon, they found themselves in a bar on the station, waiting for the Intergalactic Dating Agency to work its magic. Holograms flickered with the news while Erzo, Olmed, and Phares exchanged wary glances.

      Phares couldn’t help but share how impressed by Disguised Serenity he was. “You know, this place is something else. Started off as just a graveyard for busted-up ships. Then, someone got the bright idea to piece them all together. Now, look at it—a bustling port right on the edge of Terran and Neville space.”

      Olmed glanced around, taking in the sights and sounds of the diverse crowd. “It’s like a crossroads here. Some folks are just passing through, grabbing supplies, while others are setting up shop, making a whole new life on this floating jigsaw puzzle of a station.”

      Erzo nodded to himself, understanding the appeal. “Makes sense why the dating agency planted roots here. The place is teeming with possibilities.”

      While Olmed and Phares fidgeted, Erzo leaned back comfortably. “Let’s see what the agency comes up with. Honestly, as long as she’s got a decent head on her shoulders, I’m good. It’s not like I’m looking for a love match. Just someone who can play the part well enough.”

      Olmed snorted, rolling his eyes. “Oh sure, Erzo, as long as she can breathe and nod politely, you’re all set, right? Setting the bar high as always,” he quipped, his tone dripping with playful sarcasm. “Maybe the agency has a nice, civil robot in their catalog for you.”

      “A robot, huh? Now there’s a thought,” Erzo said with a playful smirk. “At least it wouldn’t complain about my tail or charming personality. Efficient, obedient, and no drama—might be onto something there, Olmed!”

      Phares’s laughter joined Erzo’s. Wiping a tear from his eye, Phares leaned in with a grin. “Yeah, and imagine the upgrades! ‘Robot partner version 2.0 now with enhanced empathy chip and a sense of humor setting!’ You might find that more appealing than the real deal, Erzo!”

      Erzo, still chuckling, turned to his companions. “So, what about you two? What’s on your wishlist for these supposed perfect mates?”

      Olmed scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Well, she has to have a sense of adventure, that’s for sure. I can’t deal with someone who faints at the first sign of danger.”

      “And you, Phares?” Erzo nudged, his curiosity piqued.

      Phares paused, a far-off look in his eyes. “Someone who gets me, you know? Someone who doesn’t mind my quiet moods but can ride the wave when I’m all fire and energy.”

      Erzo nodded, impressed by their answers. “Sounds like you guys are after more than a pretty face.”

      He leaned back, a picture of calm compared to his companions’ restlessness. He was content to let the agency work its magic. The who they matched him to wasn’t his major concern. Erzo was more interested in how well she could play her part. A touch of grace, a hint of poise. That’s all he needed.

      As for the physical connection, well, that was a bridge he’d cross when he came to it. If his Charro features put her off, so be it. The crucial part was the illusion of a deep bond, a convincing performance to satisfy his father’s expectations. Anything beyond that was just a bonus.
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      Polly and the others stood surrounded by futuristic gadgets in the medical room, which looked like they had jumped out of a high-budget sci-fi TV show. Beds hovered above the floor, and strange devices hummed and whirred, operated by alien medics with skin hues that ranged from the mundane to the exotic.

      Tori, her usual fiery self, eyed the medical paraphernalia warily. “I’m not exactly thrilled about being a pincushion for alien vaccines,” she declared, clutching her backpack like a shield.

      Polly watched Duke, their less-than-charming medic, fumble over his words, trying to explain. “These are just routine shots. Surprised your planet’s still in the dark ages about genome repair,” he remarked, glancing at his colleague.

      Rubbing the disc behind her ear, Polly marveled at the technology that made their communication possible.

      “Genome-repairing vaccine? That’s like sci-fi magic,” Polly mused aloud.

      Duke nodded. “It’s standard practice here. Fixes any genetic hiccups, like insulin problems. Like that other Earth girl with the insulin thing?”

      “Diabetes?” Tori interjected, a glimmer of understanding in her eyes.

      “Yeah, that’s the one,” Duke confirmed.

      Tori suddenly extended her arm. “Well, shoot me up then. If this is real, I’m all for being disease free.”

      Polly raised an eyebrow at Tori’s sudden bravery. “Feeling bold, are we?”

      Having already gotten her shot, Jana rubbed her arm, looking less convinced. “What if this is all a dream? Or we’re dead? Or in a coma?”

      Duke chuckled. “You’re pretty
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