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Dedication

For God who inspired the
idea.

To those brides of yesteryear who
traveled west to wed a complete stranger, the Harvey Girls for
their dedication to the railroad and those children who were
shipped out of the cities for a sometimes brighter
future.
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 Introduction

When the human race begins to settle
other worlds, no doubt it will be like sailing to the new world or
journeying to the west on foot, horseback, by stagecoach or via
railroad, except spaceships will be used.

With the expansion will come the need
for husbands, wives, mates, or partners. As in the old days, no
doubt various agencies will step up to fill the gap with rules and
regulations on how the matches are to be made.

Thus the theme for this
anthology: Space Brides, LLC.

The authors of the various tales come
from parts of the United States, Canada, and Great Britian. They
are written by a mix of writers.

Most of the stories are male and
females matches, but there are a few which use other
pairings.

It is the hope of the editor that the
readers enjoy the stories. They are varied, full of surprises and
end in unexpected ways.



Space Brides LLC

Tired of those lonely dark nights? No
one in your settlement suitable? We are here to help! We will help
you find the bride or husband to keep you company, raise your
children, and be your partner building a dream together. Contact us
directly and give us your specifications. Success
guaranteed.

Looking to settle off world? We have
husbands and wives searching for you. Have children who need a
second parent? They’re more than welcome. Contract signature
required and once signed can’t be withdrawn.

On site ministers at no charge
available for immediate marriage or up to six months after your
spouse’s arrival. After that there will be an extra fee for our
services or you may hold a private ceremony with the official of
your choice. Copy of marriage agreement/ document required to be
sent directly to us. This is to advertise our success rate and
encourage others to use our services.

Any children must be declared before
the contract is signed and approved by the potential
spouse/partner. This includes those seeking our services off world
or anyone traveling. Failure to do so will require the child’s
travel to be paid for by the party who did not declare the minor
before being allowed to meet the contractor of our services. If
either party does not approve the child, then another candidate
will be sought up to three times.

If the imported spouse is not suitable
after a two-week trial period, it is the contractor’s
responsibility to find another potential candidate and annul the
marriage, if there has been one. There will be no refund of the
charged fee if this occurs.

Spouses sought for all legal adults
and in all age brackets.

Our offices are available on Earth,
Mars, the Asteroids, Titan, Io, and Triton. Helpful staff will walk
you through the steps and make certain all legalities are conformed
to local ordinances.

Contact or walk into any of our
offices 24/7. We are here to help you find that special someone and
start a new future!

 Other conditions apply. Please ask for more information
before contract is drawn up and signed.



The Heist

Jocelyne Gregory

Emma

“Good morning! It’s time
to wake up, get up, and greet a new day.”

“Hannah, our shift doesn’t
start for three hours,” Emma groaned. She pulled her blankets over
her head to block the sight of her cheerful roommate and coworker.
“Let me sleep for another hour.”

“Aw, come on, sleepy head.
Today is a very special occasion.”

“How?”

“We’re skimming the
Asteroid belt, and we’ll be able to see Saturn’s rings from the
viewing windows.”

“And?”

Hannah pulled back the
company issued grey blankets revealing the cramped, cell-like room
with pale artificial lights and numerous ferns dangling from the
ceiling. Hannah sat on the edge of Emma’s bottom bunk bed already
dressed in her ankle length black dress, and blindingly white
apron. Her curly hair held back with a white headband. Her polished
copper nametag shined like the sun.

“And the tourists on board
are going to want pictures with us in our uniforms which means more
tips!”

“Ah.
Capitalism.”

Hannah rolled her eyes.
“Yes, capitalism. I know you come from one of those utopian,” she
quoted the word with her fingers, “socialist colonies. But in the
rest of the solar system, we use money to buy things.”

“Like what?”

“Clothing. Technology.
Attractive husbands. I mean, if you didn’t have this job, you
wouldn’t be on your way to meet your future husband.”

“Please don’t remind me.”
Emma rubbed her face, her voice muffled as she spoke.

“What’s this? Are you
regretting it? You have three USB sticks filled with messages from
him, you literally said you two have been messaging each other for
two years.” Hannah leaned closer, her brown eyes filling with raw
curiosity. “Tell me.”

“I’m not regretting it,
I’m just…I don’t know. Our beliefs might be too
different.”

Hannah groaned. “Then just
stay on board the Light Train for a few seasons, earn a ton of
money, buy a husband to your liking, and go home.”

“You can’t buy love,” Emma
pointed out.

“You’re starting to sound
like one of those Arkavarian aliens. Heart mates this, heart mates
that, glowing scales when aroused, blessed are the children, blah
blah blah.” Hannah waved her hand. “Come on, get up. We’re losing
tips.”

T’Aner

“General, we’re
approaching the Asteroid belt.”

“Good. M’Ackle, Fu’Shin,
ease into the Asteroid’s field, slow speed, and get as close to the
Light Train’s path without triggering their security systems,”
T’Aner ordered.

He stood on the darkened
command deck, the only light came from the various consoles hugging
the walls. The ship was small, far smaller than the traditional
galleons he led in service to the Arkavarian empire. He wasn’t
skimming Earth’s vast corporate colonies and territory on Empire’s
orders, he’d come on a personal mission, and he’d sworn he would
accomplish his duty.

“Last weapons check before
mission start.” Su’Sar joined him on deck.

Like him, she was tall
with crested black hair and glowing purple eyes. The thick layer of
green scales trailing from behind her ear, down her jaw, and to her
chin glimmered faintly in the darkness of the command deck. Like
him, she wore a maroon-coloured bodysuit. She held out her gloved
hands expectantly.

“The others ready?” He
glanced at the door separating the deck and the rest of the ship.
He handed her his neon yellow rifle. No doubt overkill for what
they expected, but experience told him most humans feared their
style of weapons.

“All ready, General. I
checked their guns, knives, and emergency equipment,” she reported.
“The Freeson brothers are getting restless. They know the
parameters of this mission. No death, capture, retreat.”

“Good.”

Su’Sar quickly checked his
weapon in the dim lights. Her glowing eyes examined every detail
before giving him a curt nod and holding out his rifle.

“Weapons checked. We’re
ready, General. May the Seven Sisters be with us.”

“May they bless us,”
T’Aner agreed.

“General, the Light Train
is approaching,” Fu’Shin announced. “Ten minutes to
contact.”

“Maintain course, and be
prepared.” He reached into the side-pocket of his maroon suit, his
fingers tracing the delicate edge of folded paper.

Emma

“On the lunch menu, we
have Martian eggs over Lunar toast,” Emma explained. She stood by a
table in the crowded dining car, her tablet in hand as she took
customer’s orders. Roughly eighty people sat in the car. About
twenty women like herself dressed in black dresses with white
aprons taking orders, bringing coffees, teas, and
snacks.

“Sounds good. Please, no
paprika,” the couple ordered, both wearing brand new corporate
mining uniforms.

Emma made the note on the
tablet and gave them what she hoped was a smile. “Of course. Your
order will be out in a few minutes. Excuse me.”

She left the couple,
checked on another table packed with soldiers seeking their
fortunes among the stars, and made a beeline for the kitchen,
filled with hectic activity. Several service robots making food
exactly as described on the menu, while a smaller group of human
cooks made the meals with the changes in ingredients and flavours.
Meal plates were beginning to pile up beneath the long row of heat
lights, and she ducked out of the way as several other women
swooped in, took the plates, and swooped out of the
kitchen.

Hannah swept into the
kitchen carrying a tray loaded with dishes. She dumped them in a
pile next to the dishwasher and let out a heavy breath.

“You know, I’ll never
understand why they have can’t robots clean up the
tables.”

“They’d get stuck on a
speck of dust, or a stain,” Emma mused.

“Probably. Oh, did you
hear? There’s a train compartment filled with orphan kids,” Hannah
whispered.

“Orphan kids?” Emma
frowned.

Hannah nodded. “Yeah,
apparently they’re being sent to families who work for the Asmos
Corporation.”

“The mining company on one
of Jupiter’s moons?”

“It is. Anyway, could I
ask a huge, and I mean, huge favour?”

“Let me guess, you need to
take them food and you don’t want to?” Emma crossed her
arms.

“I’ll share half of my
days tips, and I’ll handle your orders.”

“Fine,” Emma reluctantly
agreed. “What am I taking them?”

Hannah grabbed her sleeve
and dragged her to the back of the kitchen. She revealed a trolley
lined with sandwiches and juice boxes, and a roll of stickers
showing a space train flying past a rainbow with the name Light
Train Express written at the bottom.

“Each kid gets a choice of
sandwich, juice box, and a sticker,” Hannah explained.

Emma’s tablet suddenly
chirped. “Table nine’s lunch is ready.”

Hannah plucked the tablet
free. “I’ll bring it to them. The kids’ section is two carriages
back, before third class baggage. See you at Saturn’s Picture
event!”

Hannah ran over to the
counter, took the Martian Eggs and toast order, and danced out of
the kitchen with a brilliant smile on her face.

Emma shook her head as she
pulled out the trolley and pushed it towards the rear door. She
waved her wrist band over the door sensor, and it
chirped as it opened for
her revealing the food, extra plates and other items storage
section. The room felt cooler, a pleasant escape from the heat of
the various stoves and cooktops. She continued towards the next
door, and waved her wrist over the sensor again. It opened with
another chirp, and again the carriage grew cooler.

Ships and light trains
carrying orphans were famous among the many corporate colonies.
Death, a common occurrence for many reasons particularly among
mining families, industrial accidents at research facilities, and
the occasional collapse of non-terraformed planets, encouraged the
practice. Emma loathed the idea of moving children out of their
communities and the only homes they’d ever known. Her viewpoint
came from her own colony. Neighbors and other families took in
orphaned children, raising them as their own.

Would her future husband
be willing to accept an orphaned child?

Emma shook her head. Every
time she’d tried to bring up kids in the messages they sent back
and forth, Teddy never responded. Maybe another red flag their
relationship wouldn’t work.

“Come on, Emma. At least
meet him in person,” she tried to convince herself.

She pushed the trolley
down the narrow grey corridor, noting the few viewing windows and
the exterior lights illuminating the outside of the train. She
stopped in front of the door, willed herself to smile like the
training guide taught her, and opened the door.

Rows and rows of makeshift
bunk beds lined the right side of the train carriage with kids
sitting quietly. A middle-age security guard, wearing black pants
and a white shirt, sat on a chair by the door reading on his
tablet. He carried a Light Train issued rifle on his
side.

“What’s this?” He looked
up from his tablet.

“Lunch for the children,”
Emma informed him. “Sandwiches, juices, and stickers.”

He set his tablet on the
narrow table beside his chair and stood up. He cleared his throat.
“All right kids, line up for your lunch. Don’t cut in line or
you’re not eating until supper.”

Appalled Emma started at
him. “Is that really necessary?”

“Damn kids are feral. You
have to be firm with them. Most have no manners.” He
sniffed.

She clenched her hands and
resisted the urge to slap him. The children had gone through a
rough time after losing their families. Straightening as she’d been
taught, she smiled at the first child in line, a nine-year-old boy
with sad brown eyes wearing beige coveralls.

“What would you like, Sir?
We have Martian chicken or fresh Phobos chickpea sandwiches.” Even
though they were young and without money, she would treat them just
as if they were a famed scientist or poet, and she ensured they had
a choice.

Probably the first choice
they’d had in a long time.

“Phobos chickpea,” he
whispered.

“Very good. And choice of
drink? We have Orange Manx, and Appalicious Frizz.”

“Orange.”

“Excellent choice, Sir. We
also have a sticker, if you would like one,” she
offered.

He shook his sandy coloured hair and
quietly shuffled back to his bunk with his juice box and
sandwich.

Her heart ached. She bit
back the words of comfort she wanted to say. She smiled at the next
child who shyly approached her, a girl maybe three or four with a
bandage on her cheek. She knelt so she was eye-level with the girl,
and gave her the biggest smile she could muster.

“Hello, Miss, what would
you like?”

She did this with each
child until the trolley only held a few items. Last in line, a
little girl with her head bowed carried a small, furry rat-like
creature with long ears in her hands.

“Oh my,” Emma gushed. “May
I ask what your companion’s name is, miss?”

The little girl glanced up at
her.

Emma’s mouth parted at the
sight of large purple eyes staring back at her with a very thin
line of soft pink scales along the girl’s jaw and
eyebrows.

“She’s one of those
Arkavarian cross-breeds,” the security guard spat. “Ugly things.
Stupid to boot.”

The little girl quickly looked at her
feet.

“She’s a child. Don’t say
such things,” Emma snapped.

“Thought they taught you
girls to smile and laugh, not talk back. You want me to report you
to your superior?”

Emma gritted her teeth.
She shut her eyes and silently counted to ten, calming herself
before she turned to the guard and flashed him one of the patented
Light Rail smiles.

“Oh, I don’t think you
need to do that, Sir. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll take the young miss
back to her bed with her food. Her hands look full.” Emma grabbed
the sandwiches, juice box, and stickers, then gestured for the girl
to lead her to her bed.

“I’m taking my break,” the
guard yelled.

Emma glared at his back as
he left the train carriage.

The little girl shuffled
to the last bunk bed and settled on it. The boy with sad eyes sat
on the top bunk, watching them.

“Here we are, isn’t this
more comfortable? I’m Emma. What’s your name, miss?”

“Suzie,” she
whispered.

“What a lovely name.” Emma
smiled. “Which sandwich would you like to eat? Martian chicken? Or
Phobos Chickpea?”

“Can…An’Ranna eat too?”
She held up the long-eared rat.

“Of course. Companions are
always welcomed on Light Rail trains.”

“Martian Chicken,” Suzie
decided.

“Good choice. May I help
you unwrap it?”

Suzie nodded.

Emma easily unwrapped the
sandwich and placed it on the bed beside Suzie. She was just about
to ask which juice box she wanted, when the overhead lights
suddenly went out.

The room immediately filled with the
soft sounds of children panicking and whispering.

“Nobody panic,” Emma
announced. “I’m sure it’s just an electrical issue of being too
close to the Asteroid Belt. Everything will be all
right.”

She felt her way off the bunk bead and
hit the top of her head on the metal bunk above. She hissed at the
shot of pain.

“Let me help you,” Suzie
offered. “I can see in the dark.”

Suzie took Emma’s hand and
led her towards the doorway the guard left through.

“Thank you.” Emma felt for
the control panel, and waved her wrist over the sensor. Suddenly
the room flooded with red emergency light. “There we go, see?
Nothing wrong.”

A sharp hiss came from the
overhead speakers, and an electronic voice began to
speak.

“Warning. Train Robbery in process. All civilians return to
your rooms. Security report to your stations. Serving staff report
to your superiors. Warning. Train Robbery in process.”

The door to the carriage
hissed open. Emma dragged Suzie behind her. The security guard
stood there, his eyes wide, his rifle in his arms.

“What’s happening?” she
asked.

The guard wobbled where he
stood before his eyes fell shut and he dropped to the floor. Emma
looked past him, and paled at the sight of several men and a woman
wearing maroon bodysuits carrying strange, alien, weapons. Their
leader, tall, broad shouldered, with crested black hair, large
purple eyes, and dark orange scales hugging his jaw line that ran
up his temples and disappearing into his hair.

“Arkavarians!” a child
screamed.

Without thinking, Emma
grabbed the security guards’ rifle, switched the safety off, and
took aim at the aliens.

“One step closer and I’ll
shoot!” she snarled.

T’Aner

She’s
beautiful.

Of all the scenarios
T’Aner imagined, all of the life or death events, all the plans of
fighting their way through the train to the so-called orphans
carriage, in all the back-up plans not once did he ever think he
would come across a lone human woman dressed in a strange religious
black and white gown aiming a weapon at him and threatening to
shoot.

She’s beyond
beautiful.

Her hazel eyes shined with
a primal viciousness informing him she would shoot to protect the
young behind her. Her brown hair was held back with a narrow white
head band, and the way she held the humans rifle told him she knew
how to use it.

“General, what are your
orders?” Su’Sar hissed beside him. Her own rifle aimed at the human
woman.

“Did the Seven Sisters
send you?” T’Aner asked suddenly. His heart beating faster, his
eyes drinking in her body.

“General?” Su’Sar
gaped.

The human woman frowned,
her perfect brown brows pulling together across her gorgeous face.
“What?”

“Surely the Seven Sisters
sent a goddess such as yourself to be here now, as we dance along
the edge of time and space, as our paths kiss the Asteroid Belt
that divides our lives,” T’Aner continued.

“Why is he reciting
poetry?” one of the Freeson brothers complained behind him. “We
don’t have much time!”

T’Aner ignored him. He
watched as confusion and bewilderment crossed the human woman’s
face. Obviously, his words were unexpected, such was common when
the Seven Sisters blessed a meeting between fated souls.

“I don’t know what you’re
talking about, but one step closer and I will shoot,” the woman
threatened.

Oh, how his heart ached at
her words. He needed to show her he posed no threat. He raised his
hand, and slowly put his rifle on the ground. “See me, goddess of
the radiant world, I mean you no harm. Only to speak to you, to
hear your voice, to learn your name and etch it across my heart as
the Sisters demand.”

“For Harker’s sake,”
Su’Sar groaned. “Please tell me what’s happening isn’t what’s
happening.”

“Quiet, you’ll scare her,”
T’Aner hissed. He focused on her again. “If not a goddess, than a
fallen star from the eternal heavens, gifted to take form amongst
us of flesh and scale, a light in the darkness depths of space, a
siren among broken ships.”

He dropped to his knees
with his hands held out and his palms turned upward. He would await
her words, and if she declined him, he would throw himself out the
nearest door and surrender his life to space itself. Better a quick
death than to live without her.

“Why is the general
reciting poetry to a human?” one of the brothers hissed behind
him.

The woman seemed to
hesitate at his words. His heart felt like it climbed from his
chest to his throat. She glanced behind her, before turning her
wide gorgeous gaze on him.

“You think I’m your heart
mate?”

Emma

“Why is he saying weird
things?” The children asked as they gathered behind
Emma.

After the initial fear,
they’d crowded around her to watch the much-feared Arkavarian
robbers began to speak.

Suzie tugged on Emma’s
white apron. “He’s saying poetry.”

Emma glanced down at her.
“Why?”

“Because he thinks you’re
his heart mate.”

Emma paused and slowly let
Suzie’s words sink in. Heart
mate? The Arkavarian’s were famous for
their bloody civil wars and battles against various human
corporations. Even she’d heard the rumours of their strange
marriage bonds. What Suzie described rarely occurred between humans
and Arkavarians, although Emma had a sinking sensation Suzie had
been the result of one such bond pairing.

“That’s stupid, why would
anybody recite poetry?” a boy muttered from somewhere behind
Emma.

“Because it means they
don’t want to attack or kill you,” Suzie told him.

A soft chorus of
ohhs came behind
Emma.

Emma turned her attention back to the
now kneeling Arkavarian train robber. His expression flickered
between desperate hope and terrifying fear.

She cleared her throat,
and tightened her grip on her rifle. “You think I’m your heart
mate?”

The tall alien woman next
to him slammed her hand over her face and let out a loud groan,
while the rather ferocious men behind him seemed to be bickering
with each other.

The Arkavarian leader
nodded, his purple eyes wide. “I do. Allow me to speak my name. I
am T’Aner of House Serie, General of the Imperial Arkavarian’s
Galleon fleet.”

Emma wet her lips. T’Aner
seemed sincere enough, but it could be a ploy. What exactly was a
general of an alien navy doing on a Light Rail Train on the inside
of the Asteroid Belt? Where was
security?

Suzie tugged on her apron
again. “He’s waiting for your name.”

Well…anything to buy them
some time. Emma cleared her throat, “I’m
Emma from the New Earth Collective.”

One of the Arkavarian
robbers in the back of the group raised his hand. “What’s a
collective?”

“They fight with words,
not weapons,” the female alien explained.

“But she knows how to hold
a rifle,” the male alien pointed out. “What if they can use their
words as weapons? What if they have word weapons?”

“That’s not important
right now,” T’Aner interrupted.

“That’s
right. The mission is what’s important, General,” the female alien
growled.

Emma narrowed her gaze.
“Whatever you want, it’s not back here. First Class passengers and
their freight are the first two carriages at the front of the
train.”

“We’re not here for the
freight.” T’Aner slowly reached into his side pocket, and withdrew
a folded piece of paper. He tossed it across the room so it landed
at Emma’s feet.

“What’s that?” Emma didn’t
take her eyes off the others.

“What we’re looking for.”
T’Aner seemed to wait for her response.

“General!” the woman alien
hissed.

“It’s fine,” T’Aner
assured the female. “Just, look.”

Without lowering her
rifle, Emma slowly knelt and plucked the piece of paper off the
ground. She unfolded it, and pressed it against her apron, quickly
glancing at the sheet. She did a double take at the image. The
drawing showed the smiling face of a young girl with large purple
eyes and pale pink scales on her jawline and eyebrows. A long-eared
rat sat atop her head, while a woman with purple eyes and red
scales on her jaw smiled at the artist from behind her.

It looked just like Suzie and her
companion rat.

“This is…” Emma trailed
off.

“I promised her
grandmother I would bring her home,” T’Aner said slowly. “We mean
you, and the occupants of this train no ill will. We just want the
girl.”

Emma tore her gaze from the image down
to Suzie who looked up at her with wide worried eyes.

“They want you.” Emma
handed her the piece of paper.

Suzie took the drawing
with trembling fingers. She cautiously stepped out from behind
Emma’s broad skirts and swallowed hard.

“My grandmother wants
me?”

T’Aner nodded. “She didn’t
know about your parents’ death until a week ago. You need to come
with us.”

“Is that what you want,
Suzie?” Emma asked.

“You too.”

“Excuse me?” Emma snapped
her head up.

T’aner offered her his
hand. “Emma of the New Earth collective, gift of the Seven Sisters,
brilliant light of a newly born star, please, share your radiant
warmth with my cold, frozen, heart.”

“I have a
boyfriend.”

Abject despair crossed
T’aner’s handsome face, his purple eyes filling with so much sorrow
it made Emma feel guilty about her words. Before she could explain
further, the carriage began shaking.

T’Aner

“I have a
boyfriend.”

Waves of grief washed over
T’Aner at his heart mate’s proclamation. It took him several
seconds to digest her words because Arkavarian’s didn’t have
‘boyfriends,’ they had heart mates.

But Emma of the New Earth
collective had a ‘boyfriend.’

The knowledge drove a
dagger through his aching heart. She had given her love to another.
If he could learn of her ‘boyfriends’ name maybe he could find him
and they could have a long, thoughtful, conversation with knives,
as was the Arkavarian way.

The sudden smack on the
back of his head caught him off guard. He jerked his head towards
Su’Sar just in time to watch as she started to float. The lights in
the carriage cut out. The children started screaming except for
little Suzie who clung to the white part of Emma’s religious
gown.

“What’s going on?” Emma
yelled. She floated upwards and blindly clawing at the space around
her.

The speaker in the ceiling
crackled to life. “Warning. Disengagement
of Last Two Carriages. All personal evacuate
immediately.”

The screaming transformed
into terrified wailing as the children burst into fresh tears. Even
T’Aner knew what the warning meant. Such cruelty infuriated him at
the thought the human company would willingly endanger the lives of
children.

“Harken’s Dogs,” T’Aner
growled. “Su’Sar! Tell M’Ackle and Fu’Shin to ready the emergency
evacuation shields!”

“On it, General,” Su’Sar
acknowledged. She hit the ceiling with her boots and touched her
earpiece.

“Disconnection in ten seconds. Nine…eight…”

“Kids, Emma of the New
Earth Collective, when you see the bright light, hold your breath
for ten seconds and think of your favourite sweet!” T’Aner ordered
the floating children.

“Six…five…”

“Everyone, grab hold of
something!” Emma yelled.

“Aim for the children!”
T’Aner ordered the Freeson brothers behind him.

“Three…two…one…Disengagement.”

A bright flash of
brilliant light shot through the windows of the train carriage.
T’Aner kicked off the floor toward Emma and Suzie. He grabbed
Emma’s wrist in one hand, Suzie’s wrist in the other. He used the
force to drag them both into the children’s train compartment.
Su’Sar followed behind him, as did the Freeson brothers. The flash
of light passed leaving them in complete darkness of open space as
the train disconnected the carriages and shot forward along its
designated path.

A quick glance showed many of the
children kept their eyes squeezed shut. Some were beginning to kick
and struggle in the lack of gravity. Little Suzie met his gaze. Of
course! She would be able to see in the dark. Her pet rat clung to
her hair.

Emma jerked on his wrist.
He turned his head towards her only to watch as she stared at the
rapidly disappearing Light Rail train. She turned her gaze towards
him, squeezed her eyes shut and parted her lips.

Panic swept through him at the sight.
He yanked her close and sealed his lips against hers as the warm
glow of the emergency shields enveloped the carriage and chased
away the freezing cold open space.

Emma

“Miss Emma, you need to
wake up.” Suzie shook her.

Emma groaned, and slowly
opened her eyes. The lights in the room were thankfully dimmed. It
took her several seconds to realize she wasn’t in her cabin, but on
a firm, broad, bed. She blinked at the ceiling as it swirled with a
gentle wave of lights and resembled galaxies and universes, just
like when she’d looked through the train’s open door
and—

The train.

She sat straight up and
gasped at the resulting pounding headache. She hissed, touching her
forehead.

“T’Aner said you would
have a headache.” The pale pink scales on her jaw glowed faintly in
the room’s dim light.

“What happened?” Emma
shook her head, and groaned as it made the headache worse. “Where
did the train go? Where are the children? Where are the
Arkavarians?”

“We’re all here,” T’Aner
answered from the doorway.

Emma glanced at him, and
at the tray of food he carried. He wore a fitted silver trimmed,
maroon suit with an open collar. The orange scales framing his face
glowed in the low light, and made his purple eyes appear darker by
comparison.

“What’s going on? Where
are we?”

“You are on one of the
Arkavarian Galleon ships,” T’Aner answered. He entered the room,
the door silently closing behind him. He set the tray on the bed
beside Suzie and stepped back. “How’s your head?”

“It hurts,” Emma
confessed. The tray had two tall glasses filled with a strange
liquid, and two savory smelling buns.

Suzie picked up a glass of
bubbling blue liquid and drank slowly. She licked her lips and
smiled at Emma. “It’s sweet!”

“I wasn’t sure what human
women drink, but the kids liked it, so I thought it would be
acceptable.” T’Aner’s look showed his concern for her
wellbeing.

“The children?”

“Safe, fed, and currently
being entertained by several of my crew,” T’Aner explained.
“Everybody made it safely, but you’ve been unconscious for a while.
The drink should help with your headache.”

Emma reached for the
second glass and sniffed the contents. It did smell sweet. She
sipped it. It tasted like blueberries, but sweeter. She licked her
lips and drank half of the glass before setting it back on the tray
with a contented sigh. T’Aner was right, the drink did help her
head. The pain quickly faded into a slow throb in the back of her
skull.

“Amazing. It tastes like
summer,” she mused.

“Can I have the bun, too?”
Suzie asked T’Aner.

“Of course. Su’Sar is out
there if you want another one,” T’Aner offered.

Suzie took the bun and
raced for the door. It opened, and the sounds of excited, shrieking
children drifted in to the room before the door closed
again.

“They sound happy,” Emma
murmured.

T’Aner leaned against a
far wall, he crossed his arms over his chest. “We might fight
amongst ourselves, but children are precious to our
species.”

Emma frowned. T’Aner’s
words tugging at a stray thought in the back of her mind. “What
will happen to the kids? Suzie has her grandmother, you said? But
what about the other children?”

“From what we’ve learned
with speaking to them, the children don’t have families or places
to call home,” T’Aner started, his words slow and
careful.

“They were going to mining
families in some of corporate colonies.” Emma rubbed the back of
her head.

“Some of the children are
siblings, and they’re terrified they’ll be split up or lose their
family names,” T’Aner continued.

Emma fell silent. He was right.
Sometimes all one had in the universe was a brother or sister or
just a name to tie a person to a sense of home and
family.

“What will you do?” she
asked him.

“We’ll take them with us.
I’ll ensure the siblings stick together, and they’re paired with
capable parents.”

“You can do that?” His
answer surprised Emma.

T’Aner flashed her a
smile, his scales flickering faintly. “I am a general in the
Arkavarian Empire, I can do a lot of things.”

Emma eyed him, suspicion
beginning to curl its way around her mind. “And the heart mate
thing?”

Panic quickly replaced his
smile, and he coughed into his hand as his orange scales glowed
brighter. “Yes. That. What I mean, is, er—”

“I have a
boyfriend.”

“That’s right. You said
you have a boyfriend.” T’Aner nodded his head. “You must love him
dearly to be crossing the Asteroid Belt for him.”

Emma brought her knees up
to her chin, and bit back the smile at the way T’Aner said the
words. He seemed absolutely bitter, almost sulking. A general of
the Arkavarian empire pouting she had a boyfriend. What were the
odds? In the light of the cabin, he wasn’t too bad looking, tall
and broad shouldered, with a strong chin and a broad nose. He
seemed compassionate about helping the children, and he had
hijacked a train to find Suzie and take her home to her people.
Plus, the poetry he told her wasn’t too bad. A bit saccharine for
Emma’s liking, but it hadn’t been bad.

Her boyfriend, Teddy, had
never written her any poetry. Nor had he any interest in having
kids. He’d been cold to her. The more she thought about his
letters, trapped on USB drives on the train, which had left her in
the galactic dust. Did she really love him?

“Not really.”

Judging by the way
T’Aner’s jaw dropped at her words, he looked stunned. “You
don’t?”

Emma shrugged. “There were
a lot of red flags, the closer I travelled to meet him.”

“You’ve never met him?”
T’Aner’s strangled voice inquired.

“No. Online conversations
and letters only. I was on my way to meet him,” Emma
explained.

T’Aner pushed off the wall
and began pacing back and forth. “So, excuse me, you vowed your
heart to someone you never met in person, only through letters, you
don’t love him.” He stopped pacing and looked dumbfounded at her.
“Your heart mate is standing right in front of you!”

Emma tilted her head.
T’Aner seemed close to hysterics or maybe fury. She felt badly for
him. Watching a general panic about her dating life almost made her
laugh. Almost. He really was a strange person. A strange person
Emma wanted to learn more about.

“I didn’t know I had a
heart mate waiting for me,” she mused.

T’Aner froze. He slowly
turned his gaze toward her, his eyes wide. “You didn’t?”

“As my friend Hannah once
commented, what I look for in a man is something Arkavarian’s look
for too. Besides, I think I’d have to work a million years before I
could afford someone like you.”

T’Aner sat on the edge of
the bed. He grabbed Emma’s hands in his, and held them to his
heart. “You can’t buy love.”

Emma bit back a laugh.
That was exactly what she had told Hannah. “No. But you can buy
attractive husbands.”

T’Aner’s purple eyes
narrowed, his voice lowered. “Who are these ‘husbands’ you want to
buy? Let me talk to them. We Arkavarian’s have ceremonies for
situations like this.”

“And weddings?”

“We live for
weddings.”

Emma sobered, her gaze
flickering between his eyes. “Will we see the universe?”

“We go wherever you want,”
T’Aner assured her. “The stars are yours.”

~ * ~ * ~
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Gravity

Sage Kelly

All three kids floated
sullenly behind as we made our way through the Enyo Station shuttle
dock. Mars shone bright and stark through the viewport on the
concourse in contrast to the serene blue-green beauty we were used
to. Uncertainty clawed at my belly. It usurped the grinding fear
and overwhelming loss of the last few months. Was I doing the right
thing?

Life and death choices
were a part of my job, a background noise like the ventilation
system, a susurration you only noticed by its absence. But I’d
never had to make life changing decisions for three other people
before.

I felt their invisible tug
behind me. We were inexorably caught up in each other’s orbits,
bound together by love and family. My sister’s kids, the only
family I had left. I couldn’t let them down.

Dammit, Leah, why’d you
have to go and get yourself killed?

Then there was Yanina
Cooper. She too, got caught up in the spin of our gravity, her and
her infant daughter. All because of Space Brides, my last-ditch
effort to keep my little family together. By agreeing to marry me,
she and her family offered the stability the kids needed. I would
do anything for them.

Gabe groaned. “You forgot
to lock down the ferret’s food again, Becca.”

I checked over my shoulder.
Eleven-year-old Gabe held the ferret cage in front of him. Willy
and Nilly clung to their climbing rope while food pellets floated
all around them.

“Don’t be mad at me. It’s
Uncle Jake’s fault. He made me rush.” Becca kicked at the
bulkhead.

Even her Luna-strength
kick sent the six-year-old careening into other passengers. After
some shuffling and a lot of apologies, I snagged a line from my
belt and tethered her to me.

“Uncle Jake, I’m not a
baby!”

“No, but you sure are
acting like one.” Gabe scoffed as he tried to contain the ferret’s
food.

“Enough, Gabe.” I put a
hand on his shoulder. “We’re all doing our best, you don’t have to
be mean.”

Motioning for the kids to
move out of the pedestrian traffic, I pulled Becca close. “You’re
not a baby, but you’re having a hard time controlling your body
right now. And it’s my job to keep you safe.”

Safe. Hilarious. Their
whole world upended when my sister died and here I was, moving them
to another planet. Marrying a stranger. So I could keep them
safe.

I took a breath and tried
to get my bearings. I had only ever used Enyo Station as a transfer
point to the Belt and was familiar with the transient sectors.
Today, I needed the commercial area. I turned to Zach and motioned
him over. “Can you find an information terminal, please? We need a
place to store our baggage and find the business
offices.”

He nodded and handed me
the controller for the anti-grav sled holding everything we owned.
I watched him gracefully navigate through the other passengers and
wondered, again, whether I treated the fourteen-year-old too much
like an adult. Zach was quiet, and smart, and so damned capable. I
couldn’t have managed the last few months without his help. It was
hard to remember he wasn’t an adult and not ready for the full
weight of responsibility. Clipping the controller to my belt, I
turned back to Becca. She floated next to me, sniffling.

“What’s going on,
sunshine? I thought you liked microgravity.”

“The seam on my skinsuit
is bothering my toes and it’s rubbing under my arms and I have
itches everywhere and I have to use a hood like a baby when Zach
and Gabe get real helmets.” She batted at the hood that would
engage automatically if it sensed a loss of pressure. “And Gabe
yelled at me about Willy and Nilly’s food when I forgot because you
made me hurry and now I have to wear a tether and I’m not a baby
and I want to go home.” Floating globules of tears and snot
gathered around her face.

I hooked my foot into a
bulkhead anchor and used an absorbent pad to sweep up the loose
moisture, then wiped her face and helped her blow her nose. I
pulled her in for a hug and wished I knew what to say to make it
all better. I was clearly not winning any Best Uncle awards. Or
Older Brother awards.

As irrational as it felt,
I wanted to scream at my sister. How dare she die and leave me with
her kids? I could barely manage my own life, how was I supposed to
manage theirs? I was an itinerant worker, a space dog who went
where a company sent me. That was no life for kids.

Becca had the right idea.
I wanted to kick something, too. I huffed in frustration and kissed
the top of her head.

Zach came floating back.

“Storage lockers are down
that way” He pointed down the corridor. “Gabe and me can handle it
so you don’t have to bring Becca and the ferrets. Besides, we have
to come back this way to the ramp for the next level.”

“Good
thinking.” I handed Zach the controller then grabbed
our yarmulkes from my duffle on the sled. We would need them for the
chuppa. Gabe hooked the
ferret cage to an anchor near Becca and the two of them headed off.
I stared at the slips of fabric in my hand. The last time we wore
them was to say Kaddish
for my sister. I’d almost tossed them into the
incinerator after Shiva
ended. But then, I’d have lost the good memories
too, like holiday dinners, and Zach’s Bar
Mitzvah. I shoved them in my vest
pocket.

It didn’t take the boys
long to get our stuff stored. When they got back, Zach handed me
the claim chit and led us to the ramp.

Offices lined the upper
corridor, some even boasting grav plates. I spotted the Space
Brides logo about halfway down. Pulling the kids to a stop, I
gathered them into a huddle.

“I know I can count on
each of you to be on your best behavior, right?”

Gabe held the ferret cage
in front of him like a shield. “We’re meeting her now?”

I nodded. “Remember, she’s
not taking the place of your Imma. No one can.” I swallowed the
lump in my throat. “But I hope we can all be friends.”

“And we’re going to live
on her farm on Mars, right? And I’m going to be a big sister?”
Becca grabbed my hand, squeezing tight.

“You’ll have another uncle
and a grandpa too.” I straightened Becca’s pigtails and pulled her
close. “Do you think you can keep control of your body
better?”

She nodded. I unhooked her
from my tether and raked my fingers through my close-cropped hair.
“How do I look?” I’d never be called handsome with my beak of a
nose and long face, yet I cleaned up okay.

“Imma was prettier, but you’ll do,”
Zach teased. Gallows humor, Zach was too much like me to expect
much else.

We’d come so far together,
the four of us. The kids lost their home when Leah died. Maybe it
was selfish of me to keep us together, not let them stay on Luna
with a foster family. But they were all I had left of my
sister.

“Okay Miller family, let’s
do this.” I hoped the waver in my voice sounded more like
excitement than nerves.

I took a breath and palmed open the
office door.

“What do you mean you
won’t refund my credits?” A man with gray hair shouted at the woman
holding a pile of flimsies. Behind him hovered a man closer to my
age, with auburn hair and a pointy chin. From the way he filled out
his skinsuit I could tell he was no stranger to hard work. He tried
to calm a crying infant in the pressure bubble hooked to his belt.
No one noticed us enter.

“Sir, your signature is on
the papers.” She tried to hand the man a flimsy. He smacked it
away.

The second man waved a toy
in front of the baby. “Dad, Nina’s been able to forge your
signature since she turned ten. And yelling is not
helping.”

The flimsy drifted past
me, caught in the tug from the ventilation system airflow. I
noticed my name across the top and grabbed it. “What the hell?”
Three sets of eyes turned toward me. “This is my contract with
Yanina Cooper.”

Everyone went silent,
except the baby. Since this was my contract, they might be Yanina’s
father and brother. What was going on? Had something happened?
“Where’s Yanina?”

“She’s gone and run off,”
the older man spat. “You’re released from the contract. You can go
home.”

My stomach dropped, like
the fluctuation of a grav plate.

“Dad, that’s not fair.”
The younger man juggled the crying baby to take the contract from
my numb fingers. “He brought his kids all the way from
Luna.”

I didn’t want his pity. I
just wanted to give the kids a home. A chance to work. To not be so
desperate. There was nothing left for us on Luna. I’d even sold my
hardsuit so I could buy good quality skinsuits for the kids.
Without it I couldn’t take the better paying jobs on the docks.
Without the better paying jobs…I struggled against the freefall of
my thoughts.

The children hovered
behind me. Had I dragged them all the way to Mars for nothing? This
was supposed to be a chance at a better life, for all of us. I
wanted to push them back into the corridor, to protect them from
more loss.

The baby’s squall reached
a crescendo, loud enough to drown out my untethered
uncertainties.

“Eli, I can’t think with
the baby making all that noise,” the older man yelled.

“Let me try.” Desperate
for something to do, something to fix, I motioned for Eli to pass
me the baby. He raised an eyebrow at me. The dark circles under his
eyes stood out against his pale complexion. “I won’t hurt her, I
promise. I have a hunch I know what’s bothering her.”

He unhooked the baby’s
pressure bubble from his belt and handed her to me. Gently, I
unzipped the top and used another absorbent wipe to mop up the
mess. I held her tight against me until her sobs finally died
down.

“How’d you do
that?”

“She’s never been
weightless before, has she?” He shook his head. “I’ve worked on
Belter miner ships. They travel with their whole families and many
of them don’t have grav plates, even in their living quarters. They
use pressure with the babies. It’s not the same as gravity, but
swaddling the baby and wrapping it tight against you helps them not
feel like they’re falling all the time.”

His hand gripped my
shoulder, strong and warm. Keeping us from drifting apart. He
smelled like clean air and growing things, and I felt a tug in my
chest that had nothing to do with gravity and everything to do with
his proximity. With his other hand, he rubbed a finger against the
baby’s cheek. “I’m sorry Lily, I’ve done nothing, but let you down
since Nina left.”

I knew that tone, that
feeling of trying. Trying again. Still not getting it right. It was
compassion, not pity, I’d heard in his voice.

The older man shoved his
chrono into his vest pocket. “Eli, we’ve wasted enough time here.
And credits, thanks to your
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