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            THESE MINERS ARE READY FOR THEIR WOMEN.

          

          BUT ARE THESE EARTHLINGS READY FOR THEM?

        

      

    

    
      Xianan Phares comes from a long line of bastards, and he doesn’t want to continue that heritage. But an accident in the mines sends Phares to medical where he learns that his injuries jump-started his Fever, and there is no way to control it.

      Though not many want to mate with the monstrous Xian, and he has no interest in finding love, Phares agrees to work with the Intergalactic Dating Agency to find a partner so he can quench his Fever and get back to work.

      After discovering her boyfriend’s horrible lies, Jana just wants to walk off her heartbreak in the park. The last thing she expects is to fall through an intergalactic portal and be thrown across the stars. Now she’s supposed to mate with this giant purple alien with bones sticking out of the top of his shoulders and piercing eyes that seem to stare into her soul.

      She’s never had the best luck with men, but seriously? A giant purple alien who treats her better than her boyfriend?

      She’ll be surprised if this ends well…
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      Re-lee looked over the cluttered, congested space and no matter how many times she saw this laboratory, that so much of the Intergalactic Dating Agency's services came out of this underground room.

      The technology that powered their proprietary portals was a mystery to her, except that they worked. They located mates for those in the Intergalactic Dating Agency’s systems from anywhere. Across space, and sometimes, across dimensions.

      Just like what had happened on Disguised Serenity.

      The newest offices had been established because there weren’t any IDA offices in that quadrant, and the space station—a huge post that started off as a junk port—had become a premier spot for aliens from across the quadrant to mingle and buy and sell wares. Many called the station home, and many more shuttled through the port daily.

      A perfect location for the Intergalactic Dating Agency to set up offices. Find the lonely their perfect humanoid partner or group.

      Finding Happily Ever Afters was Re-lee's specialty.

      Unless the technology leaped across dimensions because of a⁠—

      "Roooowwwwaallll," the little purple-spotted starline purred as he wandered across the desk right behind his owner. Re-lee watched the animal step around the smallest things as it pranced, its double-ended tail twitching and flicking over items on the desk.

      "You know," she said, glancing at the technician, Jorak. "We cannot have a mistake like this again.”

      When she found out exactly what had happened, that a portal had been placed on a Terran-like planet in another dimension called Earth, she had been livid.

      Mostly, anyway.

      "I know." He pressed a few more controls, though his attention wasn't on her. She probably was supposed to think he focused on his terminal, for he kept looking at it as he worked, but she couldn’t help noticing how often he glanced at his cup filled with steamy, dark liquid.

      Whatever it was, it drew his attention away from her.

      She wondered if it was some kind of addictive drink.

      The feline crossed over, paw poised to step on yet another set of data controls.

      Jorak didn't see it.

      Re-lee did.

      She caught the furry pet before another devastating situation occurred.

      They were lucky that the two Terran-esque females had matched so easily with the Rhimodian cyborgs. A strange match, to be sure, but it had worked out.

      However, another mistake like that could not happen.

      She knew that something had occurred initially, but it took some digging to discover that Jorak's pet had caused one of their scanning portals to be established on a planet of humanoids that didn't even have solar system travel yet. Or any clue about intergalactic or inter-dimensional travel.

      A mistake that had to be remedied.

      Their superiors were not happy with Jorak, and it had taken some testimony from Re-lee to keep Jorak in his position.

      Despite his mistake, he truly was one of the best with the portal rings. He had made some remarkable leaps forward with the technology, programming them with many defense mechanisms to protect them, no matter what world they landed on.

      Still, mistakes had to be tended to.

      She petted the floppy-eared animal before letting him go to dart out of the room. "He's charming."

      "He is a pain sometimes," Jorak said with a grin.

      "You need to keep a better watch on what he does in here."

      Jorak sighed. "One time. One time he--"

      "He almost caused an inter-dimensional incident that we were going to be responsible for."

      "I know.” Jorak looked down. “And I know what you did. I thank you.”

      She leaned forward, smiling a bit. “You owe me for that.”

      “As you like,” Jorak replied. “Is there anything else you have, Re-lee?"

      She sighed because she knew part of her issues with that first batch of clients had been as much her fault as his. She had been so enthusiastic to start her first series of clients that she hadn’t realized the raggedy males arriving in her airlock were not the right males looking for their mates.

      That was her failure.

      She should have paid more attention, but by the time she realized what had happened, the process had begun, and they had scanned everything in.

      At least the system still worked correctly, and she made proper matches. But she still had to return her first set of new clients from the mining colony. Those colonies were some of the Intergalactic Dating Agency's best clients—workers who were ready for mating but had no time for searching because of their livelihood. The miners had been somewhat good-natured about the rescheduling, but she doubted they would wait very long. There were other options in the galaxy for pre-determined mating.

      The Intergalactic Dating Agency was the best.

      "I just want to make sure we're in the right place, Jorak.”

      He nodded. "We'll be ready. The Disguised Serenity IDA offices will have the best reputation in the quadrant for true matches.”

      "Good, I appreciate your enthusiasm.”

      About that time, Comet, the starline, came back into the room and leaped onto the desk.

      This time, Jorak caught him and gently put him back on the floor.

      "We'll be ready," he said. He glanced at the feline. "Won't we, Comet?"

      Comet yawned like he didn't care one way or the other and started flicking his tail around.

      Jorak chuckled and swung around. When he did, it bumped the cup with the dark liquid in it. Jorak caught it before it spilled.

      "What is that?" Re-lee asked. "I don't recognize the smell.”

      "It's called coffee. I find it very stimulating," Jorak said.

      "Where's it from?" she asked.

      "You don't want to know.”

      She raised her eyebrow and nodded. "Probably not. I hope that's all that I don't want to know about.”

      He grimaced. "Let me do my job. The portals will be fine. You'll see.”

      She smiled.

      Her communicator in her pocket buzzed. It was Addy, with information about the latest round of applicants for the dating agency.

      "I must be going," she said. "The miners will come soon, so everything should be working perfectly, correct?"

      "Sure," Jorak said, picking up his cup and sipping the brown-black liquid. "As you like, Re-lee."

      She nodded.

      “Yes, that’s what I need,” she said.

      Everything as she liked it.
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        * * *

      

      Re-lee stepped onto the transport just as her communicator buzzed again, and she pulled it out for a quick message. She assumed it would be from Addy, who had been a part of the situation with the cyborgs and the women from the other dimension. Addy, a Terran Empire soldier, was the officer who had brought the Rhimodians to freedom as part of the treaty to create peace between the Terrans and the Rhimodians.

      Addy was working out very well with the Intergalactic Dating Agency. Re-lee was considering hiring her as a permanent employee. When the business grew, she would need a strong staff. Addy was a prime example of how the program worked—they matched her to the Rhimodian cyborg Soldan, though neither of them had ever considered such a connection. Yet here they were, happy as they could be.

      "What else is there?" Re-lee said into the communicator.

      "Do you need more from me?" a deep baritone voice asked.

      Re-lee sat up straighter and tapped for the visual because that was not Addy's voice.

      Sure enough, Addy did not appear before her.

      It was Fwan.

      Her contact in the Mining Guild.

      Dark skin that glinted in the low light, and contrasting lighter marks of scarring on his brow, he intrigued her. The shadows from his transmissions gave him a mysterious look. Everything around him was dark, and it was unclear whether he was in a mine or in an office, or in deep space, as far as that went.

      In any location, he would be an intimidating figure.

      Even in the small size of the communicator, he could frighten someone.

      Re-lee liked that about him.

      "To what do I owe the pleasure?" she asked.

      "Confirming my males can head over to Disguised Serenity.”

      She smiled at him. "Of course. You spoke with Addy, and she checked everything, correct?"

      "She is not you. I deal with you," he said, his deep voice extra rough on the last word.

      "As you like," she said. "And yes, I will be ready for your miners when they arrive at the station, with everything I promised for them.”

      He harrumphed.

      "Fwan, I told you; this was not my assistant's fault.”

      "Are you sure?" Fwan asked.

      "I made the initial mistakes that put us in a bind. Not my assistant. She, however, informed me of the issue at the mines.”

      He grumbled again and shifted in his seat.

      “And I promised you then that we would get it all taken care of to the best of my abilities. You have been so willing to work with me and I appreciate it. I prepared several special arrangements specifically for your men to make up for this inconvenience.”

      She had promised everything she could, including top-tier apartment upgrades for all the miners because their appointments had to be rescheduled. Because Re-lee had assumed the Rhimodians were her customers instead of properly checking everything before, she charged ahead. She had been so enthusiastic when the ship hit her airlock that she leaped in immediately.

      It made the miners, who had already booked, wait.

      To make up for rescheduling, she offered Fwan the best facilities she could, as well as extra meal and shopping credits so they could be comfortable while they stayed on the base for the thirty-day trial.

      "They need the mates. They don't need all the other.”

      "Fwan," she said, tilting her head to the side. "Don't you think the new couples should spend some time together before returning to the Mining Guild?"

      "There is no need," he said.

      "Ever the romantic," Re-lee said.

      He shook his head. "The ores will not mine themselves.”

      She nodded. "I understand. Fortunately, I only have three miners this time.”

      “It is more than enough,” he grumbled.
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      Phares slammed his tools on the ground.

      "I just fixed this," he muttered as he started working on the frames that kept the asteroid pocket stable for mining. The rails ran around the chamber, sliding and adjusting automatically to support the inside of the asteroid as the miners worked.

      The rails were supposed to, anyway.

      When they worked.

      "If you'd fixed it right the first time," came Shoval from behind him, "we wouldn't be back here."

      Phares turned and glared at his parental unit. "I didn’t ask you."

      "You should have. I would have told you that the setting was wrong." Shoval crossed his beefy arms. His purple scales were more faded than Phares's, but he remained as big and strong. Even the bones that stuck out of his shoulders looked harder and meaner than Phares's.

      His parental was just more of everything than Phares was.

      “It wasn’t wrong,” Phares muttered and gritted his teeth.

      “Well, we’re here. If you had done it right, we wouldn’t be here.” He sorted through his own tools, the metals clashing together in his kit, in that way he would do to make Phares crazy.

      "I thought I did.” Phares pulled out his gear.

      "Evidently not.”

      He went over the scans and looked at all the rod properties and their network. He also checked the chamber’s work history to see if something else had happened in there, and another technician had been in to fix something.

      There had been.

      Stoval. Phares gritted his teeth again.

      “Why were you down here?” Phares snapped.

      His parental glared back at him defiantly. “You don’t have the talent to⁠—”

      Phares spun and threw his scanner. The device sparked as it hit the wall, and a casing popped off.

      Which only made Shoval laugh. “You really should go back to the mines. You’re not made for this work.”

      “Your words are not accurate,” he said, though even to his own ears, it lacked conviction. Children did not fight back against their parental units, of course.

      Shoval leaned in. “We wouldn’t be back down here if I was wrong.”

      “The blasts knocked the asteroids off course⁠—”

      “Excuses don’t fly.” He closed in on Phares. “Lives were lost, and you’re blaming it on the asteroid’s orbital pattern? You didn’t do your job. Plain and simple.”

      Everything in space orbited another object of greater mass and gravity. It was how space worked. Asteroids orbited planets, making rings. Or larger ones orbited stars. Maybe planets that never fully formed. Maybe planets that had died in a celestial collision.

      The Mining Guild mined all of it for resources.

      Humanoids like Phares and Shoval kept the interiors stable while the miners worked. That was the intention.

      However, some things did not allow for that.

      Like user error.

      The explosion a few days ago had triggered a cascade that made the asteroids shift their positions to unstable orbits. Unstable meant collisions, which led to more explosions and more lost lives. Phares needed to re-stabilize the asteroids. He’d worked hard to get them solid, and now it seemed like it had been a waste of time.

      Or that the asteroid was more unstable than originally calculated.

      Phares opened his mouth to object when an enormous explosion nearby thundered through the chamber. The two of them stumbled as the explosion knocked the asteroid’s axis off. Everything tilted, and he fell into the wall, the bone protrusions scraping across the stone.

      He winced at the scrape and glanced at his paternal to see if Shoval was unharmed.

      “What in the stars was that?” Shoval asked.

      Phares shook his head. “Another explosion.”

      Shoval glared. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      Phares looked away as he stood again.

      He held out his hand to help his paternal up, but his elder brushed away the help.

      Naturally.

      Phares picked up his scanner and tapped on a few screens. The calibrator told him what he’d suspected. A blast just outside the asteroid had thrown off the rock’s balance. “Something destabilized the asteroid’s rotation again,” he said. I can’t get a reading. Maybe it was oxygen.”

      “If it was in here, we’d be dead,” Shoval said.

      Phares nodded. Of that, they both agreed. “We need to get back to the main tunnel lines. Find out what exploded, so⁠—”

      Without warning, another blast hit, this one far more than the first, sending them both flying into the wall.

      Phares’s perception went black. Disoriented, sounds disappeared, and a moment later, everything burst from the shift in the pressure. Air sucked out of the space, a powerful swoosh tugging him to the far side of the chamber. Phares forced himself to control his breathing. He had to get to his breather. He had moments, seconds before all the air would be⁠—

      Then it stopped.

      Phares rubbed his head.

      Opened his eyes.

      His paternal had shoved a sealer over a small segment in the rock that had cracked through to the exterior of the asteroid. The sealer covered and bonded the pressure leak, and the chamber hissed as air flowed back inside, returning the area back to a breathable atmosphere.

      “And that is how it’s done,” Shoval said, strutting over to his own collection of tools.

      “Quick thinking.” Phares pacified him. As he always did when his parental gloated. It kept the arrogance at bay.

      Somewhat.

      “Experience,” Shoval said, as he strutted around the chamber. “I know what to do when a chamber loses pressure.” He leaned in. “Do you?”

      “Hope I have someone as smart as you on my team,” Phares muttered, his head throbbing from the pressure bump.

      “That’s right,” Shoval said, slapping him in the chest. “By the stars, you’re not a complete fool.” He didn’t seem affected by the change in pressure.

      Figured.

      “No,” he said. No, he wasn’t. “Let’s get this done.”

      “Now that, I agree with,” Shoval said.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Phares returned to his bunk back on the Mining Guild’s main ship. Exhausted from stabilizing the asteroids with the different units, the last thing he wanted to do was spend any more time with his parental.

      He’d had his fill, thanks.

      Normally, a pressure bump like today’s required the squads to meet in the lounge and cheer each other’s bravery, bragging about deeds and celebrating fixing the issue.

      Mostly, it would be his parental bragging about his own heroics.

      Phares was not in the mood. His head ached too badly. Normally, a headache was common after a hard hit because of a rapid pressure shift, but it went away shortly after acclimating back to the proper pressure.

      Today, however, it wasn’t. He chose to go back to his bunk instead and get some rest, assuming that would do it for him.

      However, it did not.

      Unfortunately, the headache got worse.

      Probably not a good thing.

      Now, he had very few options.

      Suffer.

      Or go to Medical.

      He did not want to go to Medical if his paternal would spot him. The way the ship was structured, it would be quite easy for his paternal to see him heading toward Medical.

      Suffering sounded easier.

      Shoval already thought he was worthless, but to see him going to Medical for assistance after a little pressure bump?

      That would only add oxygen to the explosion. There was enough of that today.

      His parental would never let that go.

      He watched to make sure no one was approaching in the hallway. He scanned all around, up and down, before he headed toward the nearest medical treatment zone of the cruiser.

      The Miner’s Guild ship, a mini planet in its own right, rotated to create gravity with a primary ring and secondary ones all around. The walls curved, and one could see humanoids walking on what seemed to be walls high overhead. It was large enough to house the thousands of humanoids who contributed to the life of the mining operation. This ship, Stonebroke, was only one of the Guild’s transports. There were several of these large, round beasts in the galaxy.

      Occasionally, when Phares’s paternal was being extra aggravating, he considered transferring to another ship.

      Today would be a good day for that.

      But his focus was on his head. It was throbbing worse with every step. He needed to get a pain shot and be done with it.

      Maybe it would cool his mood.

      “Phares?” came a voice.

      He stiffened.

      Now what?

      Breath caught.

      He turned.

      Coming toward him wasn’t his paternal. Instead, it was Agot, a petite humanoid with orange skin and freckles at her hairline, and she carried her new little one.

      Struggling, more like.

      She had the child, but also seemed to be transporting half a residence with her as she walked.

      “Do you need help, Agot?” he asked.

      She smiled. It was a sweet smile. Her mate, Driqan, was a lucky one. They had promoted him and Phares from mining together into the support tech. Driqan remained one of the proudest parentals he had met.

      “It wouldn’t hurt,” she said as the little one struggled in her arms.

      “Down! Down!”

      “No, Tee, Mommy has⁠—”

      “Down!”

      “I will assist,” he said. Despite his headache, he unburdened her of the additional bags so she could better grip the child. The bags barely weighed anything to him, but they must have inhibited her because, as he took each bag, she seemed to stand taller.

      “Thank you.” Tee wrapped his arms around her but continued to stare at Phares over her shoulder. Little eyes that had wisdom in them.

      Or maybe they just saw past the fronts that so many put up.

      Including Phares.

      “What are you doing down here tonight?” Agot asked. “I thought you would be celebrating with the others.”

      Phares shook his head, though that simple gesture made his head throb more. “No. I was just—” his voice cracked as he spoke.

      She paused and turned, looking square at him. “You’re hurt from the accident today.”

      He shook his head, which only made the throbbing worse.

      He closed his eyes. Best that he didn’t see her disapproval.

      “Phares,” she chided.

      He sighed. “I know. It’s nothing. I’m being childish.”

      “That is not what I thought,” Agot snapped. “I was about to ask you why you are just now going to get help.”

      “I need nothing,” he said, adjusting the bags. “You need more help than I.”

      She shifted Tee from one side to the other. “I can manage. The question is, can you?”

      “I have all my life,” he said.

      And immediately wished he hadn’t spoken those words.

      “I see,” she said, and continued down the corridor. When they came to a junction, she paused. “I have to go this way,” she said, pointing to the right. “Tee’s appointment is this way.”

      It was the way to all the medical care. “I go that way too,” Phares said.

      She nodded again.

      They hadn’t gotten much further when he heard a far too familiar laugh.

      His whole body froze.

      “There’s my boy, the fool,” his parental sneered.

      Heavy into his cups, Shoval was being escorted along by other miners, some of whom were as old as Shoval. Most carried similar thinking.

      The laughter seemed to float down to Phares, and he wished gravity would fail and he could float up to them and see how well they did in Zero-G combat.

      Zero-G was not pleasant when intoxicated.

      "What do you want?" he snapped, the headache only worsened by his paternal's antagonizing. Could Shoval do anything besides belittle and mock him? He had never known his paternal to be any other way.

      "I know what I want," Shoval said. "A son who wasn't an idiot." Shoval gestured.

      Phares gritted his teeth. He shifted the bag that he carried, his hand tightening on the strap, for if he needed to put it down⁠—

      From the door of the lounge from which his parental had emerged came a couple more miners.

      One of them was Driqan.

      "Look at that, Driqan, my spawn, the fool, thinks he serves your mate!”

      Truly, Shoval pushed too much.

      Phares growled.

      Driqan and another miner with red skin and horns, Olmed, headed toward Shoval. “Knock it off, Shoval. You're wasting your voice.”

      “I speak what I speak,” Shoval said. “And that is…” He turned and looked around like he’d lost his thoughts. “That would be, uh…”

      Olmed gestured to the others. “Take him home.”

      "This is more fun!" one fired back.

      "It won't be if Phares gets a hold of you," Olmed said.

      Shoval snorted. "That boy's not worth⁠—”

      Olmed stepped toward Shoval, his red skin pulsing and the armored bones on his back poking out of his shirt. Even his horns twitched. "Do you really want to cross Phares? A Xian? A young and sober one? And me?"

      Olmed glanced at Phares, then back at the other male. “Go. Get going.”

      The others continued on their way, evidently realizing the best choice for the night would be to move on and not mess with the Kantenan.

      They shouldn’t be messing with Phares, either. His purple skin and the bones jutting out of his shoulders, while not as menacing as his paternal’s, were still deadly in battle. Just being Xianan was enough to get most to back off.

      Even from a distance. Olmed glanced at him again, and he nodded.

      Phares returned the gesture and turned back to Agot. “Shall we get to your appointment?”

      She nodded. As they moved a little further away, where they were less likely to be heard, she whispered. “Are you well?”

      “I have a headache,” he muttered, the pain in his head getting worse by the moment.

      “I don’t doubt it,” she replied.
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        * * *

      

      A short while later, Phares expected the medical tech’s return. While he didn’t want to be waiting around for temporary pain relief, he had little choice. The throbbing was getting worse, and as a result, so was his frustration. Even the bones on his shoulder were pulsing, or at least it felt that way.

      They were sure taking a long time to get back to him, though. It seemed like he’d been in the room for ages.

      He shivered and rubbed his arms. Why did they keep medical offices so cold?

      Still frustrated over his parental’s inebriated words, anger seethed beneath his skin. He knew it was because of past issues and had nothing to do with the pain, but it seemed the more frustrated he felt, the worse the pain got.

      Maybe he was overly tired and too sensitive to Shoval’s words and jabs this time. He tried to find the logic in the situation. It was what he used to get through most situations, especially those instigated by his parental. Most of the time, it worked.

      Today, it felt like foolish thinking.

      He rubbed his head and noticed it even hurt when he touched his hair.

      Whatever this was, it was getting more intense.

      The soft slide of the door made him look up.

      “Phares,” the medic said.

      “About time,” he muttered.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting. We’ve been busy tonight.”

      Phares rolled his eyes. When was a medical suite ever not busy?

      “Whatever. Just give me my meds, and I’ll be gone.”

      “It’s not that simple,” the medic said.

      Phares shook his head. “It was a pressure bump. I must have hit my head. I just need some meds.”

      “I believe you. And I think you need some meds, but it will not fix the issue.”

      “What’s the problem? I have Miner’s Cough or something?” A common illness among the mining community, it could knock a miner down for a few days as the sickness wore through.

      “No, but you do have Fever.”

      Phares rolled his eyes. “So, Miner’s Cough then. Just give me the meds and I’ll be on my way.”

      “No. Not Miner’s Cough. Fever.”

      Phares blinked. “Wait.”

      Surely, he wasn’t referring to⁠—

      The medic nodded. “Yes. Fever. The Xianan Mating Fever. That was what took me so long; I was comparing your scans with your physical overview last month. Somehow, the pressure bump kicked up the Fever.” He took a step toward him, scanner in his hand, and raised it. “Probably when you knocked your head, I’m guessing. It doesn’t matter. What matters is the results. And you are in the Fever. It will be a very intense one, too, according to these levels.”

      Phares shook his head. Which only made his head hurt more.

      “I can’t,” he muttered.

      “Do you have a partner?”

      “No.”

      “Well, you had better get one. Quickly.”

      Phares glared at the medic. “And where do I just go get a life mate? I can’t buy one.”

      “In a way, you can.”

      Phares raised his eyebrow.

      The medic opened the door, and standing outside was Fwan, one of the Resource directors.

      Fwan, at least as old as Phares’s paternal, entered, and the room suddenly seem darker, like he swallowed the surrounding light. His expression was stony and hard. Phares was sure he’d seen asteroid ore that looked more loving and compassionate than Fwan.

      “Phares, I hear we have an issue.”

      “I don’t know how you can help,” Phares said.

      “I have a suggestion,” Fwan said.

      Phares’s head pulsed, and he glanced at the medic. “Can’t you do something for me?” He rubbed his temples. “I can’t think straight.”

      The medic gave him a shot, and almost instantly the edge backed down.

      Phares sighed. “Now, why didn’t you give me that before? I’ll be fine now.”

      “The effects of the injection only last a few days. It’s only a temporary easing of the natural effect. And it will get worse before it gets better.”

      “But it will get better.”

      “If you mate.”

      Phares groaned. “Sure, let me run down to the lounge and just grab a female.”

      “How about you head over to Disguised Serenity?” Fwan said.

      “The space station? Why?” Though it wasn’t a bad idea, there were a lot more humanoids there, and surely there would be a variety.

      Someone could soothe the Fever.

      Surely. At least until the next onslaught. Unfortunately, until he found a permanent mate, he would have to find temporary partners to ease the Fever.

      The Fever, however, was merciless, and would continue reoccurring until he found a permanent mate.

      “Have you heard of the Intergalactic Dating Agency?” Fwan asked.

      Phares blinked. “The matchmakers?”

      “I have never seen them fail.”

      Phares sighed. Yet another thing his parental would mock him for, surely.

      “What if the mate isn’t interested in this life?”

      Fwan glanced at the medic, and then back. “You would have to convince her.”
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      “Here you go,” Jana said, smiling as she handed the next in line the main course of his meal.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” the man mumbled, his baseball cap pulled low over his eyes and his hair scraggly and sticking out at awkward angles.

      Jana shifted, and there was the next plate. She scooped the pasta dish, grabbed a piece of bread, and handed it to the next person in line.

      A steady flow of people passed through St. Anthony’s that night. The summer heat had done its worst to everyone. So many were tired, and everyone’s skin had been baked by the scorching sun.

      “Don’t forget your water,” Jana said to a man who almost passed up his beverage. “Gotta stay hydrated!”

      “Sure.” He picked up the glass and added it to his tray.

      “No Stefan tonight?” Dyana asked Jana as they served.

      “He’s working out of town,” Jana said. It was the usual case with Stefan. He was always traveling for work, and she didn’t get to see him as much as she wanted.

      “He seems to be gone a lot lately,” Dyana said, her eyebrow raised.

      Jana shrugged. “He’s been busy.” In her glove, she could feel the little promise ring she wore slipping around her finger. She needed to get something to make the band fit a little better, so it didn’t rock around so much.

      “When was the last time you talked to him?” Dyana asked.

      “Saturday,” she replied before she could stop herself.

      “You know it’s Thursday, right?” Dyana asked.

      “I know.” She focused on the people in line and didn’t let the judgmental expression on Dyana’s face get to her.

      At least, she didn’t want to.

      Unfortunately, it did.

      “Sides,” Dyana called out as she scraped her spoon around the almost-empty tray of corn.

      “‘Please’ would be nice,” Jana said, winking at Dyana.

      “Sides, please!”

      “Busy night!” Betty came up behind Jana with a fresh tray of green beans. She swapped it out with the almost-empty pan of corn.

      “I’ll take those beans,” one man in line said.

      “Sure thing.” Dyana shifted to serving the green beans.

      “They seem to keep coming.” Jana handed off another plate, being sure to smile at each patron.

      Some of them smiled back. Others kept their heads down, but it didn’t matter. They all were hungry.

      Jana would not let them starve. She served food two or three times a week at St. Anthony’s, sometimes as a server in the family section that had round tables for family groups. Other times, she worked the main food line for individuals who sat in the main part with long cafeteria-like tables and chairs.

      In the center sat an upright piano for churches who brought in choirs to sing during meals on holidays. They never put it away, in case someone wanted to play it.

      Jana had started serving food there as part of her company's charitable efforts. Jana, however, found it to be soul-saving for herself. A gentle reminder to appreciate what she had, even if it wasn’t the best circumstances, and to show kindness whenever she could, no matter how she felt. If she had to fake it at the beginning of a shift because she felt sad or upset, by the end, it would be genuine.

      A familiar face came down the line.

      “Good evening, Brian,” Jana said as she handed the slender man his plate.

      “Hi,” he said. “Jane?”

      “Jana.” She handed him an extra piece of bread. “For later.”

      He nodded and smiled. He said nothing as he walked away.

      “Do you think he’ll play?” Dyana asked, as she dished up more food.

      Jana shrugged. “It’s lovely when he does, but I don’t want to make him feel like he has to.” The man was a well-known piano player in town, but unfortunately, drugs had crept into his life. Sometimes, if no one was using it, he would play the piano.

      Today Jana figured he’d eat and leave.

      Though, about fifteen minutes later, Brian walked up to the piano and took a seat.

      He warmed up with some scales and such, but in a moment, he was playing classic rock and roll melodies that had everyone in the cafeteria bobbing their heads and humming along to the music.

      It was loud and prevented any real conversation, but it amazed Jana to hear him play. The energy rose, and everyone there seemed a little happier.

      The energy remained high for the evening, and even as everyone left and the cleanup was being done, Jana felt better.

      Lighter.

      While she enjoyed her day job well enough, it wasn’t the same satisfaction as doing a service at St. Anthony’s.

      It was just after ten when she walked out with Dyana. An off-duty police officer sat in the volunteer's parking lot, watching everyone get in their cars.

      “They probably don’t need to do that,” Jana said, gesturing to the police car. “We’re fine. It’s a separate lot from the main lot, and it’s practically fenced in back here.”

      “That’s exactly why they do it,” Dyana said. “You know a lot of them don’t have cars. They could just walk back here and steal our wallets, or worse.”

      Jana shook her head. “That wouldn’t happen.”

      Dyana raised her eyebrow again. “Girl, you are far too trusting. There are plenty of those homeless people in there who wouldn’t hurt a fly, but they wouldn’t have to have the police car back here if there hadn’t been a problem before.”

      Jana nodded. “One bad apple…”

      “And I don’t feel like giving another bad apple a chance.”

      They reached Jana’s car.

      “And by the way, speaking of bad apples…”

      “Oh, here we go,” Jana said.

      “Yes, I’m going. Because I don’t know who your friends are outside of here, and why they haven’t said this to you, but I’m going to, because I consider you my friend.”

      Jana sighed. She knew where this was going.

      “This boyfriend of yours. No man I know would travel as much as he does, and not at least reach out and say ‘hey’ every day. There’s something wrong with that, girl.”

      “He’s just busy.” Jana crossed her arms. “You wouldn’t expect a soldier to reach out every day when he’s on duty.”

      “No, but your boyfriend isn’t a soldier. I can’t think of a job that would keep him from contacting his woman every day, at least a text, girl. A text.”

      Jana sighed. “Listen, you’re seeing things that aren’t there.”

      “Or are you just refusing to see them?” Dyana asked.

      “I’m not seeing anything,” she said.

      Dyana huffed as she got into her car.
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      “Mine 342 is having stability issues.” Phares ran down the list of locations that needed attention for the day. The units were gearing up and waiting for the morning debrief regarding stations and necessities.

      “I’ll take it,” Shoval said. “I know I’ll get it fixed. I’m healthy.”

      Phares glared.

      His parental was still at his games. But at least Shoval had the wrong idea about his regular visits to Medical. If he thought Phares was being treated for an injury or weakness, he was wrong.

      Which was fine by him.

      The Fever grew in him. While the medics could give him a med dose every few days to tamp down the worst of it, it still ran rampant through him.

      “You better,” Phares growled back at his dad.

      “You challenge me?” Shoval crossed his arms.

      “You already fixed it once, remember? Or did you forget in your drunken stupor?” Where the snap came from, Phares didn’t know.

      It just erupted.

      Shoval jerked forward. “Who are you to speak⁠—”

      “I am your superior!” Phares’s fury and rage launched him at his parental. Years of taking his parental’s attitude and digs burned in him. “And I decide what you do.” He got right in his father’s face.

      “Only for the job!” Shoval snarled back at him.

      “You should be⁠—”

      A green tail wrapped around Phares and pulled him back.

      Olmed yanked Shoval away.

      “As fun as this is, boys,” Driqan said, stepping between them, “we have work.”

      “Let go of me, Erzo,” Phares said.

      “Let the boy go. Let him prove his failures!” Shoval snarled.

      Olmed pushed Shoval back. “Stop,” he said. The Kantenan’s horns were shifting, a sign he prepared to engage. He heaved Shoval backward, away from Phares.

      Erzo put his hand on Phares’s shoulder. “Peace, friend.”

      Phares jerked out of the Charro’s tail grip, and Erzo rocked back, twisting his tail around, so he seemed to hang in the air, the tail the only thing on the ground.

      “No peace,” Phares muttered.

      No, he wouldn’t be getting peace for quite a while. Not now, not ever, with his parental. The rest of the units murmured and broke up.

      “You have your assignments,” Phares said.

      The rest moved out, heading off to do their job of maintaining the asteroid field’s integrity while the miners worked.

      Technically, they all were miners, but Phares led a team of determined structuralists who made sure everything remained stable, and no miners were stuck inside a collapsed asteroid.

      Or worse.

      His parental was one of the structuralists.

      When Phares received the position of unit foreman, he’d assumed his parental would show some pride in his achievement.

      Unfortunately, it had not worked out that way.

      “You cannot let him antagonize you like that,” Erzo said as Olmed hustled Shoval out of the room. “It is jealousy, plain and simple.”

      Phares grumbled. “It matters not. He will never show me respect because I’m his offspring.”

      “That doesn’t mean you have to let him goad you.”

      Phares rubbed his head. “I have not been, uh, well,” he said.

      “Maybe you need a vacation.”

      “I have one scheduled.”

      “Are you in the bunch going to Disguised Serenity next week?” Erzo asked.

      Phares nodded.

      “Great. Me and Olmed will be on that trip as well.”

      Phares rolled his eyes.

      “Why do you roll your eyes?” Erzo asked as he scooped up his gear. “Vacations are supposed to be fun!”

      “If we’re both away, then who will man the department while we’re gone?”

      They looked at each other.

      Most likely Shoval.

      Great.

      Just perfect.
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      “Are you ready to head out?” Olmed asked as he took a seat next to Phares on the transport.

      “I guess.” Phares should have taken another injection today, but with him leaving, he decided to forgo the shot and hope his Fever would help him simplify the whole dating agency arrangement thing.

      It didn’t help that he was already exhausted, and his head ached.

      Though part of that could have to do with dealing with Shoval. His parental had been extra difficult recently, and his patience had disappeared like air into the vacuum.

      “Think it’s time we all got away from the mines a bit,” Erzo took a seat, his green tail curling around his feet as the chair adjusted to compensate for the appendage.

      “Didn’t realize you two were coming.”

      Erzo rubbed his head. “It was time for me, I think. Settle down. All that.” He glanced at Olmed. “Right? You’re ready to dig in and get anchored.”

      Olmed nodded. “Establish roots.”

      Phares turned to Olmed. “You never told me why you’re here, at the Mining Guild, instead of back home on Kantenan, with your people.”

      Olmed didn’t look at him. “No, I didn’t.”

      Phares held out his hand. “So? Why?”

      “Did not say I would now, either.”

      Phares glanced at Erzo, and the green Charro just shrugged.

      Olmed wasn’t the first humanoid to come to the Mining Guild, who didn’t want to talk about why they’d chosen to mine.

      Phares understood that. Having grown up in the Mining Guild, he knew that many came and went.

      He was there because he was raised there. Hence the reason he was very relieved to be going to Disguised Serenity. He needed a break.

      From mining. From his parental, more than anything.

      And while Disguised Serenity was a space station, it was its own world, too.

      The space station was a beast of a place on the edge of the Terran Empire and the Rhimodian Cyborg territory.

      It began as a junkyard filled with old, broken-down ships. The location, near the warp tunnels that spanned the galaxy, had no real potential. Some genius scavengers started combining all the broken ships into one. Over the decades, the junked ships had morphed into a mishmash of a massive space station.

      Disguised Serenity became a refuge for travelers to stock up on supplies or get off their ships and stretch their legs. Businesses set up operations out of the station, and those without a home could typically find a residence there.

      Supposedly, there wasn’t much one could not find on Disguised Serenity. It remained a source for basic resources and the occasional rare treasure. As a place that existed outside of any area’s claim, the neutral territory carried rules but didn’t belong to any singular galactic empire.

      Laws were more recommendations than anything. Many mercenaries worked out of Disguised Serenity, simply because it was a safe territory for many factions.

      Phares wasn’t as familiar with it as others would be, like Erzo, because his people, the Charro, were typically mercenaries for hire. Erzo was one of the few Charro that Phares had met who wasn’t a merc looking for, well, something. Erzo didn’t talk much about his history, but Phares respected him as a miner.

      One thing, however, was not illegal in Disguised Serenity, or anywhere in the galaxy.

      Mate-finding services.

      Though Phares wondered about the process. How much say would he have, and how did other potential mates join up?

      Would he be shoved into a room with a female and told that she was his? Or would he be led to a room full and expected to pick from them? Or the other way? Was he the one who would be selected by a female?

      Whatever it was, with the way Phares’s Fever began burning, he hoped the Intergalactic Dating Agency could find him a proper mate. He didn’t really care what she looked like. If she quenched his fever, then that was all that mattered.

      He didn’t want to force anyone to be his mate, and if he didn’t find one, well, he’d just have to live with the Fever.

      If he could.

      There was only so much that the doses could do for him.
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      “There, that should do it. You’re all vaccinated and approved,” the medic said.

      Phares nodded and rubbed the tender injection spot where he’d received several inoculations. It didn’t surprise him he was behind on his vaccines. Wasn’t exactly a priority for him back on the ship. “What now?”

      Another tech ran a scanner over Olmed, and Erzo got his own dosing from a hypo sprayer. They had been brought straight from their transport to this medical office to check them in and start the process.

      Phares turned back to the tech who had stepped away. What was the male’s name? He tried to remember. “Duke, is there anything we need to do now?”

      The medic turned around. “I believe that Re-lee is on her way to explain the next phase of the process with you.” Duke looked past him to the door. “There she is, right on time.”

      “Hello, gentlemen,” said the pink-skinned humanoid as she walked in. Warm, trusting smile and quiet confidence in her steps, she crossed the clinic and stopped right in front of them, a tablet in her hand, and she slid her fingers over the keys. She seemed tiny compared to them, but all the miners had their attention on her.

      “How was the travel?” she asked.

      “Fine,” Erzo said. “How are you today?”

      “Lovely, thank you."

      “I would say so,” Erzo said, his gaze running over her.

      Phares glared at him. “Knock it off.”

      “You flatter me,” she said. “I hope you are ready to begin this journey with me. I receive you all to the Intergalactic Dating Agency.” Her tone shifted to a slightly more formal one, like she was ready to take care of her job now.

      Friendly chatter was over.

      She tapped on her tablet.

      “How does this work?” Olmed asked. “Some of us have biological indicators if we have found a mate. In our species, it is believed they are fated from the stars.”

      She turned to Olmed. “Yes, that one true mate, the one who will balance you and bring you the harmony for your connection, is a powerful indicator of compatibility,” she said.

      “But how, though?” Olmed asked, crossing his arms, his red skin pulsing as he spoke.

      "Fated mates, especially those triggered by biological markers, have matching markers in their mates. We simply find those matching markers and bring you together with that person.”

      She makes it sound so simple, Phares thought. Beneath the surface, he felt the rumblings inside him, the Fever that was burning just below his skin, desperate to mate. He still didn’t trust it. Even if there was science behind finding the mates, how could the science know?

      How would he know? His parental had mated with a female, and she had disappeared when Phares was a boy, even though she was Shoval’s Fever mate. The bond was supposed to be forever and eternal, yet Shoval’s had not worked out.

      Xianans were known to be difficult. Shoval was worse than many, but he followed his Fever, and it failed.

      Phares had no reason to trust the Fever. Yet here he was, with a female who seemed to think she could find him the perfect mate.

      He doubted it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday morning came and Jana bounced out of bed, thrilled to death because she knew Stefan would come sometime today, and she'd finally get to see her boyfriend.

      It had been a long week, and she was ready for some together time. After talking with Dyana at St. Anthony's, she felt her own worries building. While her friend was right, and that there might be something for her to be concerned with, she had to believe Stefan could explain why he didn't call when he was traveling for work.

      Jana reminded herself of that old phrase—absence makes the heart grow fonder. Surely he'd be thrilled to see her too when he got back.

      She fixed her hair and her makeup and did all the things so she'd look great when Stefan arrived, constantly checking her phone for texts or arrival messages.

      Nothing.

      "He's just running late," she muttered and flipped on the television.

      It was on the true crime show channel she liked.

      
        
        Nobody suspected it…

        But there had been signs…

      

      

      “Why does that damn television seem to talk to me?” Jana shook her head and turned off the TV. She didn't want to think that she was overly naïve, or anything like that. She wasn't a foolish girl, she really wasn't.

      She just...

      She believed in people. Especially those she cared about.

      Stefan, she believed.

      Sure, it was perfectly normal for a boyfriend to go out of town for almost a week and not reach out to her during that time.

      That was normal.

      Surely it was⁠—

      Her phone chimed.

      Jana leaped out of her chair, fumbled with the phone, and dropped it, trying to get to the text message.

      Riippp.

      There went the side of her new dress, caught on her chair.

      "Damn," she muttered, and picked up the phone. Hopefully, the rip didn’t ruin the fancy garment. She might be able to stitch it back up.

      Then she felt the rip expand.

      Nope, that was going to need a seamstress or a trash can.

      She sighed as she opened the text message.

      But she shouldn't have bothered.

      It wasn't Stefan.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, it's Polly. Meet me at Tribute Park?

      

      

      

      

      

      Jana sighed.

      Her little dress wasn't the right outfit for wandering around the park, but with Stefan apparently a no-show, what else was she gonna do?

      Besides, maybe Polly had heard from him.

      And a sense of dread ran through her.

      "What if something happened, and Polly wants to tell me in person?"

      
        
          
            
              
        Ok. Now? - Jana

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah — Polly

      

      

      

      

      

      Jana ran into her bedroom, yanked off the torn dress, and leaped into the closest jeans and T-shirt that weren’t too dirty before darting out the door.
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      Jana reached the curve on the sidewalk, where she’d agree to meet Polly near the concrete and metal sculptures. The sun was scorching, and she could already feel sweat on the back of her neck. She had pulled her hair up into a ponytail, hoping it wouldn’t ruin the curls she’d painstakingly added to impress Stefan, but just being outside for a few minutes already felt like she was melting.

      Jana hated the heat.

      The last couple of weeks, the temperatures had driven many people indoors, and Jana felt stupid for putting on jeans in this heat.

      Of course, that wasn't her issue at the moment.

      Meeting Polly was.

      Polly was Stefan's cousin, and if anything had happened to him, she would know. Jana wasn't great friends with Polly, but they'd spent time together over the last year. Did they go party and have girl days together? No, the relationship wasn't like that, but it was nice that Polly liked her.

      At least someone in his family seemed to.

      Polly had been standing near a tree in the shade as Jana approached. She had two cups in her hand, and as soon as Jana approached, she handed her the iced coffee.

      "Thanks," Jana said and took a sip. The cold brew tasted amazing and cold, and she could feel it going down her throat. It was so cool and soothing.

      "Vanilla latte, right?" Polly asked.

      "Always a good choice for me." She took a breath, hoping the drink would cool down her mind and her body. Every scenario had darted through her head on her way over, but if it was something serious and Stefan was hurt, wouldn’t Polly want her to come to the hospital? "So what's going on?”

      "You came pretty fast.”

      Jana raised her eyebrow. "I'm guessing it’s Stefan. Is he okay?"

      "Yes, this has to do with Stefan," Polly said, and instead took a sip of her drink.

      "Well, what? What is it?" Jana's worry consumed her. It overtook her. Had something happened to him? Was she gathering the courage to speak? "What's going on, Polly?”

      Polly closed her eyes for a second and opened them up, looking straight at Jana. "Stefan is cheating on you. Or rather, with you.”

      Jana blinked. "Wait, what?"

      Surely she didn't hear that right.

      "You said 'with me?' That doesn't make any sense. He's my boyfriend. How can he be cheating with me?" She grabbed the ring on her finger with its little diamond. "I have a ring, Polly.”

      Polly nodded. "I know. And I'm sorry. I don't know how else to tell you this, but to just say it. You're his side piece. You have been for two years." She shook her head. "I thought you were aware of the situation, honestly, until this past week.”

      "Wait, what? No. This is a mistake. You're wrong. I'm not anyone's side piece!" Jana took a step back. "Why would you tell me that? What's wrong with you? This is some kind of stupid joke, right? Like some family initiation or something?”

      Polly shook her head. "Jana, no. It's the truth.”

      She held up her hand. "I. Have. A. Ring!”

      Polly bit her lip. "So does every other side piece he's ever had. He buys those cheap rings by the gross from China. They're not real.”

      "You're lying! You're making this up!" Why would she do this? “I thought we were friends! Why would you hurt me like this?”

      “I’m doing this for you, not to you. I really thought you knew. Why do you think the family kept their distance?”

      "And no one said anything," Jana said. When his family hadn’t taken to her, she'd just assumed it was because they hadn't gotten to know her.

      She didn't want to believe what she was hearing.

      She didn't want to think it was the truth, but she felt it. In her gut.

      It was the confirmation she'd been dreading. All these little flags. Well, some were huge, in fact, but she’d just blindly ignored them. Just kept trusting him.

      Just like her damn mother.

      He never seemed to have family events to go to, and he was part of a large, extended family that otherwise had seemed close. He mentioned his siblings and family regularly.

      Then the other part of what Polly said hit her.

      The more important part. "So, you saw him this past week," Jana said. "He was here, in town?"

      "Yeah, of course.”

      "He doesn't travel for work?”

      "No, he doesn’t. You thought he traveled for work?” She shook her head as she pulled up photos on her phone from social media. "This was at my aunt's house for dinner.”

      It was Stefan, and a girl, a beautiful girl who looked like a brunette model with all the right curves. In a word, she was perfect, and she sat there, her arms around him, and he was kissing her back. Jana felt sick. She scrolled through the images and checked the name on the account. It was dozens of photos of him and her. "That's not his account. His account is--"

      "That's his other account, Jana. He's got several," Polly said, taking the phone back. "That's how cheaters do it. Multiple accounts, carefully blocking this account or that account and making sure no one sees them.”

      Her entire world turned upside down on her, and anger erupted. Jana glared at her. "And you just let me believe--"

      Polly held up a hand. "I seriously thought you knew. He always made it sound like you did. He'd say stuff like 'Jana's got her life. We hook up when we can,' and I didn't question it."

      Jana blinked, the words piercing her like a knife. "What made you?"

      "What made me what?"

      "What made you question it?" Jana asked.

      "Just, well, something he said offhandedly about multiple girlfriends.”

      Jana covered her face, tears in her eyes.

      "Everyone told me he wasn't the best. All my friends said it was strange how we'd go so long between seeing each other, but I kept defending him. I kept saying his work kept him busy, and he'd come when he could.”

      The pain ripped her to pieces. That she was so stupid.

      How did she not see this? How could she be so blind?

      "Jana, don't. I know it's hard."

      She pulled away. "No, you don't. Two years. For two years I've held onto this relationship because it was supposed to be real, that he was my person, and I find out now that I'm just a side piece?"

      Polly looked down and away. “I know, it’s⁠—”

      Jana turned.

      “Is that her?”

      Walking up to them was the beautiful brunette in the photo. And damn, if she didn’t look even more beautiful in person. Like even the heat didn’t dare make her makeup run or her hair fall.

      Jana thought she would be sick. She didn’t understand. “This was, what, a set-up?” She put on hand on her hip. “Were you thinking you’d just confront me and run me off or something? Fight me?”

      The other woman came toward Jana. “Whatever it takes to get the point across.”

      “And what point is that?” Jana asked. So many emotions raged inside her she didn’t know what to do. Punching that perfect-faced female seemed like a good idea.

      “Jana, wait,” Polly said.

      “What, she can’t hurt me,” the other woman said.

      “Tori, don’t make this worse.” Polly stepped in between Jana and Stefan’s wife.

      “Worse? Like it’s my fault that the bastard has kept who knows how many side chicks around⁠—”

      “Who says I’m the side chick,” Jana said. “Maybe it’s you!”

      Tori lunged forward at Jana. “You want the bastard? You can have him! I wasted three years on his ass! He isn’t worth it. I can’t do this shit anymore.”

      “You knew? Which one of us is more pathetic then? At least I didn’t know. You knew, and you put up with it!”

      “Stop it,” Polly said. “I called the two of you here to work this out. He’s a dick who doesn’t deserve either of you.” She held her hands up between the two of them to keep Jana away from Tori.

      “Jana, go over there,” Polly said, pointing toward the metal sculptured arches. “Give me just a minute,” she said and turned to Tori. “You, come here.”

      The two of them argued, but Jana couldn’t quite hear them.

      She didn’t want to.

      She was so mad. And hurt. And angry. And heartbroken.

      She tossed her latte in the trash and walked around the arches in the sculpture. Some were high. Some were low. The metal structures probably had some kind of message or meaning behind them, but whatever it was, Jana didn’t care.

      They were something tangible to walk through.

      Something real.

      More real than the awful relationship she’d been in.

      She slapped the metal as she passed between the arches. In the heat, they were hot to touch, the burn almost scalding. Like each blow was a reminder that this was real.

      That what she had wasn’t real.

      It wasn’t concrete.

      It wasn’t valid.

      Each slap of the metal, though, was valid.

      She imagined it was Stefan, slapping his face for every lie. For all the times he wouldn’t call her, and had avoided her when he claimed to be at work.

      “You lied to me,” she said, slapping the sturdy arch. The heat made her jump.

      “You told me we were special.”

      Slap.

      “That we meant something.”

      Slap.

      The arch zapped her with what had to be the worst static electricity ever, and she jerked her hand back.

      “We were supposed to be together.” She ripped the promise ring off her finger and threw it as hard as she could.

      It clinked against one arch.

      She sighed and a few tears released.

      She grabbed onto the arch that had shocked her before. The tingling sensation burned against her hand again, but this time, she didn’t pull away. The pain seemed to⁠—

      Then everything went white.

      Jana tumbled forward and landed hard on a metal grating, hitting her knees, and just barely catching herself before she slammed face-first into the floor.

      “What in the world?” The light dimmed, and she shook her head.

      Voices were around her, but she couldn’t quite make out what was being said. It was another language, one she didn’t know.

      It didn’t sound like any language she’d ever heard.

      Her senses went on high alert. The first thing she realized was that the heat was gone. If anything, she was almost cold. The air smelled different.

      Like inside an office building or something.

      Manufactured, if that made sense. But it didn’t, because she was in the park.

      She rose unsteadily. Sure didn’t look like a park. It resembled an office building. Sort of. A metal grid beneath her, and wires running underneath that. Everything felt energized.

      As she was getting her bearings, a figure came over to her, and a pain stabbed her behind her ear.

      “Ouch!” Jana cried out. It lasted just a second, and then it was gone. She swung out, attempting to strike the attacker, but no one was there.

      “I’m sorry, that does sting a bit,” a soothing female voice said.

      Jana turned to the voice and jumped back. The woman could have been Wonder Woman. She had that dark hair and those eyes, but her skin was pink.

      And she had two little antennae.

      Jana ran her hand over her face. Surely she was dreaming.

      Nope, the pink-skinned woman was still there.

      “Where am I?”

      The woman held out her hand. “I’m Re-lee. You’re at the Intergalactic Dating Agency. Welcome.”

      “Re-lee, there’s two more coming through!”

      Re-lee turned away. “Already? Great. How fortunate!”

      When the bright light burst around her again, this time Jana covered her eyes. Two silhouettes took shape, and as they came into focus, she swore it was Polly and the other woman, Tori.

      Tori came through first. “What is this? Are we kidnapped?”

      Polly stepped forward. “Jana! You’re okay!”

      Jana blinked three times. What a crazy dream this was! She shook her head.

      “This is the Intergalactic Dating Agency,” Re-lee said.

      “Wait, what?” Tori asked. “What did she say?”

      “The Intergalactic Dating Agency,” Jana repeated.

      “You can understand her?” Polly asked.

      Jana nodded. About that time, another figure, a person who looked male, approached Polly and pressed a device behind her ear.

      “Ouch!”

      “It’s a communicator,” he said. “It helps you understand us.”

      He hit Tori with the same device.

      The brunette brought her fists up, ready to fight, but Jana touched her arm. “Shh, it’s okay.”

      “Whatever this is, it is not okay,” Tori said.

      Jana wasn’t in a place to disagree with her.
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      “They do not have anyone for us.” Olmed crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair.

      “You are so positive,” Erzo said, picking up his cup.

      “If they did, we would have met them by now,” Olmed replied.

      “They probably are getting treated and inoculated or whatever, like we did,” Erzo said with a shrug. He bobbed back and forth, sitting on his tail like it was a seat.

      “We should be meeting them,” Olmed said.

      “We will, when it’s time,” Phares replied, picking up his cup of ale. They’d been brought to a lounge to wait until it was time to meet their mates after they’d left the medical offices. They’d been killing time for a few standard hours, even having a meal, though none of them ate much.

      Each of them were nervous about the matchmaking. Olmed was the most obvious because his frustration was rising. Erzo tried to maintain peace about him, but that was just the way he was. Always the peacemaker. Yet his tail twitched a little more than normal.

      Phares, though, was slipping into Olmed’s way of thinking, that maybe this dating association could not find their matches, and he’d be back to hunting for someone to ease his Fever naturally.

      He forced himself to watch the galactic data reports that were projected down from the ceiling in holographic form.

      “She’s pretty,” Erzo said, gesturing to the new Terran Empire queen or whatever she was.

      “For royalty,” Phares added.

      “What’s wrong with royalty?” Erzo asked.

      Phares shrugged. “Doesn’t really have much to do with us, does it?”

      Olmed nodded. “Your thoughts make sense.”

      “Can’t hold someone’s birthright against them,” Erzo said.

      Phares’s parental came to mind. “No, I suppose not.”

      He turned his attention back to the holograms. He didn’t really care about the Terran Empire’s new Empress or the cyborgs who had finally made peace with the Terrans. Nor did he care about other galactic issues.

      It was noise to distract him.

      “What is that?” Olmed said, gesturing to a display on the opposite wall.

      Phares turned.

      His eyes got wide. “Is that one of our mines?”

      Though he knew it was. He’d studied every crater and chunk of every one of those rocks floating in that asteroid field. He knew them all.

      “That’s Aster 5,” he said, before he could stop himself. Where a lot of the instabilities had been lately, and unfortunately, also where a lot of the mining was going on, because it had a great deal of usable ores in the core.

      “What? You named them?” Olmed asked.

      “Doesn’t matter that he did,” Erzo said. “We can make fun of him about it later.”

      Phares waved his hand and stared at the hologram, a horrible knot building in his gut.

      Far worse than his Fever issues.

      The asteroid broke into chunks, an explosion lighting up space until the air burned out.

      All three of them stood.

      “What is the time stamp?” Olmed said.

      “It was a few hours ago,” Erzo replied. “There in the corner.”

      Debris flew everywhere. It bombarded the nearby generational ship that housed the miners, and even on the footage, the damage to the ship was immediately obvious.

      Air leaked from the damaged section of the ship, and the ship shuddered.

      “We have to go,” Phares said. “We have to get back there⁠—”

      On the screen appeared a miner.

      Not just any miner.

      Shoval.

      “Yeah, we got hit hard, but I managed to secure the ship. Good thing I was there. No one else could have done it.”

      Phares walked away. “Of course,” he muttered. “He is the big hero and saves all the miners and the ship. Of course, he is.”

      Phares slammed the chair, sending it flying across the bar.

      Erzo appeared next to him. “Peace, my friend. At least they’re okay.”

      “Get sucked out an airlock,” he muttered and walked away.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Not here.” Phares headed out of the bar. His mind flew in a thousand light years a second.

      He was furious, partly because his parental was the big hero, but the other part of him fumed over the asteroids.

      Aster 5, gone.

      From the way the debris scattered, they might never collect what was lost.

      And who was in the mines when it happened? How many miners died?

      He’d been gone a day.

      A single day, and an asteroid exploded
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