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Chapter One

 


Leader Simon unlocked the external gate to
the community and waved the first row of people forward. Half a
dozen of the fittest, strongest men marched through and spread out
around the area. One of them whistled, to indicate everything was
safe, and the young mothers with small children left next, then the
older people, and after them Nora and the other women and
teenagers. Behind them came the last of the strong men and Simon
who secured the portal.

Nora settled the heavy backpack over her
shoulders and sighed. Attending the once every five years Gathering
was hugely important and everyone had been looking forward to it
for months now. But she’d forgotten what a huge drag it was to have
to carry everything with her. As one of the fit and healthy women,
she carried extra burdens to help the young moms who had to carry
babies and toddlers. The fighting men couldn’t carry extra loads
because they had to be fully mobile in case danger threatened.

I should have remembered. Last time I had
a heavy load as well. Nora sighed.

The Gathering Place was a three day’s walk
away. Nora knew her feet would be covered in blisters and every
muscle in her body would be aching by the time she arrived there.
But she did remember attending a Gathering when she was ten, and
again when she was fifteen. Being with so many other young women
her own age was hugely exciting, and now she was grown up and she
hoped to meet the man she would marry. That was a huge draw card as
well.

Nora faced forward and let her mind go to
work picturing her husband-to-be. He’d be tall and broad-shouldered
of course, strong, fit, and healthy, but not self-centered and
expecting her to dote on him because of it. Her community had so
few fit young men they were rather spoiled and adored instead of
being treated equally with the young women who worked just as hard
as they did.

Almost two hundred years earlier Earth had
been a densely populated planet, but one where countries were
constantly fighting with each other. A land called North Korea had
begun a war, diseases and fighting had broken out in many places,
and inside a single generation many of the cities and people had
been destroyed.

Nora’s ancestors had been among those who
had hidden. Some of them had lived in bunkers underground or deep
in the forests or the mountains. Others had simply stayed far away
from trouble, keeping huge stocks of food and supplies and
remaining distant from trouble until the fighting ceased.

Some communities had survived by becoming
nomadic scavengers. Nora was extremely glad she wasn’t born into
one of those groups. Walking for three days was more than enough
for her. The idea of walking constantly, of always moving somewhere
new and not having a regular home, didn’t appeal to her at all.

Nora’s community had established their
current home several generations earlier, and it contained
everything they needed to live in one place. It was at the foot of
a huge waterfall. The constantly pouring water provided hydropower
that operated generators and gave them ample heat and light year
round. Very occasionally in midsummer, if there hadn’t been much
winter snow to melt, the waterfall didn’t flow fast enough to power
the entire community and the available energy was used only for
essential items. But that almost never happened, and was a very
small inconvenience, in Nora’s mind, when it came to a choice
between that and having to walk everywhere all the time.

No she was born in her community, lived
there, and would find a man at the Gathering and bring him to her
community or move to his community. Either way she’d be living in
one place with a secure roof over her head for the rest of her
life.

Nora smiled and tried to picture her
husband-to-be. Would he have blond hair or dark? Hmm.

****

Herman looked around the room. They were all
sitting at the table in the recreation area of the spaceship,
having just finished eating. Andreas, the captain, had his arm
around his bride, Terah. Chad, the chef, pushed the coffee pot into
the center of the table and then grinned with pride at his
redheaded bride, Flame, as she straightened the mat it sat on so
the heat of the pot wouldn’t damage the table.

Next to Flame was Raine, and beside her
Skye. Skye’s warrior, Gabriel was rubbing her back gently. Duncan,
who was Raine’s warrior, Erle, Fletcher, and Boris were arguing
about when the men who hadn’t yet found their brides would leave to
search for them.

“We need to wait until the navigation
screens show people within a hard day’s march of here. You know we
were promised a bride within a long day’s walk of where we were
sent,” said Erle.

“That was just for when we first arrived.
It’s different now. Another group of women won’t come here. If you
want to find your brides you have to start looking for them,”
argued Duncan. He turned to his own bride and his angry frown faded
as he stared at Raine.

“I can’t just go wandering off looking for a
woman. I’m the paramedic. One of you might need me at any time.”
That was Fletcher speaking and his point was a valid one. All eight
of the warriors had been trained to do every task on the spaceship,
but they also had their own specialist areas. Andreas could splint
a broken leg in an emergency, but all of them would prefer to be
cared for by Fletcher if they became ill.

Herman sighed. His problem was even more
powerful than Fletcher’s. He was the second in command here and
Andreas relied on him. Once Herman left, responsibility would lie
very heavily indeed on Andreas’s shoulders. “I think we should
wait. What we could do is begin some computer searches of the area
around this place, but I don’t think we ought to leave until we
know there are humans in the surrounding area.”

“Even if there are people nearby, that’s no
guarantee they’ll include a bride for one of us,” added
Fletcher.

Herman frowned. The warriors were all from
Mu Arae 7, a planet thirty light years from Earth. Mu Araen
warriors had been arriving to help heal Earth for many years now,
but each one had to find his one true mate, the bride who would
bond with him, whose power he could release to help heal her land.
Andreas had found Terah, whose power was earth. Chad had found
Flame, whose power was fire. Duncan had found Raine, whose power
was water, and Gabriel had found Skye, whose power was air.
Together they were building a community which would be
self-sufficient and able to spread out and bring hope and healing
to this damaged planet.

Herman had no idea where his bride would be
found, or what her power would be. He hoped that the four missing
brides would be found together, as the first four had been, but
there was no guarantee of that either.

He needed to be patient, but fuck, patience
was difficult when he saw how happy his brother warriors were with
their brides. He longed to find the woman who would complete him,
make him whole, the one whose power he could release and who would
work beside him to bring life and hope to the Earth.

He left the others and walked back into the
pilot’s pod, settling himself into his copilot seat and drawing the
navigational system to himself. He estimated how far a healthy
warrior could march in a day, added an extra couple of miles for
certainty, and then drew a circle on the map centering it on their
spaceship parked in a village beside the ocean.

Inch by inch he scanned the land, noting the
terrain, the difficulty of travel, the potential for hiding places
or concealed communities. Of course this wasn’t the first time he’d
done such a check. When they’d first arrived they’d kept a constant
watch for anyone approaching their ship. However the women had
arrived so soon after they’d landed that he needed to carefully
redo every step he’d taken then.

No one was inside the zone he looked at, but
there was movement, a small group traveling slowly, two day’s
distant from them. Immediately he set up a perimeter check. The
moment anyone arrived within the border of his perimeter, alarms
would ring onboard ship. He knew the alarm was farther than even
the fittest warrior could walk in a day, but he needed the extra
bit of warning.

Then he went to his own room and packed a
backpack. It seemed stupid to expect these people to be the answer
he wanted just because he longed so much to meet his bride. But
Herman planned to be ready just in case. He thought about telling
Erle, Fletcher, and Boris, but he decided that would be cruel. Why
raise their hopes when it was so likely the travelers would go in
completely the opposite direction to them. However he’d keep watch
himself, even if he was being ridiculously unreasonably
hopeful.

The good news was that he knew what Earth
women looked like now. They were much smaller than Mu Araen women.
He and the other warriors were all approaching seven feet tall. It
was rare to find an adult Mu Araen female less than six feet tall,
but these Earthlings were not much over five feet in height. And
skinny. Very thin. He understood it was because of their lifestyle
of constantly moving from place to place to find food, so they had
a wiry strength and were surprisingly fit. But it was still very
different from the opulent curves he’d grown used to back home.

Fortunately he’d met Terah, Flame, Raine,
and Skye, so he wouldn’t inadvertently say anything rude to his own
bride when he met her. He was already adjusting his expectations
about her physical build. His bride was designed for him, and he
for her. Only he could unleash her power, so no matter how short
and thin she might be, together they would find happiness and
success.

Unable to settle in his room, he went back
to the navigation area but the people had stopped moving, still
well outside his boundary. Also, they appeared to be heading north,
away from the ocean and the spaceship, not west, toward him. Well,
damn.
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