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      Julie stood in the living room of her childhood home, her heart in her throat. Happy family photos covered the walls and every surface, but she felt no sense of joy as she stared at them now. Only utter heartbreak. Her mother had always taken more photographs than most parents. Probably because Mom had known their family would eventually be torn apart.

      Tears blurred in Julie’s eyes.

      After a mournful glance at her favorite picture—one that showed her with her sister Nova having a tea party as children—she picked up her suitcase and walked out into the dark night.

      A dust storm had been raging beyond the protection of the dome-city for days, concealing the moon and stars. The streetlamps provided just enough light for Julie to make her way to Beck Street, where her new friend Caylee lived.

      Dread and excitement mingled in equal measures. She was really doing this, really about to switch lives with another girl. Her breath left her in a shuddering whoosh as the gravity of the situation settled heavily upon her.

      Please don’t let me get caught. At least not yet.

      Moving into the shadows, she approached the back entrance of Caylee’s house and knocked quietly on the door. A few seconds later, the door creaked open and a young woman who looked eerily like Julie stood before her.

      “Hey, Caylee.” Julie’s throat felt strangely dry, and she swallowed hard and took a steadying breath, trying to summon her bravery as she peered at Caylee.

      “I worried you might change your mind.” The petite blonde gave her a sad smile and stepped aside, ushering her in and closing the door behind them.

      “I’m crazy nervous, but I’m not changing my mind. Promise.” She offered her friend a weak smile as she moved further into the house. The floorboards creaked beneath her feet and an old-fashioned grandfather clock ticked loudly in the nearby living room, but the house was otherwise silent. It was quiet enough that Julie could hear her heart thumping in her ears.

      “That’s good to hear,” Caylee finally said. “By the way, I just learned his name—it’s Varro. Sorry, but they didn’t tell me anything else about him.”

      “Varro. Got it.” Julie’s pulse raced faster. Her soon-to-be husband’s name was Varro.

      “Here, let me take that for you,” Caylee said with a nod at Julie’s suitcase. “Your new haircut looks great, by the way. Just like mine.” She gave a nervous chuckle.

      “Thanks.” Julie handed her the suitcase and Caylee placed it on the dining room floor. “Um, are your parents asleep?”

      “Yep. So is my brother. Don’t worry. They know the drill. I-I just hope I can do a good job of…being you.”

      Julie exhaled a long breath and met her doppelganger’s blue gaze. “You’ll do fine. My coworkers at the bakery and all my neighbors know what’s going on. They’ve all been sworn to secrecy. My coworkers have also promised to be patient with you while you get used to my old job. No one will rat us out.”

      A worried look crossed Caylee’s face. “Yes, but what will happen to you once your Tarrkuan mate, Varro, discovers you’re not me? Your DNA hasn’t been altered like mine. You won’t be able to conceive a half-Tarrkuan child. Procreation is very important to them. Eventually, Varro will probably take you to a doctor and figure out what we’ve done.”

      The women moved into the living room and sat down on a plush sofa. Julie looked at Caylee, trying not to let her anxieties about her upcoming interstellar trip, as well as the big lie she would be living, invade her consciousness. All the while, the grandfather clock kept ticking, a reminder that Julie’s time on Earth was coming to an end.

      It was likely true that Varro would one day discover the deception, but it was her hope that when he did, he would be so taken by her that he wouldn’t care and he wouldn’t send her back to Earth.

      Grief pierced her heart and for a moment, breathing became difficult. She closed her eyes briefly and searched for the strength she knew she had. Nova had been strong and Julie prayed she could be as brave and strong as her older sister who’d traveled to planet Tarrkua four years ago.

      “Regardless of all that,” Julie eventually said, “I must take the risk. There’s nothing left for me on Earth. Nova is my only family and I want to see her again.”

      “Does Nova know about your parents yet?”

      “No. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her when we last spoke. She asked where they were and I lied and said they were at a coworker’s retirement party. That was four days ago. I suppose I’ll tell her in person once I reach Tarrkua.” Emotion clogged her throat. It had been three weeks since the accident in the factory where her parents had both worked. Fourteen people had died during a fire that broke out, her mother and father among them.

      “What should I do when the video comm in your house rings? I’m prepared to do your job and live in your house and do my best pretending to be you, so as to not rouse the suspicions of the Tarrkuan officials who come to visit our dome-city, but I won’t be able to fool your own sister.”

      “I took the video comm offline this morning. Nova won’t be able to make a connection.” Guilt ravaged Julie. Her older sister would be worried sick when she wasn’t able to get through, but Julie couldn’t risk anyone intercepting their communications and learning about Julie and Caylee’s plan to switch lives.

      Caylee, like Julie’s sister, had been randomly chosen by their own people to become a Tarrkuan bride. Earth and Tarrkua had had a trade agreement in place for over fifty years—Tarrkua gave Earth TEC600 reactors and a steady supply of reactor material which they mined from the Feshinga Asteroid Belt, and in return Earth gave the Tarrkuans one female from each dome-city every year.

      Without the Tarrkuan’s TEC600 reactors, Earth’s dome-cities would have perished long ago, as it took a substantial amount of power to keep the cities running. And, without human females, the Tarrkuans, who were still recovering from the outbreak of a deadly virus that swept over their planet sixty years ago, wouldn’t be able to continue re-growing their population. A disproportionate number of females had died during the outbreak, which had forced the Tarrkuans to look off-planet for mates.

      Human females were randomly selected at a young age for the eventual honor of becoming a Tarrkuan bride once they reached their twentieth birthday, but such humans had to undergo specialized DNA modification that made them compatible with Tarrkuans and able to conceive children with the aliens. Caylee had undergone the DNA modification and so had Nova.

      But Julie hadn’t.

      Her heart thundered in her ears. What if the alien she was supposed to marry—or rather, the alien Caylee was supposed to marry—cast her aside after realizing she couldn’t bear his children? Tarrkuans mated for life, but she wasn’t sure if that rule applied in her case, as she would be marrying him under false pretenses. She felt immense guilt over the prospect of deceiving Varro, despite having never met him before and not knowing a thing about him, only his name.

      Nova’s husband loves her. Nova has a happy marriage with her Tarrkuan mate.

      She kept reminding herself of her sister’s good fortune and prayed she would have the same luck once she reached Tarrkua. Please let Varro be kind. Please let him be understanding.

      A long silence stretched between Julie and Caylee. No doubt Caylee had her own worries—she had to suddenly pretend she was another person too. Though she would eventually be able to visit with her parents and brother occasionally—in secret and most likely under the cover of darkness—for the sake of appearances, she probably wouldn’t be able to see them for a while.

      “When Varro discovers my deception, which I hope will not be for some time, I will try to send you a message. I don’t know what the Tarrkuan officials will decide to do. They don’t have the authority to arrest a human on Earth, but the New Leesburg authorities might detain you. I really hope this isn’t all for nothing. I hope you aren’t still sent to Tarrkua in the end. I know how much my sister didn’t wish to go, though she stubbornly would not admit it, and I would hate to see you taken away from your family and friends even after all this.”

      Caylee smiled and placed a hand atop Julie’s. “If you make Varro fall in love with you, he won’t turn you in. Nova’s husband loves her, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then make him love you.”

      “That’s easier said than done. I-I don’t know how to make someone love me. Especially not a Tarrkuan. And I’m not even fluent in their language.” Panic swelled in her chest. Oh God. Was this a mistake?

      What if she reached Tarrkua, only to be discovered and sent back to Earth before she had a chance to see her sister? Would the Tarrkuans do that? Or would they allow her to stay on their planet, under certain conditions? Was it possible they would imprison her?

      She didn’t have a clue. As far as she knew, no chosen Tarrkuan bride had ever switched places with another human.

      “Relax, Julie. It’s going to work out, I promise.” Caylee squeezed her hand and gave her a comforting look. “First of all, we’ve been practicing your Tarrkuan together and you’re actually pretty good. I think you can hold your own in conversation with the aliens. Second of all, just remember that Tarrkuan males are dominant. They like their females to be submissive and sweet. If you try your best to please Varro, I am sure he will come to love you.”

      Julie gulped. “Speaking of dominant, every time I ask Nova if it’s true that some Tarrkuan males physically discipline their wives, she always changes the subject or plays it off as a joke. I-I think there might be something to that rumor. Do you, um, know anything about it?”

      A shadow abruptly crossed Caylee’s face but she smiled a second later, though the grin didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’ve never heard anything about it. I doubt such a rumor is true,” she said with an enthusiasm that Julie found suspicious.

      “I guess I’ll find out soon. You should probably leave for my house now.”

      The women rose to their feet and enveloped one another in a fierce hug. Though they hadn’t known each other well before the accident at the factory, they’d become good friends since that fateful day.

      During an evening vigil for the workers who died, they had looked at one another in the crowd and stared for a long time. Julie had recognized Caylee as the next human from the dome-city of New Leesburg who was set to leave for Tarrkua, and she was suddenly stricken by the realization that they looked very much alike. The two of them ended up walking beside each other on the way home from the vigil.

      Before Caylee had walked into her house, Julie had moved closer and whispered, “We could switch places, you know.”

      Now it was finally happening. They were trading places. Caylee would remain on Earth and Julie would travel to Tarrkua in her place.

      Please let this work.

      She envisioned herself on the Zenallia, the Tarrkuan spaceship that would depart Earth tomorrow with over three hundred human women and hoped it came to pass. She sent up prayer after prayer that nothing would go wrong.

      She peered at the huge grandfather clock, wondering how Caylee’s parents had acquired such an antique, but she didn’t ask. She simply watched the pendulum swing back and forth and listened to the steady tick tick tick.

      The clock, likely over three or even four hundred years old, had been constructed by people who had never even heard of Tarrkuans. She felt a pang of envy for those who had lived on Earth long ago, before the land had become a barren wasteland and humans had had to seek refuge in climate-controlled dome-cities.

      How wonderful it must have been to live in the great wide open, on a green Earth teeming with trees and wildlife, on a planet that didn’t depend on a trade agreement with an alien race just to ensure the continuance of human life.

      “It’s going to work,” Caylee whispered, interrupting Julie’s musings about the past. “Our plan is going to work. I promise.”

      Julie tore her gaze from the grandfather clock and looked at Caylee. “I promise, too.”
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      “You must take a wife.”

      Varro glared at his father and hoped the pain squeezing his heart didn’t show on his face.

      “I am serious, Varro. You’re a member of the ruling class and it’s expected. You must marry and have sons. Daughters, too, of course—but sons, most importantly. The power our house holds in government will fade if you fail to take a mate and procreate.”

      “I know my responsibilities,” Varro growled, rising from the dinner table. “But what would you have me do? My betrothed has forsaken me and married another.” The pain of her rejection still burned white hot. He’d returned to planet Tarrkua two moon cycles ago, only to discover the half-human half-Tarrkuan female he’d been set to marry had betrayed him in the worst possible way.

      “You should have married her years ago, rather than run off to the Feshinga Asteroid Belt. But no, you wasted time mining for TEC600 reactor material, even though you already had a female promised to you. Many males would have killed for the chance to marry without having to earn their bride in the mines, but you squandered your opportunity.”

      Varro’s fists clenched and he repressed a snarl. He had known his father would push for him to marry soon, but he’d hoped he would be given adequate time to recover from the pain of Bersenna’s rejection. He supposed he was lucky the man had waited two full moon cycles before opening his mouth.

      “And who exactly do you suggest I marry, Father? The Allocators weren’t expecting me to need a bride upon my return. All the human females who are among the next wave of brides to arrive on our planet are likely already matched with returning asteroid miners.”

      His father fell silent and stared out the window, and Varro waited impatiently for his response.

      Though Varro had mined the same amount of reactor material as the returning miners who were owed human brides, he hadn’t done so out of a need for a female, as he’d intended to marry Bersenna upon his return to Tarrkua. However, years ago, a sense of honor had compelled him to join a group of departing miners.

      He hadn’t thought it right that he should remain on his planet and enjoy his family’s wealth while hard-working members of the lower classes risked their lives just for the chance to be given a female of their very own. So, he’d joined them, surprising everyone, especially his father, believing his actions would bring respect to his family’s house.

      “You will marry a female from the Earth dome-city of New Leesburg,” his father finally said. “Her name is Caylee. That is all I know about her, but your names have been matched by the Allocators.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “One of the returning miners was gravely wounded. He died from his injuries three days ago.”

      “Ah, Father, and you swooped in to ensure I got his intended bride. How kind of you.” Varro’s voice dripped with bitterness. Though he knew he must eventually marry, he didn’t want Caylee or any other woman. How could he ever trust another female again? He had thought Bersenna the sweetest, loveliest female in all of existence. He had trusted her with his entire being, only for her to betray him just days before his return.

      “Caylee has been told your name, as it is customary for Tarrkuan brides to learn their future husband’s name shortly before departing Earth. You will marry Caylee and impregnate her as soon as possible.” Araggos of House Rantholl rose from the table, placed his hands upon the surface, and leaned forward as he stared at Varro. “The Zenallia will depart Earth tomorrow. When the ship finally arrives on Tarrkua, you will greet your bride at the mass nuptial ceremony and bring her home.”

      “Yes, Father.” Varro stood taller and returned his father’s glare. He couldn’t refuse the order, though he still wished for more time. If only the Zenallia wasn’t bringing the Earth brides to Tarrkua so soon. He didn’t think there was a smidge of kindness in his heart at the moment. Only darkness. His world had been shrouded in misery since the day he learned of Bersenna’s betrayal, when he arrived on Tarrkua after years away only to discover she’d married a male named Eirai. Yet now Varro had to marry another. A female with whom he would spend the rest of his life.

      “I am glad we are in agreement on this matter.” Araggos gave Varro one last fierce look before exiting the dining room.

      Varro stood still for several moments, digesting all that had just happened. He should have known his father would find a way to force him to marry soon. Varro’s two younger brothers had already married and produced children, sons and daughters both. But his brothers hadn’t thought it necessary to toil in the mining operation with the lower classes of Tarrkuans. Instead, they’d started their lives with the half-human half-Tarrkuan females his father had arranged for them to marry.

      Females on Tarrkua were scarce, and Varro’s people were trying to rebuild their population. Many years ago, an illness had swept over the whole planet and killed most of their females, leaving his people desperate and their entire society weakened as they searched for a solution. Eventually, a trade agreement had been reached with Earth, a planet the Tarrkuans had made contact with not long after the Dying Days had ended.

      Tarrkua now provided Earth with a power supply for their dome-cities and Earth gave them fertile human females in return. Any Tarrkuan male who wished for a chance at a human bride was required to spend years in the Feshinga Asteroid Belt, mining for the TEC600 reactor material needed to power Earth’s dome-cities, a dangerous but necessary undertaking. Not all asteroid miners returned from space—many died in accidents, as the mining conditions were hazardous.

      A sense of responsibility settled upon Varro. Despite his distrust of the opposite sex, he had no choice. He would have to marry Caylee and impregnate her as many times as possible.

      As he resolved to do his duty, he felt a sudden pity for the human female from New Leesburg. Would he be able to make her happy? Probably not. There was a deep rage festering within him. He couldn’t imagine ever experiencing even the slightest amount of contentment himself, let alone bringing happiness to his human bride.

      His mood darkening further, he stalked out of his father’s house and headed for his home on the outskirts of the Rantholl family compound. The twin moons beamed down upon the mountainous countryside and reflected off the solar rooftops in the capital city of Ashorr below. Nighttime insects buzzed and screeched, and a wildcat snarled in the distance, far beyond the safety of the compound’s fortified walls. A slight breeze jostled the leaves of nearby trees and brought with it the sweet scent of freshly bloomed flowers.

      As he walked past his brothers’ houses, the laughter of children drifted out the open windows, joining with the familiar sounds of the night.

      His heart spasmed with pain.

      Though his betrothal with Bersenna had been arranged by his father, he had gotten to know the female and developed tender feelings for her. Even after he’d left for the mines, he had kept in frequent contact with her, speaking with her daily via a video comm. Bersenna had promised to wait for him and claimed she understood his reasons for going to the mines. He’d felt as though she understood him better than any other soul in existence and he’d trusted her with his whole heart.

      Not once had she given him any indication that she would forsake him, until a few days before his return she suddenly stopped showing up for their daily video comm chats. Gods, how her betrayal cut deep.

      Once, he had imagined spending the rest of his life with her and believed that they would have many children together. Now it would never come to pass.

      Instead, Varro would marry a stranger. A full-blooded human female.

      Would Caylee be trustworthy?

      He resolved to keep a close eye on her. In fact, he would not permit her to leave the compound by herself. Would she feel like a prisoner? He dashed the thought from his mind. It didn’t matter. They were getting married no matter what.

      Neither of them had a choice.
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      Julie straightened her dress as she looked in the mirror. Her roommate, Beth, had already departed their shared quarters to join the women gathering in the common room. The Zenallia had landed on the outskirts of the capital city a few minutes ago. Soon, all three hundred and sixty women would walk into the city together and meet their Tarrkuan husbands for the first time.

      Her stomach flipped. What would Varro be like? Would she be able to cause him to fall in love with her? Her entire plan hinged on making him like her enough that he wouldn’t attempt to return her to Earth once he discovered she wasn’t actually his intended bride.

      Guilt filled her. She felt bad about deceiving a complete stranger. The Tarrkuans needed human females because they were trying to regrow their population after many of their own females had perished. How would Varro react when he learned she wasn’t really Caylee and her DNA hadn’t been modified to allow her to conceive children with him?

      If he loves me, he’ll forgive me.

      If he loves me, he won’t send me back to Earth.

      She smoothed her hands over the skirt of her dress, her heart pounding faster and faster. She would have to do everything in her power to earn Varro’s affections. She would be submissive and sweet and obedient, all that a Tarrkuan male desired in a mate.

      Worry clenched inside her when she recalled the
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