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Kristina.

Being kidnapped by aliens wasn’t the nightmare science fiction horror stories propped it up to be. Not at all.

Or at least, that’s what I told myself when I realized what had happened to me.

It wasn’t bad to wake up refreshed from one of the best sleeps in my life, still in my black silk pajamas and cushioned by a gel-cooled padding that was designed with a custom fit. Sure, I was confused to find myself in a large silver pod instead of my bed. Sure, the cool white lights contrasted with the sunlight I had expected. But how bad could it really get?

When I first noticed the change in my setting, I lay on my back and blinked a few times in an effort to either remember what had happened or wake up. Then I heard the crying nearby. Sobs. Sniffles. An odd wail that forced me to prop myself up on my elbows and take proper stock of the scenario. And that’s when I realized that I was very, very far from home.

The good news was that I wasn’t the only one here, and that everyone else was as confused as I was. Not that the confusion was a good thing, but I liked not being alone. No one appeared to be hurt. We were all awake, all alive—just lost and trapped and baffled beyond belief.

As I glanced around, I started to make sense of the things the others were saying. At first my brain rejected it. I mean, there’s only so much insanity you can accept in a single day. Waking up in a freaking stasis pod with dozens (hundreds?) of other women around you is one thing. But aliens?

Aliens.

It took longer than it should have to catch the word at first. My brain could accept many wild and terrible things, but aliens wasn’t one of them. For example, I had no problem accepting that I was somewhere else, that my home was far away and that my life was in danger. But come on, aliens?

The worst part was that I knew it was true. I remembered waking up in this room at some point before, by a strange man with green skin, before being put back to sleep here.

How long had this been going on?

I leaned over the side of my pod and gagged, shocked that I had nothing to vomit.

Then, after I straightened, I saw the aliens themselves. That was when the very fabric of my consciousness shifted into an alternate dimension.

Yep. I’d heard the hysteria correctly. Aliens.

Oddly enough, I didn’t panic at the sight the way some of the girls did. These weren’t the bulbous, black-eyed monsters described in Area 51 tabloid articles. They were men, recognizably and even beautifully masculine, with attractive blue uniforms and green skin and hair.

I stared at the aliens for a good five seconds before taking stock of myself in the pod. I was healthy. I could wiggle my toes and count backward from ten. That was good. And the captors appeared to be reasonable people, or at least civilized. Maybe we could parley with them and talk them into letting us go or at least holding us for a ransom. As soon as my strength had built enough, I climbed out of my pod and looked for someone to talk to.

My nearest bet, a woman about my age, stood in an aisle between stasis pods with her arms hugged across her chest. She watched without blinking while the green men in the front of the room restrained a panicker who had been trying to bolt.

“Hey,” I said, sticking my hand out to my new friend.

She looked at my fingers for a long second before accepting the shake.

“I’m Kristina,” I said.

“Lucy,” she replied. She looked back at the aliens. I pivoted to stand next to her.

“Are they aliens, do we know?” I asked.

“That’s my theory,” she said. “They don’t look human, anyway. They’re too big. And too—green.”

“Do we know what we’re doing here?”

Lucy shrugged. “I don’t know. I just woke up.”

“Well, they’re not shooting us,” I said. “Not yet, anyway.”

She shook her head. “Honestly, those guys are as confused as we are. I don’t think this was supposed to happen.”

One of the alien men grabbed a girl and yelled at her, saying something that I couldn’t make out. He threw her in our approximate direction.

“We won’t be beating them in a fist fight any time soon,” I speculated, and Lucy smiled. “If we can find a way to talk to them, we can figure out what happened and why we’re here.”

“They’re not taking orders from us,” said Lucy. “We’re the underdogs.”

“But they’re also confused,” I said. “Maybe if we tried to talk, they’d listen.”

“We weren’t supposed to wake up,” she said. “There was an accident back there, and now all of these guys are in hot water. Now that we’ve left our coffins, they’re not about to play nice. We’re cattle to them. Or prisoners of war. We don’t get a say.”

“There has to be something we can use to get through to them,” I said, glancing around the room. “Why did they take us to begin with? Maybe we can offer them some help in exchange for a trip home.”

“Do you want to walk up to one of them and ask?”

I didn’t. The back of my head was still spinning. I didn’t know if the lightheadedness was from shock or from the gasses I’d been breathing up until about two minutes ago.

“Sit down if you want. If they don’t see you here, you’ll be safer,” said Lucy, dropping to the floor herself.

It was true. I couldn’t estimate the size of the room because I had nothing to compare it to, but it looked like a modest sports field on Earth in size. The stasis pods fell in large rows, looking like sleek metallic caskets from a science fiction movie. The only things breaking the rows were the towering columns that appeared to provide both support and power for the pods. Around us, the walls curved up into the ceilings, giving the room a nightmarish endless quality. Everything was linear, symmetrical and precise.

One wall had a series of black rectangular panels with softened corners. The contrast of the black with the silver walls caught my attention until I realized that it wasn’t really black on the other side. It was night. Or space, more accurately. We were on a starship, and this was outer space.

Aliens indeed.

My heart beat like it was preparing for a marathon. I wanted to run, to bolt out of this place until I found a map or a human who knew what was going on. What I wouldn’t give to see a human in uniform step out and assure us that this was all a drill. But this wasn’t a day for miracles. I’d have to settle for strategy.

The room had two exits. The first was the obvious one, a gaping opening to another part of this place. I couldn’t see what was on the other side because of the alien men constantly blocking my view. Either way, breaking out from there would be impossible.

The other door, which was at the top of a steel ladder, was just as unhelpful, since it appeared to open up to space itself. No one approached it.

The first girl I’d first seen getting thrown back located the two of us. She looked lost. Her eyes were dark, more gray than black but blurring the two colors together. She looked like she was about to cry and stumbled as she ran forward.

Lucy sprang to her feet and joined her. “Hey, hey. Is everything all right?”

“W-what happened to us?” stammered the new girl. Her voice was so soft I could barely hear it.

“The aliens came, and here we are,” said Lucy. “Sorry I can’t soften the blow.”

The new girl blinked but appeared to calm.

Lucy sucked in her breath. “The good news is that we’re all in the same boat. Or starship, at least. I don’t think they’re going to kill us. If they wanted to hurt us, they would have by now.”

Our newest companion grabbed her wrist where the alien man had pushed her and rubbed it. “But who are they? What are they? I’ve never seen so many guys who were all so tall before.”

Lucy raised an eyebrow. “You’ve had a face to face confrontation with a green guy from Mars, and the only thing you notice about him is his height?”

“I think it’s better if we don’t ask too many questions,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Missy. Missy Regent.”

Missy. Such a cute name for such an innocent person. I smiled at Missy and worked to fake an optimism I didn’t feel. “Hello Missy, I’m Kristina Hill. I say the three of us make a pact. We all look out for each other until we know what’s going on and get out of this mess together.”

“Agreed,” said Lucy, striking her hand out palm down.

Missy and I joined in, and at the same time, our captors restrained another would-be runaway.

“I’d like to see how those guys would do in a boxing match,” said Lucy, turning to the men almost like she appreciated them. “I bet they’d break every record on Earth in a heartbeat. It wouldn’t even be fair.”

I squinted. “Do you actually admire them, or is this your way of dealing with trauma?”

Lucy shrugged. “I figure that when reality stops being real, you might as well embrace the chaos.”

Missy looked down. “I want to get out of here. I want to get out of here. I want to get out of here,” she repeated like Dorothy saying there was no place like home.

I nodded. “Maybe we can talk to them.”

“Do they speak English?” asked Lucy.

Missy perked up. “They use a translator of some kind, but yes. I never had any problem understanding that one. He just told me—told me to get back here and go back to sleep.”

“What a sense of humor,” said Lucy, turning to me with a pained grimace. “He probably thinks himself a real joker.”

Lucy and Missy started talking on their own, and I stepped forward in an independent mini-investigation. Several of our captors were talking with each other and ignoring the rest of us. They were defensive, if anything. They didn’t want to hurt us and they weren’t making any serious effort to stick us back. They were concerned.

Beyond that, each of the men were in perfect form. I was beginning to realize now that they were taller than human men. Not just taller, but bigger too. Olympic stock if I ever saw it. The hairs on the back of my neck rose on end.

“Hey Kristina,” said Lucy, calling me back before I could step further. “We’ve got a job for you.”

I stiffened and turned around.

“You see that guy over there? How about you sneak up behind him and take his ray gun from his belt?” Lucy pointed and singled out her desired target.

“I what?” I asked, and the blood drained from my face so quickly I wondered if I might actually pass out.

“There’s no way we can beat them physically, but if we’re the ones with the guns, we can do a stand-off.”

“Are you crazy?” I hissed, forgetting instantly the peaceful demeanor of the men near the door. “He’ll crush me. He might actually kill me.”

“He won’t kill you.”

“He will if I take his weapon.”

“Please,” she said. “I think we’re too valuable for that. They haven’t hurt anyone yet. Besides, that guy’s too distracted, see? The big one over there just chewed him out, so he’s pouting in the corner. If you walk up from behind and slip his gun out, he won’t even notice.”

“Are you seriously asking me to disarm an alien super-soldier?” I asked. Briefly I thought about hopping back into the sleeping pod and seeing if my surroundings changed again by the next time I woke up.

Lucy shrugged. “You’re the one who wants to take action. I would, but I’m still shaking off some of the stuff they had back there.”

Missy pressed her lips together in silent agreement. I’d have a better chance trying to weasel my way out with one of the green guys than with either of these two.

The officer in question was alone, watching the door with his hands planted on his hips while he waited for someone to try to break through. No one was with him right now because one pair had left the room and several others were fending off a girl. I could see the ray gun Lucy had pointed out as well, holstered onto the back of his belt. From what I could tell, nothing was holding it in place other than gravity.

A knot formed in my gut. I didn’t know how to steal. I wasn’t a stealthy person in general. I was the kind of person who couldn’t even take a cookie off the tray unless someone else offered it to me first.

“We’re not going to get a chance like this again,” said Lucy, clapping a hand on my back. “If we even want to try, we’ve got to act now.”

She was right.

I drew my breath and wiggled my toes. I could still feel the effects of being in stasis. I forced my lightheadedness into a small part of my brain, and then I moved forward.

The closer I drew to my target, the more foolish the endeavor became. Suddenly the alien men were everywhere and were looking everywhere. All I could think about was how big they were and how forceful they were and how they could snap my bones with nothing more than a twist of the wrist.
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Kristina.

I felt like a kid playing Capture the Flag again, but this time the stakes were much higher. I tried to look at the situation from a bird’s eye view.

Stealing a weapon from an armed alien soldier guy—who did that? It was asking for punishment, or a loud and embarrassing scandal at the least. Most of the women couldn’t have gotten even as close as I was. Their jumpy movements would give them away. I didn’t have to be like that. If I acted like I wasn’t up to anything, no one would have any reason to suspect me. I was only curious—not panicking, not trying to bolt. What could be wrong with that?

I decided to take an indirect route, examining the architecture of the ship and the patterns on the smooth gray carpeting beneath us. There wasn’t much to look at there, but my ploy did the trick. Nobody stopped me or addressed me as I approached the alien man in question. He didn’t even turn around. My heart pounded so hard it was all I could hear. This was it. One swipe and I could declare my mission successful.

I turned my head to face the other side of the room. Then, in one movement, I reached forward and slipped the ray gun out of the holster. Boom. Done.

That was much easier than I’d expected. There was no resistance, no clasp holding the weapon in place. The officer I had stolen from didn’t seem to notice anything, although he did shift his weight while watching the door. I didn’t take any time to let myself look at the gun in my hands or consider the fact that if I fired it, I could take somebody’s life. Instead, I held it straight by my side, turned and walked away. No, I was moving too quickly. I winced and forced myself to slow down. Then I wove in a random pattern between the pods until I reached my two companions.

Lucy looked thrilled. “High five,” she said.

I smacked her one.

Lucy cocked her head to Missy. “Hey, Missy, how about you take this and go hide with it? No one’s going to suspect you after your earlier break.”

Missy reached forward and took the gun from me without a word.

“Now that we’re armed, we can stand on an equal footing with the aliens,” said Lucy. “We just need a strategy. We need to know what to say and what to demand. Anyone think we can take over the ship if we play our cards right?”

“A single ray gun won’t do anything,” I said. “Every one of these men is armed. We can’t get away with anything if they take down whoever has the gun.”

“We can also pick them off turkey style,” said Lucy. “I used to go hunting with my dad all the time. What you do is you shoot the one in the back, and then the one in front of him and the one in front of him. Of course, it’s best if you have some kind of distraction. Something that won’t make them run the minute you get started. I wonder how loud these things are when they go off? Is it a bang or more of a zooming buzz?”

Missy shook her head and wrapped her hand around the smooth silver barrel of the weapon. “Guys, there’s something I didn’t tell you. Something that he told me when he was throwing me out back here. Do you know what we were doing in those pods? Why they abducted us?”

My stomach began to feel sick. I knew the hammer was going to fall sooner or later. I didn’t know how to react now that it was happening.

“Why?” asked Lucy.

“Because they’re putting us on the market. For breeding,” said Missy. “What they’re trying to do right now is find a way to get us back into the pods without alarming us, harming us, or causing any sort of drama. That way they can deliver us as undamaged goods.”

“Breeding. You mean like forced sex?” Lucy swallowed.

I pressed a hand over my mouth in silent shock. No, I wasn’t prepared to think about this now. I couldn’t think of anything beyond this room, this circumstance. I couldn’t think that they could force me back into that thing and put me back to sleep before waking me up to go into some alien man’s arms.

Even Lucy paled as she considered the scenario. “Okay, then,” she said. “It’s second amendment time. Guns for everyone. Kristina, you were perfect out there. He still hasn’t noticed it’s missing. Do you see that other guy off to the side? He’s our best bet for target number two. After him, we’ll only need one more, and then all three of us will be armed. Does that sound good?”

I opened my mouth to protest. My spit hardened into a lump in my throat as I debated whether I could pin this one off on her or Missy. How could they force me back into this?

“You were so good,” Lucy insisted. “I didn’t even see you take it. You looked like you only wanted to see the officers up close. Please, Krissy. We need you. Our lives depend on you.”

I sucked in my breath. Lucy was folding her hands together and putting on her best damsel in distress act. “I’ll do what I can,” I said.

She clapped me on the back. “Perfect. And we’ll wait before the third one.”

“Third one?”

“It’s a charm,” she said, wagging her finger victoriously.

“I’m not taking a third one.”

“Not yet,” said Lucy. “Obviously, if you keep going up there like that, they’re going to suspect something. We’ll wait a while. Give it some time. Now shoo.”

My new target officer was bigger than the last one, and more alert. It was true that he was the only one who wouldn’t notice if someone took his ray gun from his holster. Yet from the way he turned his head in a constant survey of the room, I knew that if I made one wrong move he would spot me.

Even as I moved forward, I wished I’d asked Lucy to join me. Maybe she could ask him if he’d ever considered professional wrestling or beg him for mercy. But no, these men didn’t want to talk. We weren’t even captives to them. We were merchandise.

As I approached this other officer from behind, he turned his head suddenly, and my breath froze in my lungs. “Tall” didn’t describe it. This man was bulky, muscular, a monster from ancient lore. I reached forward and placed one hand on top of the ray gun’s handle.

Target number two stiffened. He reached around with one of his hands and slapped it down on mine, peeling it from the hilt of his gun as he turned around to face me. I felt like I was three inches tall.

“Think you were being clever, did you?” he asked.

I swallowed. I couldn’t talk now. I hated myself, and I hated Lucy for sending me out here.

“Tell me, which of these capsules did you come out from?”

He was going to put me back. All my fighting was for nothing now. Out of all these women, I would be the first one to be locked up again, the first one to be put back to sleep even if the others had a fighting chance. I wanted to look back at Lucy and beg her to join us, but I couldn’t draw attention to her. That would be breaking our trust.

I printed a wavering finger in the direction of my sleeping pod. “That one,” I said.

He followed my finger, and his eyes narrowed. Eventually, he turned back to me. “I should have guessed. This is going to be easier than I thought,” he said. “Here I was, thinking I was going to have to wrestle you down into one of those things and put you back to sleep. But this is a lucky day for both of us.”

“It is?” I asked, relaxing in my confusion. Maybe he was going to spare me, then. Maybe I was special, set apart from the other girls. Maybe I wasn’t breeding stock, but someone more important.

But the smile the alien man gave me was far from comforting. “You’ve already been bought and paid for, it turns out. By one of our own men. Rhaegar, go up and grab Lieutenant Thorin. Tell him his bride has woken up from her slumber and she needs his companionship.” He squeezed my hand so tightly I worried he’d crush my bones. “And you sit pretty, little one. Your man is on his way down.”

My man? Oh no. This was so much worse than I thought. Here I was, afraid of being put back to sleep again and listed on a marketplace. It hadn’t occurred to me that I might have already been bought. That the alien who wanted to breed with me was already here on the ship and ready to take me. There was no way I could get out of this one.
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Thorin.

It was shaping up to be a good day, despite the troubling reports of the women waking up on Cargo Bay 3. This morning during my initial inspection round of the Creed’s central decks, I found exactly two malfunctioning panels. Two panels always meant a good day, while one or three meant I was better off playing it safe. Superstition? Possibly, but it was the way I had learned to sort things since I was young. Some people mocked my practices, but I had always believed that the universe was much bigger than we could understand. That was part of my fascination with science and the universe as a whole. There was always more to learn, simple coincidences that turned out to be correlated. My fascination with such patterns had led me to solve countless equations at the academy. This even included the near-unsolvable Ferrox Paradox when I realized that my graph spelled the solution in a different language.

My comrades, however, had a different perspective.

“I thought a traitor on our ship was bad,” said Lieutenant Joram next to me as I finished my second repair and fit the siding over the panel. The two of us worked together for a lot of the day. This morning he’d been busy working below. Yesterday we’d had an intruder. Someone had broken on board our ship and pulled one of our girls out of her stasis pod. Before leaving, the two of them had tampered with the other pods. This morning we were met with shipwide disorder and instability. Stasis units started opening left and right, and now we had a growing crowd of human women on board, all wide awake and terrified. Our crew had no idea what to do.

The situation was chaos, and I couldn’t blame some of the men for their terror—but I could see something different. Despite the unpleasant news that had woken me up, this was set to be an auspicious day. Anything bad that had happened would turn around by the end of my shift.

Besides that, the women posed no actual threat. They were small and weak compared to us. The only surprise was that Joram and the initial security team hadn’t already taken care of the matter on their own.

“They’re angry, and they’re scared,” said Joram. “What’s worse is I can’t blame them. And Rhaegar of course told them why they were here, which made everything that much worse. Now that they know they’re going to be sold on a market, they see us as the enemy.”

“They’re intelligent and sentient beings,” I said with a glassy stare. “Do you really think they’d go back into those pods of their own free will, even if you told them it was safe? We can’t subdue them based on diplomacy. We need force.”

“Force. That’s harsh,” said Joram. “Hey, wait a moment. Didn’t you buy one of those women back when we first took them on board?”

I froze. I was not ready to have this conversation yet.

Unfortunately, my hesitation only compelled Joram to move forward. “That’s right, isn’t it? You should go check up on her and see if she’s okay. You should have woken her up before now, anyway.”

I thought of her, of my woman, awake and alone down below. She was vulnerable. Afraid as well, and before I remembered my place, I was nearly overcome with the shame and horror of the fact that I hadn’t been down there to save her. “We don’t know she’s one of the ones who woke up,” I said. “Besides, I’m not ready for a mate yet. I haven’t set anything up.”

“So?”

“What would I even do with a woman?” I asked. “Take her to my quarters and tell her to make herself at home and wait for me in the evening? Claim a sick day so I can spend my time exploring every inch of her body? I wanted to wake her up at the right time.”

Joram nodded. “I think ‘the right time’ doesn’t exist. But on a more serious note, Thorin, we need you to go down there. One look at you and we won’t even need to use force. Use your voice with them. That will show them.”

His words were interrupted when someone else ran up to us. It was Ensign Rhaegar, one of our younger comrades who was still learning the ropes about working on a massive cargo vessel in space.

Rhaegar was tall, even imposing despite his youth. He looked at each of us and bowed his head to me as he approached. “We need your attention in Cargo Bay 3,” he said.

“What happened? Are the women now holding you hostage?” I asked. 

“We need assistance.”

“I wasn’t assigned that mess, and I’m not going to clean it up for you.”

“Not even for her?” Joram purred, leaning in toward my ear.

My skin prickled, and I wondered how easy it would be to snap Joram’s neck. But I couldn’t deny it. When we had first taken these women on board, I’d reviewed their identification numbers carefully to verify that none of them had what I called the “magic sequence.” The magic sequence was a string of numbers that had followed me my whole life. These days I sought it out and insisted on it, if possible. It was the serial number of my boots, the ticket that had landed me here on this ship, the alignment of stars over my head when I had first hatched from incubation. When I saw that one of the women had the same sequence, purchasing her on reserve was an easy decision.

“Is she awake?” I asked.

“The one you bought?”

I didn’t respond openly.

Rhaegar continued. “Yeah, she’s awake. They all are. And she’s the one causing all the problems,” he said. “In fact, she’s the reason why they sent me here after you. Because while this might not be your job, she certainly is.”

Joram and I glanced at each other. “It looks like you picked a feisty one,” he said with a coquettish grin.

Feisty. I liked that, even if it meant she was a troublemaker. I’d assumed, based on size, that human women were docile and submissive. Add onto that the fear of traveling space for the first time and mating with a man they had never met, and I figured she wouldn’t have any surprises left for me. Already the magic sequence was doing its work.

“I’ll be right down,” I said.

Rhaegar nodded and left. I planted a hand on my hip and faced Joram. “Are you coming? There might be a show.”

“You want me to play wingman? Push her into your arms? I don’t think she’s going to want to play ball.”

“I’m concerned about the men down there, not the women,” I said. “Especially not my woman. I expect things will go well with her.”

“According to your superstitions, which you need to drop,” he said. “We’re poking a Cheolian dragon, Thorin. Let’s not get burned.” He jogged to keep up with my pace.

I ignored him and hurried to the cargo bay with an easy gait. After I arrived, I could easily see what the problem was. The entire room was in disarray. Near the door, our men were clustered in uniform, looking as confused and dazed as the women they were supposed to be rounding up. The women in turn wandered around like barnyard fowl, whimpering or crying or asking questions that nobody answered. One girl was going hysterical in a corner. I narrowed my eyes and turned to Rhaegar, who stood to attention.

“Is this the best you men can do?” I asked.

By now everyone around me had stilled. I let my muscles bulge under my uniform, knowing that the display of power would boost morale. “We have a job to do down here, and I shouldn’t have had to come down to make sure it was done myself. I thought you were professionals, always up to the task.”

Rhaegar turned around, and I almost called him back, but I saw what he was doing. He took one of the girls, a brunette with dark eyes, and he dragged her forward. She resisted his touch and wrestled against him with every step. She was beautiful—like a carved statue brought to life before my eyes. When she saw me, she fell slack and stared. The first sign of ultimate submission.

“What’s this?” I asked, using a commanding tone and eyeing her as if she were a kit of rations.

“This is the one you bought, the one you claimed for yourself,” he said. “Take a look if you want. She’s not as afraid as some of the others.”

Now her eyes widened. A gasp escaped her lips and she twisted her arm in Rhaegar’s grasp, but she wasn’t able to free herself. Spunk. It was just like he had told me. My loins stirred at the sight of her red cheeks and dark waves of hair. I could see the two of us being mated now. Yes, the vision came as clear as day. She had the strength of will that I often found lacking in my own men, stubbornness and defiance that elevated her above the other women. I lifted my hand and placed it under her chin, but she pulled away.

“Are you sure you still want her?” Rhaegar asked. I silenced him with a single glance. My bride was far from the docile creature we had expected. She would need to be broken in, domesticated like an animal. And my pleasure was beyond expression.

“You can’t break yourself out of this place,” I told her. “Either you do everything we say, or you get back in the stasis pod.”

She blinked but didn’t speak. I wondered what her voice was or if she was only a bold mute. I wouldn’t mind the silence. Either way, I could tell my earlier intuition about the day was right. This was an auspicious morning for me, and only the best would come of it.
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Kristina.

It wasn’t a man who had purchased me. It was a beast, a minotaur who was all too pleased that I’d stumbled into his labyrinth. The figure who came in from the hall following the officer stood taller than the others, more brutish and terrifying to look at. On the right side of his neck, I could see a scar where he’d been wounded once before in combat. His eyes were narrow and dark and beady, and his chin was strong and covered by a fine layer of facial hair. Hairy, just like a beast. My impulse to squirm or run ended when I realized that this man could knock me over with a simple push of his index finger.

Finally the man who was holding me let go of me. He had faith in this animal, too.

The mountain of the man in front of me told me that if I didn’t obey, they’d force me back into the stasis pod. But what if I did obey? In true brutish fashion, he already wanted to mate with me, even though I’d only been awake a few moments.

Now he loomed over me with a victorious gleam in his dark eyes. “Come with me,” he said.

That didn’t take long.

This was the part where I had to disagree. “I’m not going with you,” I said.

“Would rather go back to the stasis unit?” he asked.

I balled my hands into fists. Lucy ran up behind me. Lucy! For a moment there, I’d thought she and Missy had forgotten all about me. She slipped the ray gun into my hand to the shock of everyone around us. “Take this. You need it.”

The man in front of me tensed. “Where did you get that?” he barked, and his voice was so sharp I almost dropped the weapon.

“She stole it, or one of them did, at least,” said a man from behind me. “Your little prize was getting one for herself when we caught her.”

My captor lifted his hands in a defensive gesture that didn’t look at all afraid. “That’s a weapon. It doesn’t belong on you. Now you can either put it down or give it back to whoever you took it from.”

My moment had come, and right now I could see nothing else to do. I reached forward and tried to ignore the way my hand trembled. I didn’t even know how this thing worked. Clearly it was not like a normal gun. It didn’t have a trigger. Not a proper one, anyway. There was no way to see if it was loaded. Did space guns even need to be loaded, or did they work automatically? I had no idea. Even if I knew how to handle it, another couple of the men raised their own ray guns and pointed them at me. I’d never pictured myself the victim of a wild West shootout before.

“Everyone, lower your weapons,” said my would-be captor. “I don’t want a bloodbath here. That includes you, woman.”

He used the word like my name, and that stung. I wasn’t going to wait anymore. I selected the less threatening button, aimed, and fired at his chest. The man in front of me barely had time to groan before collapsing onto the ground. He didn’t move to get back up.

My mouth gaped open. Was he dead? Had I just killed someone? My breath returned only after I saw his chest rising and falling. He wasn’t dead—just unconscious.

“He’s stunned,” someone said as someone else ripped the ray gun from my hands.

“Take her to the brig,” said someone else.

I couldn’t turn my eyes away from the figure on the floor before me. Had I done that? Had I actually brought a man down? I’d never felt so powerful but so weak at the same time.

Lucy stood by helplessly like the others. From where I stood, I couldn’t even see Missy. Hopefully she was hiding far away. The soldiers barked a few orders and decided to lock the doors and leave the other women there alone. But I wouldn’t be with them.

A pair of men grabbed me, one on either arm. They dragged me out of the room to the hall outside, and we climbed a small ladder upward until my legs threatened to buckle under me. I wasn’t used to movement. Either the gravity here was different from Earth’s or my muscles had started to atrophy in the stasis pod. At intervals, I got glimpses of the outside view through the small windows positioned near the ladder. There was no question now that we were in space. Deep space. Starship and aliens confirmed.

Eventually we changed direction, and they took me down another hall and led me into a small, open-faced room. “We’ll bring you food twice a day,” said one man in uniform. “Water as well. And the toilet’s over there behind the curtain should you need it. If you’re religious at all, human, you’d better pray for your life. Lt. Thorin won’t be happy with you when he wakes up. If he wants to throw you out of an airlock, he’ll be well within his rights. Shooting him was a stupid move.”

“I won’t be bought by anybody,” I said.

“It’s too late for you to make that claim, woman. You’ll find Thorin’s very stubborn about this kind of arrangement.”

Up to this point, I’d been able to keep my composure, but now, for the first time since I’d woken up, the reality of my situation hit me with full force. This wasn’t a sci-fi movie, where I’d break out and steal a shuttle to return back home. This was real life, and sometimes real life didn’t have happy endings. No one would ever hear from me back home. Not my parents. Not even Lucy or Missy down in the room with all the pods. They would be left alone to assume that I was tossed out with yesterday’s trash.

I looked at the officer before me and tried to think of something to say, something that would break the bleak silence that now wedged its way between us. There was no point in hiding my fear anymore. No reason to pretend to be strong.

The officer grunted and walked away down the hall, leaving me alone.

I stepped forward after him, holding my hand out until the electric buzz from the invisible wall confirmed that I was indeed locked up. I should have guessed this wasn’t an exercise in trust.

The cell they’d locked me up in was comparable in size to a small bedroom. It had no furniture except for a slim white bench pressed against the wall in the back. One corner was curtained off for the lavatory. There was no entertainment. No windows. Not even a drab piece of abstract art hanging on the wall to keep me company.

There was nothing to do but cross my arms and talk to myself and wonder. Would I have a trial for this? Would there be an additional punishment? I replayed everything that had landed me here in my head. The guy who came to me was mammoth. If I hadn’t shot him I would have had no protection at all. Even thinking of him made my chest tighten. They’d revive him eventually. When he woke, he’d either want to kill me or take me for himself, and I didn’t know which option scared me more.

Crossing the cell, I sat down on the hard white bench and pressed my hands to my face. It wasn’t long before the tears followed of their own accord. The worst part was that I still wanted to believe that there was a way out of this.
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Thorin.

The fuzziness that greeted me when I woke up reminded me of a hangover, but as I opened my eyes and looked around, I found myself in sick bay instead of the comfort of my own bed. All memories of what had happened to me came flooding back. I was there in the cargo bay, intimidating my men into dealing better with the human women. Then I saw the one woman that I had purchased, the companion I’d paid for with my money. Someone gave her a gun, and the first thing she did with it was fire at me.

There was one good thing about that action. My woman wasn’t just spunky, but as brave as any of the marines on board. She hadn’t run from me, hadn’t even hesitated after I spoke to her. She saw a threat, and she faced it like one familiar with the battlefield. Her action had surprised me and all the others, but despite my recovering condition, I felt a ray of pride when I thought of her. We would make a strong family together.

“Awake already?”

I turned to see the trim form of Dr. Taurus as he looked at me from his work desk on my right. Now I became more aware of the abrasive white lights in this room, the stiffness of the cot under me and how unnecessary the blanket felt over my uniform and boots. “She almost missed me,” I said.

The doctor’s eyes sparkled. “I’ll take it you weren’t hit that badly, then. The boys told me what happened, how that feisty mate of yours fought back. I’m surprised you didn’t take the gun out of her hands when you first saw it.”

“I wanted to see what she’d do,” I said. “I have armor. Even if she’d hit me with a kill I would have only been wounded at worst. Since she chose stun, I’ll assume there’s nothing wrong with me now, and I’m good to go.”

“You’re free to report for duty as soon as you see fit,” said Dr. Taurus. “But between you and me, I’d think twice about the girl. I say you should sell her back to the market and pick out one who won’t shoot you for speaking to her.”

I sat up and rolled my shoulders. “She didn’t do anything serious, and I find her spirit attractive,” I said. I stood up and glanced around the sick bay, squinting in the blue-white lights. “I’m going to head down to Cargo Bay 3 and see if they need further help,” I said before leaving. Dr. Taurus nodded.

I only got about half the distance to the cargo bay when I ran into Joram walking in the opposite direction. He had a slim tablet in his hand, and he was surprised when he saw me.

“What’s the news?” I asked.

Joram blinked. “Back on the job already?”

“I wasn’t hurt. Just sleeping.”

“As you say,” he said. “You gave us a scare back there, Thorin. After we got you to sickbay, we decided it was best to leave the girls alone for now. We’ll give them some rations later and check in on them. Captain Safrin said he’ll allow it.”

“They’re still loose?”

“We can’t put them back when they’re panicked,” he said. “Otherwise they’ll all scream when they wake up, and the merchants won’t like that, and we’ll get all the blame. It’s called forward thinking.”

I rubbed the side of my head. “I hate when you make sense. And how’s my woman?”

“Your assailant, you mean?” He looked surprised that I’d even asked about her.

“That’s right,” I said. “You guys didn’t toss her off the ship, did you?”

“We don’t have that level of clearance,” he said. “She belongs to you. Her fate should be yours to decide. But we didn’t leave her there with the others. After what she did, we sent her to the brig. We figured it would be safer that way and keep the others in line.”

“You locked my woman in the brig?” I let the anger seep through my voice. I didn’t like when anyone messed with my things, and the thought of her being handled like common property made my hair stand on end.

“She shot you.”

“She stunned me. You could have woken me up by throwing water over my face. Oh, forget it. I’ve got to check in on her and make sure none of you meatheads bruised her in transit. You didn’t handle her too roughly, did you?”

“She put up a fight in the beginning.”

“Did you sedate her?”

“No one sedated her,” he said. “Though that would have been a good idea, now that you bring it up.”

I grunted and turned in the direction of the brig. Joram stayed behind me, eventually turning and walking the other way. He felt ashamed for the way he’d handled her, for the way everyone had. I might address the issue in the future, but for right now, there was something much more important on my mind: my companion’s wellbeing.

Already I could feel a groan in my throat when I thought of how she must feel right now. I didn’t want her to be poorly treated. I liked the display of strength she had shown me when I was down there. If anything, she should have been rewarded or recognized for it. Instead, the men were treating her like a criminal. Sometimes my problem with the men under me was that they listened too blindly to authority and not enough to their own intuition.

The woman I’d purchased waited for me in a single-cell brig, one of the larger units. It was the same treatment that would have been given to an insubordinate member of the crew. As soon as she first saw me, the woman rose from the bench and straightened to attention. Her long dark hair fell over her shoulders, almost to her elbows in length. She was beautiful, wanting me to take her even if she didn’t know it yet.

“How long have you been here?” I asked.

The woman blinked a few times. She had full lips, which she licked now, and some of the color returned to her face. “A few minutes. Not too long,” she said. Her voice trembled. All the earlier strength and fear that I’d seen in her had gone away. She’d been through too much—she needed comfort now, reassurance. The remedy was up to me.

“I’m sorry about that,” I said. “How about you come with me, and we make things right with each other?”

She recoiled at the words. I’d offended her. But how? I studied her in confusion as she backed against the wall, looking at it like she wanted it to swallow her.

“Some of the men say we should keep you here indefinitely,” I said. “Your little display back there scared people, and they don’t think you can be trusted with anything. In fact, they don’t believe you’re safe for the market even if I were to reject you now. After what you did, you might be sold into something far worse, or killed on site since no one could trust you. No one wants a mate who shoots first.”

“No one wants to be bought as a mate for an alien, either,” she said. Her voice was stony, expressionless; but in her words, I recognized the spark that had been there before. I warmed at the thought.

“You’re free to join me and leave this place. If you come with me, you’ll have to play nice. No more shooting anyone. No more attacking anyone from behind or arguing back.”

“I don’t want to go with you,” she said.

Now my shoulders dropped. That was a slight against me—me personally. She wasn’t simply afraid; she had developed a pronounced dislike of me and was now fighting to stay away. “I don’t know how much about this they told you,” I said. “When you and the others were first loaded on the ship, I recognized your serial number. It’s what I call my lucky sequence, and it’s always connected with good things.”

She lifted a hand to silence me. “You don’t need to tell me anything,” she said. “Your buddies have already enlightened me, thank you very much. I know that you bought me and that you intend to mate with me.”

“And I’d still like to give that a try,” I said.

“Well a, I don’t intend on being owned by anybody, even if that means I’m in a bad situation like being locked up in the jail here. And b, I’m not interested in mating with an alien under any circumstances. And c, lucky numbers are the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard of.”

My woman was cultured. We didn’t know a whole lot about the civilization that we had taken these girls from, but I began to realize that my approach was what had bothered her. She saw herself as a slave or something. But a mate was much more important than a slave. I had always and only intended a shared future together with healthy offspring. It was a serious matter, and she should have been honored that I thought so highly of her.

“You don’t want to belong to me?” I asked. “I’m highly respected here. Very strong as well. I excel in all the physical evaluations. Anything you need I could get for you.”

She rubbed her exposed forearms. “What I need is a ticket back to Skowhegan,” she said. “I guess you don’t have any spare Earth tickets on you, do you?”

Her tone had shifted from antagonistic to strategic. If I could match her in diplomacy, I could win her trust—and from there, her love.

I played along. “I don’t know what I can do,” I said. “I’m sorry you miss your home, but it’s going to be more complicated than that. When you were taken from Earth, all memories of you were erased from everyone around you. All your records were destroyed. If you went back, there would be nothing waiting for you.”

Now she swallowed and drew a shaky breath. She looked away from me. I saw that her eyes were glittering now, glassy with tears. My best effort to help had only made her cry instead.

“Please don’t cry,” I said. “I want to help you. I want to make you comfortable here. And make you a good home. This is an auspicious day for both of us, and when we mate, it will all be worth it.”

“Stop talking about mating,” she said, clasping her hands together. “You make me want to barf. If you lay one hand on me, you won’t even live to regret it.”

I swallowed and tried not to take the insult too personally. Frankly, I would have assumed all women would want to mate with me. I was well endowed with excellent genes. But apparently this woman wasn’t ready for intimacy, and I still needed to break her out of the brig. “Then how about we do this instead,” I said. “You play nice and stay by my side. I won’t lay a hand on you unless you’re begging for it.”

Now her expression brightened. “Do you promise?” she asked. Her lips trembled upwards into a smile, but fell again when she realized she was getting too happy.

I leaned in toward the invisible force barrier. “I treasure you more than life itself,” I said. “I will do anything in my power to protect you and please you. But I need you to trust me. And don’t try anything. They’re less merciful to repeat offenders. Do you think you can do that?”

She blinked, and her eyes flitted around the room. There wasn’t much to look at here. She had a single bench and a lavatory, and nothing else to look at. Only the hall in front of her. “And if I refuse?” she asked. “Or if you try anything and I fight back? What will happen to me then?”

I realized that the woman I’d bought was as shrewd as she was brave. “You’ll come back here. Beyond that, I’m the one who will decide your fate. It will depend on the circumstances, but I give you my word right now that no harm will come to you.”

“Fair enough. Now do you have a name, or should I just call you Green Alien Number One?”

I pointed at myself. “I’m Thorin,” I said. “What about you? Do you have a name?”

“Kristina,” she said. “Kristina Hill.”

“Kristina.” I punched my security code into the lock and repeated the name again to myself. Kristina. The syllables might be hard for me to remember, but the name was attractive. It rolled off my tongue when I repeated it quietly to myself. “I’ve opened your cell on my clearance,” I said. “But I’ll give you a warning. Don’t try anything that could get us in trouble, Kristina. I promise I’ll take care of you as long as you’re at my side, but I can’t have you fighting me every step of the way.”

She hugged her arms across her chest as she walked beside me. I knew she didn’t like the arrangement, and I wished I could make it better for her. But right now, there was nothing more I could think of. It broke my heart seeing her locked away like this when she was only trying to defend herself. I just wished there was a way I could make her see me in a better light. I wished there was a way I could make her want me.
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Kristina.

I didn’t know if I’d just made the greatest decision of my life or the worst. The alien menace, Thorin, said that he’d take care of me as long as I stayed with him. I just didn’t know if taking care of me included protecting me from himself. There was no question about what he wanted to do with me. The way he looked at me made me shiver inside my pajamas and wish I had been wearing literally anything else when the aliens had abducted me. His eyes undressed me every time they met mine. He was already imagining what he would do with me when he had me all to himself. Now that I had left with him, he must be savoring the thought of how close we were and how I was completely—even willingly—at his mercy.

The fact that we were completely alone in the hall made things worse. If I called for help now, No one would save me.

Thorin and I left in the opposite direction of the storage room with the stasis pods. I wondered how the other women were doing and if the aliens had overtaken them since I’d been escorted away. I thought about Lucy and Missy and wondered if they’d managed to claim any more weapons. Probably not. They must have counted me as dead by now. It was true—I was as good as dead.

Thorin navigated the ship without thinking. Sometimes he would pause and point things out: the armory, the engine room, the direction of the docking bay. Whenever this happened, he turned and looked at me so deeply I felt obligated to respond, even if I had nothing to say.

Soon the doors grew closer together, and Thorin slowed. The doors on this ship were round, not rectangular, and they watched us like an unsettling twin line of eyes.

When Thorin stopped, he pointed to the curling, branch-like symbol on one of the doors. “This is our number,” he said.

I swallowed. “It looks more like a squiggle to me,” I said, doodling in the air with my index finger.

“You might want to commit it to memory so that you can find it in the future.”

“Is this where I’m going to stay?” I asked. I hadn’t considered it before, but now I felt terrified that these guys shared bunks. One alien trying to mate with me was bad enough, but how could I fend off two? Or four? What if Thorin wanted to share me with his friends?

“It is,” he said, sticking his chin out in confidence. He typed a similar code in the lock next to the door, and it dilated in front of us and revealed a private apartment. No roommates here. It would be just the two of us, and I tried not to think of the implications there. There wasn’t much here except for a small bed and a table with the chair next to it as well as some drawers and shelves built into the walls. Everything was gray and black in turn, with some sterile white lights overhead.

“Step inside,” said Thorin.

I almost choked. “I’d rather not.”

“I won’t have you stand out in the halls,” he said. “From now on, you will share my room and my bed. I insist.”

Now I stepped back. No, I couldn’t move in with this guy. I could play along with him, act like a friend if he needed me to, but sharing a room? A bed?

“I won’t lay a hand on you,” he promised. “It’s perfectly safe.”

One look at the biceps rippling through his uniform assured me that I had no choice in the matter. I stepped forward and let him follow me.

“I can synthesize some new clothes for you if you want, or any food that you miss from home,” said Thorin. “Otherwise you can stay in here, I guess, while I go about my work. This is the bed. If you want, you could take off your clothes right now, and I can tell you what I think.”

My throat constricted until I felt dizzy from the lack of oxygen intake. Had this guy just asked me to strip down? “Tell me what you think?”

“I could take off mine as well.” He started to unbuckle his belt.

I winced and extended a hand to block the view. “Don’t! At least try to have some subtlety about it, okay? My condition in working with you is that you won’t lay a hand on me unless I want you to. And right now I definitely do not.”

He looked down, and his lips trembled in disappointment. Well, he had it coming. I wanted to feel smug, but when I looked at him now, I saw a vulnerability that caught me off guard. I wondered if I’d been too harsh. Maybe he didn’t know any better.

“Thanks for taking me out of the jail cell you had there,” I said. “And I’ll try not to shoot anyone in the future. But you have to know that this isn’t what I want. I need to find a way out of this place. Even if I can’t get back to Earth, I need to find a future somewhere else. I’m not staying here forever.”

“This ship will bring you luck,” he said.

Again with the luck thing. I blinked. “Do you always have to go back to superstition?” I asked.

“It’s the one thing stronger than the science that we run this entire ship on,” he said, half joking. I hadn’t expected him to have a sense of humor. Thorin turned around to the shelves lining the closest wall. As soon as his back was facing me, I saw his ray gun tucked into his belt holster on his back. I didn’t think; I simply acted. I reached forward out of instinct and snatched the weapon into my own hands, for one moment feeling like everything was back under control. There was nothing stopping me from shooting him now and running off. Maybe I could find the others and we could work on our escape plan. Right beside me, an imaginary Lucy cheered me on.

I planted one finger on the trigger. I imagined shooting the weapon and seeing Thorin collapse on the floor like he had before. Then I pictured breaking out of this place, running down the halls like a madman.

Then I stopped. I was here, and this was now, and so far Thorin had kept his word. I might attack him later, but now wasn’t the time.

Either way, my chance to act was already over. Thorin straightened and started to turn.

I didn’t have time now, and there was no way I could slide the ray gun back into the holster without his seeing it. I slipped it onto the chair instead and then straightened, pretending to fidget with my hair with a smile worthy of Pollyanna.

Thorin was now holding a pelt the size of a cat or a small dog. He presented it to me. “This is the pelt of a meerbear,” he said. “I’ve had it since before I started in the academy. It’s a part of that superstition you laugh at, but it’s helped me pass any number of evaluations and critical missions. I want you to have it. While you’re here, at least. Just see if it doesn’t turn things around.”

The pelt was thick and brown, primitive given the nature of the starship around us. I reached out with a single finger and stroked the fur. It was softer than I had expected, but greasy with the oils from his skin. “Did you kill it yourself?” I asked.

“I did,” he said with a burst of pride. “It was my prize from my first hunting trip.”

If Lucy were here, the two of them would start talking about hunting now, but she wasn’t the one he wanted. Thorin had already chosen me as his mate, and he was actively trying to win my favor. I backed away to the bed with limited interest.

“I insist that you take it,” he said, pushing the pelt forward.

“I don’t know what I’d even do with it,” I said.

“Wrap it around your shoulders if nothing else. You look cold.”

He was right. I did look cold. I was cold, and my pajamas did nothing to protect against the elements. I probably looked pathetic. I could only imagine what I must look like next to a uniformed officer like him. And here I was, trying to claim my own autonomy when I was nothing more than a kidnapped victim. If nothing had happened to wake us out of the pods, I wouldn’t even know the danger I was in right now.

Fortunately Thorin did have a head on his shoulders. He’d put his intentions aside for now and wasn’t going to make any more moves on me. For that, I gave him an iota of respect, and I let myself relax.

“Now, if it’s all right with you, I have some things I need to check up on. The other women are still loose in the cargo bay.”

An image shot through my mind of Thorin barking at the others, rounding them up and forcing them back into those pods.

I swallowed. “What are you planning to do with them?” I asked. I tried to look only casually interested, but I tensed. Would he really take me into his home and then have the others all put back to sleep? They had no defense and no way to fight back against force.

Thorin broke my gaze and rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. “If you want an honest answer, I’m planning to find a way to put them back to sleep until the merchants come for them,” he said.

“You can’t do that.”

“It’s not my idea. It’s orders.”

“So this is a slave ship?”

He froze, and I could tell in his pained look that I had touched on a nerve. “No. A science vessel.”

“A science vessel that sells slaves.”

“A science vessel that holds specimens...” He stopped. “It’s just orders, okay? This isn’t our usual business.”

“Then what are you holding us for?”

“I don’t have clearance for that information.”

“Then maybe you should get clearance,” I said, crossing my arms.

“I don’t make requests.”

“You should start.”

Thorin’s nostrils flared. He wasn’t used to being scolded like that, and I took some satisfaction and throwing him off his balance.

“Don’t put them back in the pods,” I insisted. “Those women aren’t going to cause any problems. You need to forget the human market and return them to Earth.”

“Earth?”

“Our home planet.”

“What could Earth possibly have to offer us?” The ends of his lips curved upward as he spoke like he was only toying with me.

I drew my breath. “Earth has a lot of money, you know. And natural resources. Maybe we can give you fuel or...” Sheesh, how much fuel did a ship like this require? Were Earth’s resources valuable at all on a galactic scale?

“I paid for you, not for your planet. Our clients will feel the same way,” said Thorin. He stepped forward and put a warm hand on my shoulder. I jumped, not expecting his touch. Then he withdrew. “I trust you’ll be all right here for yourself for now. I’ll come back when my duties are over. By then it will be almost night.”

“I can look after myself,” I said. 

“Are you sure? I don’t want you getting hurt.”

“I have no intention of getting hurt.”

“You’re too lost here. Too alone. I don’t like it,”  he said. He pointed to an interface built into the wall. “Do you see this symbol here?” he asked, singling out one small glyph in the corner with a circle around it. “This is the intercom. If you ever need me, you can use that to get in touch, and I’ll be right over.”

“Sounds good,” I said, and I started to give him a thumb up before he reached over and lowered my hand.

“I’d avoid that gesture if I were you,” he said. “It isn’t auspicious.”

“Seriously, a thumbs up?” I said. “It’s one of the most good-luck-infected symbols I know. Are you telling me it’s unlucky?”

“Not unlucky. Inauspicious,” he said. “Now, when I’m gone, I want you to make yourself at home. Take a nap if you need one. And feel free to look around. I don’t have anything here to hide or anything you could break. But please don’t leave the quarters.”

“I pinkie swear.”

He turned around and the door dilated before him. As he left, I saw the empty holster on his back. He still didn’t notice that I’d taken his ray gun. Now I felt bad about it. I shouldn’t have felt guilty for trying to protect myself, but it was only a matter of time before he or someone with him would catch its absence. When that happened, everyone would pin the blame rightly on me. And if Thorin decided to throw me in the brig for that, I’d be out of defenses.

I glanced around the room again, now that I was alone. This would be a good time to escape. Thorin hadn’t locked me in that I could tell. When I pressed the button to open the door, it opened at once. I poked my head into the hall. I could bolt now if I wanted to—but where would I go? This place was a perfect labyrinth. I couldn’t even navigate my way to the brig from here, let alone the storage room. I turned around, and seconds later the door closed. Even if I had a map, I couldn’t take over this vessel by myself. It was huge, and I knew zip about starships beyond a few Star Wars movies I’d watched as a kid.

Since I had nothing better to do, I took the ray gun from my chair. I slipped it under the bed where it would be less visible but easy to grab if I needed it. Thorin said my wellbeing was the only thing he was worried about. Even if he came back to me in five minutes looking for it, I could have a modicum of an excuse to offer him.

There was a single window in our quarters. It was long and generally rectangular with curved edges. Outside was the view of deep space. It looked like the night sky, only clearer. The stars were brighter, and when I looked I could notice the individual colors flickering from each. Red, orange, blue, white. Like tiny gems lightyears away.

Earth was out there somewhere, possibly visible from this very window. I didn’t know how far we were away from home. The absence of a distinguishable sun put us out at least to the edge of the solar system, but I could believe that we were much further away than that. I wouldn’t know how to even start explaining all of this if I ever returned to Earth.

Turning away from the window, I fixed my attention on the desk. This was the one real piece of mystery that I had left in this room. There were two drawers in the desk, each closed but unlocked. Thorin had told me I could look around if I wanted, that he wanted me to be at home. He said he had nothing to hide, and right now I’d feel a lot better if I knew everything that was in this room with me.

There wasn’t much. In one drawer was a stack of tablets like those I’d seen some of the marines carrying earlier. There was also a charging cable—apparently these guys hadn’t fully switched to wireless charging yet—and a modest electric pen. Everything was smooth, sleek, minimalistic.

In the other drawer was a box that looked as if it had been constructed from cherry wood. It was heavy, solid and large enough that I needed to hold it in both hands. I touched the top at first and admired the smooth polish job on the wood. Then I pulled the lid off to reveal the content inside. The bottom of the box was covered in a smooth black velvet. On top of the velvet was a silver medallion. The top side showed a picture of a fist holding seven arrows, and underneath was an inscription written in alien glyphs. I traced over the foreign letters with my finger. The metal was smooth and cold to the touch. Apparently my alien had been heralded for some heroic deed in the past. Did this mean he might turn around and save us, or did it mean he’d be the first to kill us? I was glad he wasn’t the beast I’d first believed him to be—but could he see through things enough to help?
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Thorin.

Before I left the room, but after we’d established the parameters for our relationship, my human bride removed the ray gun from my holster. I felt her crime the moment she committed it. Actually, the theft was obvious and one I couldn’t have tuned out even if I tried. I was surprised that one of my own men had been oblivious when Kristina had performed the same action earlier. Weapons theft was a serious crime on any military vessel, but I couldn’t blame her—let alone press charges. After all, these were unprecedented circumstances.

Kristina wasn’t responsible for her actions any more than a mistreated dog could be held responsible for biting. She was threatened. What she craved now was a sense of safety, and if I wasn’t giving that to her, then at least I could know that my ray gun was. And I would let her get away with anything if it made her feel more at home.

I still wondered if my silence in the matter was the best move. I could have used her misdeed as a moment to explain hierarchies on a ship like this, but I needed to win her trust before I could win her love. If she was responsible with the ray gun, and if I didn’t resist, maybe she’d open up more. Maybe she would relax and realize everything that I had to offer her. So I played dumb. I pretended not to notice when she stole the gun and chucked it onto the chair under the desk. On top of that, I told her she could explore my room all she wanted while I was gone. Then I returned to my duties.

By the time I reached Cargo Bay 3, I found that things had settled down since this afternoon. A few men sat near the entrance of the room, watching as the girls moved around in clusters and spoke with each other. There was a synthesizer hooked up to the wall now, something that must have been moved here for the benefit of our new guests. It was a simplified system that appeared to be wired only for food and basic clothing necessities. Already some of the girls had changed into uniforms modified from our own design, and I had to confess the uniforms fit well.

Joram was up in front, staring listlessly as a small group of women braided each other’s hair before him.

“What’s the report?” I asked.

He blinked, straightened, and looked at me. “If there was anything to report, I would have filed one,” he said. “We showed them how to use the synthesizer. They can make any food they want, and some of them have opted for making more clothes as well. They’ve set up a salon, a cafe, and a counseling support center. This is now the most civilized hub in the outer universe.”

“What are we going to tell the merchants?” I asked.

“What merchants?” asked another young man, an ensign who had also lost himself in observing the scene. “I thought we’d all do as you did and buy up this batch for ourselves.”

I growled. “They weren’t intended for us to buy, Khel. Mine was an exception.”

“So you’re keeping her?” Khel asked, straightening his shoulders. “That was quite a fight she put up. How do you know she won’t kill you in your sleep?”

“She’s frightened. She just needs to calm down.”

He pointed behind me. “Just frightened? Have you even noticed that your ray gun was missing?”

“I gave my weapon to her so she could protect herself against the rest of you,” I lied, and I was so smooth that everyone else backed away instinctively.

One of the girls walking by with a hot bowl of something stopped when she heard my voice. She placed her bowl on a makeshift table and marched forward, and for a moment, I wondered if she was about to strike. “What gave you the nerve to come back here?” she asked. “Did you come for another one of us now? Are you building a collection?”

“Your friend is safe.”

“Where is she? I’m not believing a word you say unless I have proof.”

“Kristina is in my quarters getting rest.”

This woman scoffed, silently assuring me that I had said the wrong thing. “In your quarters? Don’t you lay a hand on her. You can’t simply buy us like that. We will fight back. This isn’t okay.”

“I assure you, nothing will happen without her consent,” I said. “She is the best-protected person on this ship.”

“Her consent, really?”

“Kristina is free to do anything she wants.”

“What if she wants to go home? Or come here and help the rest of us fight for freedom? I’ll believe it when it happens,” she said. Then, without giving me a chance to respond, she turned around, picked her bowl off the table, and flounced away.

I exchanged a glance with Joram and tugged the hem of my sleeve. “Did I miss something there? She sounded like she wanted to rip my head off just now.”

“Don’t bother to defend the one you bought,” he said. “Don’t defend any of them. We’re all getting decommissioned for this as soon as the Atlanteans find out. Maybe the women are right. Maybe we should ship them back to Earth and say something went wrong in storage.”

“You know as well as I do that that would only make things worse,” I said. “All their records have been erased. Their own families won’t remember them anymore. Their homes will belong to someone else.”

“That’s not our problem.”

“It could be tracked to us.”

“Then what do you propose we do about it?”

“I say we keep them here even if they don’t like it. Even if we don’t like it. And whatever consequences we face, we can deal with.”

“It’s bad,” he said. “The market won’t want them like this. Those women aren’t good for breeding now. They’re terrorized.”

“And we’re not much better,” I said. I sniffed. “Now what’s that smell in the air I keep getting? Some kind of Earth food? It smells like red meat.”

Joram pointed to the synthesizer. “We showed them how it works, and they found a couple recipes that work well enough. They called this one beef stew. Apparently it’s a favorite in North America, and the girls love it. I don’t care for it much myself, but as long as it pacifies them, I don’t mind the stink.”

Kristina was probably hungry by now. I told her that she could use the synthesizer in my quarters, but now I realized that she didn’t know how it worked.

“I’ll bring one of these bowls up for Kristina when we reach the end of the shift,” I said. “She’s got to be hungry.”

“That girl’s got your wrapped around her little finger, doesn’t she?”

“She’s frightened,” I said. “I need to show her that I don’t mean any harm to her. I don’t know what she was expecting, but it wasn’t good.”

“You mean she’s rejected all of your advances so far?” He lifted one of his brows in a taunt.

I pressed my teeth together. Usually I’d seek out an optimal conflict resolution strategy, but I was done being usual. Taking Joram by his uniform collar, I pressed him against the wall. His smile dimmed to a shadow of fear.

“You will not make fun of my woman,” I said. “You will not tease her, not demean her. You will treat her with the same respect you treat every man of our crew. Is that clear?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed, and he nodded.

“Say it,” I hissed.

“It’s clear.”

I let him go just as more of the savory stew scent hit my nostrils. I wished a bowl of stew was all I needed to make right with Kristina. But I already knew that any true mate of mine would be much more complicated than that.

At the end of the evening, I picked up a hot bowl for Kristina and returned to my quarters. There was no sign of tampering with the door, no records of anyone passing this way at all except for a pair of ensigns going about their shifts. I balanced the bowl of stew in my hand, exploring the blend of aromas. Joram said he didn’t like it, but I felt like it smelled appetizing—filled with a blend of meats and vegetables that made my mouth water. It reminded me of the primitive stews I had learned to make on hunting missions at the academy. The stew was yet another confirmation of our compatibility, of the fact that we were meant to be together. It was auspicious, another good sign.

When I checked off for my shift and arrived in my room, I found that Kristina was already asleep in my bed. She lay under the covers, rolled onto her side facing me, and underneath the bed, I could see my ray gun where she had stashed it. I thought about taking it back, but I knew I could find another way to fight if any threatening situation arose. For now, Kristina needed it more. I wouldn’t let her know that I found it. I took the meerbear pelt from where she had left it draped over the chair near the desk. I was upset that she hadn’t kept it with her. She didn’t seem to understand the pelt’s significance. I took it in my own hands and laid it around her exposed shoulder. Kristina moaned and reached up, hugging it around her like a blanket as she turned over. She didn’t wake.

Then I positioned the bowl of stew on the reheating pad and sat down, watching her sleep. I would give anything for her to lie like that in my arms. An inflamed longing mounted within me. How could I be so close to my lifelong companion, the key to my entire future, but so far? My arms burned with the desire to hold her, to feel her frame nestled against my own. My lips tingled for the touch of hers.

I wanted what was best for her. I wanted to help, to make her comfortable and happy and the mother of a dozen of our children. And deep down inside, I knew Kristina wanted the same thing—she was simply too frightened to know it.
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Kristina.

I didn’t mean to fall asleep. Okay, I was so tired I was almost willing to crawl back into the stasis pod for another terrifying wake-up. And yes, that made no sense after what I had been through and the adrenaline that followed. My mind wanted to bolt, but my body wanted to hibernate and wait for the chaos to pass. The confusion was too much to process, and after Thorin disappeared from the room, sleeping was all I had to do.

I sat down on the bed at first and figured I’d wait for a brilliant idea to drop out of the sky and smack me in the face. When that didn’t happen, I lay down for a moment and then buried myself under the smooth weighted blankets on top. Dang, these guys had good mattresses. Whoever managed finances for this ship really knew where to invest, and I respected them for it. I would have expected that the alien super-soldiers would stick with simple military cots or roll-up futons. Or maybe this bed was something that only the senior officers got. Either way, it was a luxury. I was asleep before I even knew what hit me.

Then the next thing I knew, I was awake again, and a fresh burst of energy told me I’d slept clear through the night and that this was the next day. I was still alone in the room, but there was a different smell in the air. Something savory. Food? My exhaustion was replaced with a hunger so strong it almost physically hurt.

As soon as I sat up, Thorin’s precious meerbear pelt slid from my shoulders. I stared at it in surprise. Where had that come from? He must have come by while I was asleep and draped it over me. That was cute, wholesome even. Not the contact I would have expected coming from a beast like him. Then I checked under the bed. My ray gun was right where I’d left it. He had to know it was missing by now.

I stood up and glanced around the room for the source of the delicious smell. There was a new white china bowl on one of the shelves, a dish holding some kind of food. When I approached, I saw that it contained something that looked like freshly made beef stew. Was this for me?

I hadn’t realized until now how hungry I was. My digestive tracts had shut down in the midst of all the adrenaline and alarm that I had earlier. But now hunger hit me the same way the sleep had before. I took the single utensil in my hand, a spoon that was very much like the spoons that we had back on Earth. Then I took the bowl in my other hand, and without bothering to sit at the desk, I started digging in. This was beef stew, all right. Or at least it was something indistinguishable from beef stew, with chunky red meat and chopped potatoes and carrots and celery thrown in. It had been so long since I’d eaten anything like this that my mouth watered viciously between bites. Even back on Earth, I usually didn’t get meals this nice. I ended my weekdays by whipping up cheap pasta dishes that came in boxes and spicing things up by tossing in some chicken or veggies when I had extra time.

Several bites in—I didn’t know how many bites since I was chowing down on the whole thing without bothering to swallow—I heard the door open behind me. I turned around, swallowing my current bite before I could see what it was.

My alien had returned. He paused in the doorway for a moment, seeing me, and then he stepped forward. First I looked at the scar that stretched down the side of his neck, and then at his eyes. They were attractively deep set. “Good morning,” he said. “I see you found the food I left for you.”

“Food? It’s like a new lifeblood transfusion,” I said. “What is it? Do you guys eat this every day?”

“I was hoping you could tell me,” he said. “Your friends in the cargo bay call it ‘beef stew.’ It’s something from your home region.”

I swallowed a lump of meat. “You’re kidding. All the way out here in space, and we can eat food from home? How’s that possible?”

“You’d be surprised at what our synthesizers can pull off,” he said.

I wanted to look at Thorin but could only look at the bowl instead while my mouth salivated like it never had in my life.

Thorin leaned back. “But judging by the way you girls eat, I’m expecting a serious power drain in the future. Don’t feel bad about it. I’m glad if you like it.”

I took another bite. It was getting hard to be mad at a man who could give me such good food, and he looked relieved to see me eating.

“We also have some new clothes for you, if you’re interested,” he said, pointing to a folded piece of cloth that I hadn’t seen earlier. He picked it up and held it out. I could see now that it was a uniform, like his own, but simpler and better fitted for me. “Modified uniforms,” he explained. “They should be comfortable enough for you for now. Later, when you figure out how to use the synthesizers better, you can design your own clothes. But we figured this would be a good look for the time being.”

“Actual clothes? You made me an outfit?”

I almost forgot about my food in the relief of having something new to wear. I’d been in my black silk PJs so long that I could feel my sweat weaving itself permanently into the fabric. I could only guess how terrible I smelled as well, having not changed in so long.

I studied the uniform in more detail. As far as I could tell, it was a custom fit with long legs, a narrow waist, and a tight collar.

Then my cheeks started to burn. He was looking at me like he expected me to strip down now. Despite my desire to wear something different, I wasn’t up for giving him a peek.

“Try it on in the shower room,” said Thorin after noticing my hesitation. “There’s a meeting going on soon in the assembly room, and I’d like if you could show. It’s fine if you freshen up in advance.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I needed this.”

The uniform was a custom fit. In the shower room, I also found a comb that I was able to brush through my wet hair until I straightened it out. It had been a long time since I'd felt so normal. Ever since I’d woken up here in space, I’d accepted that everything was chaotic and that there was no chance of returning to anything that felt familiar. What I knew as normal life no longer existed, and I was only a victim of time and space. Even fighting back was beginning to feel like a pointless denial of reality. But now after eating the stew, showering, and examining my reflection in my new uniform, I felt like I had regained some independence. I wasn’t a victim—I was a free agent.

When I stepped out of the shower room, Thorin looked at me approvingly. He pressed his hands together, squeezing them while giving me a satisfied nod.

“The fit’s perfect,” I said.

“Our fabric aligns itself to one’s shape very well,” he said. “Ideally, the uniforms should feel like they were tailored to your size.”

“You succeeded,” I said.

“It’s been hard to know what to do with you women, since you all woke up at once,” he said. “I was thinking of the meeting later. Your voice will be powerful. I think a human voice would always be powerful, if you were willing to show.”

“I can go.”

“I’m not just talking about today,” said Thorin. “I’m talking every day. Every time we have a meeting like this. I want you to have a proper role on this ship, Kristina.”

I shivered with the way he looked at me when he spoke. My cheeks flushed hot as I tried to process where this was going. “Do you mean it?”

“If you’re interested, and if you decide to stay,” he said. “The thing is, we currently have a freelancer on board that we’re trying to strike a deal with. She’s from Earth, too, originally. We don’t know Earth’s customs, its diplomatic stance. In future encounters, it would help to have someone else on board who can handle negotiations.”

My heart pounded. A freelancer from Earth? It was over, then. My nightmare. My feeling that I’d never be rescued. I could get a trip with her and go home.

“I don’t know if she’s accepting passengers,” said Thorin, reading my thoughts with no effort. “Don’t get your hopes up. But I would like you to go to the meeting with me. Perhaps you could talk to her.”

Suddenly I was back on my feet. Time had resumed, and I looked at Thorin in bafflement. Had he just offered to help me get back home? “I don’t know what to say,” I said.

“If it doesn’t work, I thought you might like to pick up a more official position. A cultural ambassador, should the need arrive. Would you consider it?”

I had almost stopped breathing. I could kiss him right now if I wasn’t so stunned at the prospects. “It’s better than being a prisoner.”

“You were never a prisoner,” he said. His voice dropped to a low growl, cold as if I’d offended him. “I want you to have free reign on the ship.”

I blinked. “Yes, but you also bought me to mate with me...”

“I won’t lay a hand on you.”

“Not unless I request it.”

“Not unless you demand it.”

“And Thorin...” I paused. That was the first time I had said his name out loud, and feeling it on my lips made me lightheaded. “Thanks for being patient with me. I’m sorry I haven’t been great to you.”

He nodded but said nothing. I wondered if I should say more or do more. I had expected an alliance with him, but this was downright friendship.

By the time we had reached the assembly hall on one of the main floors of the ship, most people were already there. At first, I saw only other officers. I was pretty sure I recognized one of the men who had thrown me in the brig earlier, and I froze when he walked by. I couldn’t imagine what they thought when they saw me with Thorin like this.

Then I began to distinguish other voices from inside the assembly hall—women’s voices, voices that I realized were from my separated comrades. I couldn’t wait to meet up with Lucy and Missy again and see what had happened to them since I’d been taken away. I was glad they were still awake and that no one had forced them back into their pods. 

Lucy arrived just before we reached the entrance of the hall. She looked freshened up as well, in a plum variation of the same uniform I wore. I turned to Thorin. “You go get seats for us, okay? I’ll join you in just a moment.”

He nodded, patted me on the back, and left without a word.

“Hi, Lucy,” I said.

Lucy hadn’t seen me at first. Now she turned around and covered her mouth with shock. “Kristina? What are you doing here? I thought they tossed you off the ship for what you did back there.”

“No—I’ve been doing well,” I said. “Thorin there got me out of the brig. He’s been letting me sleep in his bed. I mean... actual sleep. Z’s.”

“Isn’t that the same guy you shot?” she asked, staring at the doorway in shock.

“He’s better when you get to know him,” I said. “He wants to help us.”

A few other people brushed past us. Lucy took my arm and pulled me to the side. “The place is filling up. You want to sit with me and Missy?”

Color rose to my cheeks. “Thanks, but I’ve already agreed to sit with Thorin. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. It’s great to see you again.” She turned and hurried into the assembly hall.

I stood outside in the hall for a moment and wondered what my role was in all of this. Had I done something wrong in wanting to stay with Thorin? He was giving me more autonomy than anyone else. Thorin had gone from a terrifying captor to... what, a champion? I didn’t even know what category to throw him into. It was too confusing now. But every time I thought of him, my blood rose to my face the same way. I wanted to see him. To talk to him. I’d grown to trust him.

“Hey there, is this the right place for a meeting?” The speaker was a woman ten years older than I was with curly hair and twin pistols strapped to her hips. It took me a second to place that she was human, Midwestern, even, and not someone who had woken up from a sleeping pod yesterday.

“Yes, it is,” I said, slipping out of my entranced state.

“My name’s Stacia Fallon. Are you one of those poor girls who just woke up here?” she asked.

“That’s right,” I said. “I’m Kristina Hill.”

“Well, Kristina Hill, it’s a pleasure to meet you. It’s a pleasure to meet anyone from Earth. We’re sparse out here, and nothing quite hits like a face from home.”

“They told me they were trying to make a deal with a freelancer from Earth,” I said. “Is that true?”

“Honey, I’ve got a sturdy ship and enough charge to make the trip several times and back,” said Stacia. “I’ve come to bring you guys back home as soon as I finish my own pick-up and rescue. If they let me, that is, and people don’t like to get in my way.”

As I followed Stacia into the assembly hall and searched the aisles for Thorin, a chill hit me through my uniform. Something didn’t feel right. I should have been excited. There was no doubt that Stacia came from Earth, and I believed that she could bring us all back. Why wasn’t I more thrilled about it?

The assembly hall was a big room. I’d already estimated the size of the ship based on the cargo bay where I’d woken up and the paths that I’d taken, but it didn’t register until now. The assembly hall was a small stadium. There was a stage in the front with a mini amphitheater set up all around it. Seats were divided into two halves: the officers taking one side and the women on the other. There were several hundred of us in total.

I located Thorin and sat next to him, smiling when he looked at me. On the other side of the hall, Lucy and Missy sat with the other women. Lucy and I made eye contact from across the room and nodded, and I leaned in gently to Thorin. I wrapped my hand around his arm and froze when I realized that I hadn’t meant to make that level of physical contact. But he didn’t fight back. He leaned in, and I noticed for the first time the full definition of his muscles under that uniform.

He turned to face me and brushed some of my hair out of my face. “You’re beautiful,” he said, and my heart melted despite myself.
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Thorin.

Everything fell apart as soon as the freelancer introduced herself. Stacia Fallon came fully equipped, with the necessary ship, tact, and strategy to take the women off our hands, and the money to pay us for the inconvenience.

I’d expected she might offer to help, I hadn’t expected how thorough her plan would be, complete with money and false ID’s for the women being resettled on Earth.

Even Kristina squeezed her hands together with excitement at the news. All the girls did. And suddenly, the delicate future I had started to plan with my intended mate crumbled like a castle in the clouds.

Kristina wanted independence, but more than that she wanted her home, and that was the one thing I could never provide for her. She watched the freelancer speak with rapt attention, almost without breathing. It was as if a spell had been cast, and my assurance of our future together was now no more than an idle hope.

The return wouldn’t happen at once. Stacia Fallon had settled on a solo rescue mission and wanted our aid in the process. Her payment would include full financial coverage of the loss and a favor any time we needed it in the future. Everyone else loved the proposal. My fellow officers nodded and offered suggestions, but I found it hard to constrain myself. I was losing Kristina before I’d even had a chance to win her and make her my own.

Stacia began her talk in earnest. Joram, who sat two rows in front of me and Kristina, turned around and nodded to me. He was thinking of us, of my stance with Kristina. Then he stood up. He took a few paces to the door, turned, and cleared his throat while looking at me.

I straightened. Kristina, temporarily distracted from Stacia’s spell, looked at me and frowned. I patted her hand in mine and stood up, already feeling that leaving her now was a bad call.

As soon as the door swirled shut behind me, I took a breath. “This had better be important, Lieutenant,” I said.

“I wanted to talk to you before the meeting, but apparently you’re operating on Earth time now,” Joram responded. “Is she rubbing off on you that much already?”

“It doesn’t make any difference,” I said. “Not of they’re all going back to Earth. I did everything I could, but she was never mine to begin with."

“You mean you haven’t...” He lowered his voice and made a suggestive gesture with his fingers. “Claimed her yet?”

“It’s not a sport,” I growled. “Not like that, at least. No, we haven’t done anything. Kristina is frightened. I want to win her trust and affection before uniting with her.”

“But if she had the right signs, the right sequence...”

“It will happen in its own time,” I said.

Joram grunted. “Is that so?”

“What are you getting at, Joram?”

He pointed down the hall. “Come with me. There’s something I’ve been wanting to show you.”

I wasn’t used to seeing Joram this evasive. As we walked, it occurred to me that there was something much more important going on than I had at first realized. We went down to Cargo Bay 3 without saying a word. I noticed how still and lonely the ship looked without the crew visible. It felt abandoned, like a ghost ship sailing against the blank canvas of space. The emptiness and the sense of Kristina leaving me soon made me feel uneasy in a way I wasn’t used to.

“You bought Kristina because of the sequence of numbers on her pod, right?” Joram asked as soon as we arrived.

“That’s right,” I said.

“What’s so important to you about those numbers?” he asked.

“They’re auspicious. They bring good fortune,” I said. “They always have for me.”

“Is that all?”

“Every time I punch in those numbers or every time I see them somewhere, something good is going to happen. When I saw the numbers on Kristina’s stasis pod, I knew that the two of us were meant to be. It was like an instinct telling me to move forward.”

“And as soon as she woke up, the girl with the lucky number shot you and ended up in the brig, and it’s been an uphill battle ever since. Am I right?” he asked.

I looked at him for a long moment and narrowed my eyes. “What are you getting at?”

Cargo Bay 3 was barely recognizable from  the day before. The smell of stew and other savory Earth spices was now current in the air. The lighting had shifted into a more ambient setting and the temperature had been raised by a few degrees. I was starting to sweat here already, and it wasn’t just from anxiety.

“Show me where the lucky stasis pod is,” said Joram.

I increasingly hated the way he wanted to drive out whatever he wanted to tell me instead of being blunt about it. We were missing an important meeting. I was missing a chance to check in with Kristina and see how seriously she wanted to go back to Earth. I scanned the capsules and counted down to the right number. “There. That’s the one.”

“Bring me there,” he said. “To that exact one. I want to see if I’m right.”

I paced down the aisles of pods until we got to the one that had the right number on it. It was easy enough to navigate. Once you knew the way the pods were laid out, the sequence was easy to find. When we got there, I pointed again.

Joram activated the screen. “You didn’t actually see her climb out of this pod, did you?” he asked.

“I was on duty,” I said.

“Did she even tell you this was hers? How do you know it was this one?”

“Rhaegar told me,” I said. “He said she was causing all the trouble. I had no reason to doubt. And her aggression was another positive sign.”

Joram narrowed his eyes. “It’s just like I keep saying,” he said. “You need to get your head out of your superstitions. They’re wrong. And you’re wrong.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh yeah? Well, for one thing, this isn’t Kristina’s pod.”

I wasn’t just hot anymore. I was boiling—with shock, confusion, and a dose of hurt. I should have verified that Kristina was the one. I shouldn’t have rushed to free her, to take her in with me. Rhaegar was a smart man, but he could confuse details sometimes. I thought of Kristina and her drive to get away. Could it be that we weren’t actually meant to be together at all?

I held my breath while I looked at the screen. There there had to be a mistake. Maybe I had the wrong numbers. Maybe Rhaegar had lied. The name on this pod was Missy Regent, and her picture looked completely different.

“So what’s it going to be? Still Kristina? Missy? Or do we give them up and let them all sail back home?” asked Joram.

I remembered the way Kristina had linked arms with me just moments before in the meeting. I thought of how she looked sleeping, of how clever she must have thought herself for stealing my weapon.

Kristina would have been so perfect.
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Kristina.

I assumed at first that Thorin had stepped out for a quick talk with his friend and that he’d be back in a few minutes. I didn’t mind his absence. He had other jobs on the ship that I didn’t know about, and right now Stacia was only laying out her plans. But as the meeting progressed, he didn’t come back. I shifted uncomfortably next to the empty space where he had sat. The other members of his crew were looking at me, and the longer I waited, the more conspicuous I felt. They were thinking about me and Thorin. Probably wondering if we were mated by now.

I fidgeted with my fingers, staring into my lap and pretending I had a phone there while I lost track of what was going on in the meeting. Captain Safrin, the commander of the ship, stepped forward and started asking Stacia a series of questions about her intent. She admitted there would be a delay before the trip while she took care of her own business, but no one seemed to mind.

Meanwhile, I twiddled my thumbs—actually twiddled them, twisting them together and trying to distract myself with my imaginary phone. As Thorin had said, we couldn’t go back to the lives that we knew before. Apparently everything was erased as soon as we were abducted. No one and nothing had any record of us. Our parents, homes, academic institutions. There was nothing from our past lives we could go back to, and starting from scratch would present its own difficulties.

Most people still seemed excited at the prospect of seeing Earth again, but I felt more conflicted as more details came out. Life in space was hard even with money and a driver’s license, but life on Earth wasn’t a piece of cake either. Thorin had offered me a home here and had been honest about keeping a respectful distance.

Yet his seat remained empty. I wanted to see him there now and feel his reassurance. I wanted to talk to him, even if half the talking was ending him off.

The meeting ended in what felt like the least satisfying happy ending I could have hoped for. We had a ride back. The women cheered and some of the men high-fived each other around me. All I could think about meanwhile was where Thorin was and why he hadn’t come back. I couldn’t settle on anything—not even going back to Earth—until I had a chance to talk to him.

I stood and wandered into a central aisle as more space began to clear, and Lucy and Missy came up to me from their side of the room.

“It’s a win,” said Lucy, beaming from ear to ear.

“A one-way ride back to Earth. Who could ask for more?” I said, trying to match her smile. I struggled to recall my old desperation to leave this place. “Do you have plans for when you get back?”

“I figured I’d get into the brewery game,” she said. “Last spring I completed bartending school, and I wanted to start something of my own. I’ve always wanted to have my own stream of income and something more independent and free-flowing. A local destination and escape.”

“What about you, Missy?” I asked.

Missy wasn’t smiling as much as Lucy. She looked more spaced out if anything. I wondered if she had something at home that she didn’t miss. “I don’t know,” she said. “I hadn’t thought about it.”

“Where do you live?” asked Lucy. “You can work for me if you want. Or we could be partners. I’m sure we can work something out. Actually, scratch that. Since we’re all going to be starting our lives from square one, maybe we can all live together in the same place. What do you say, Kristina? Are you in?”

I glanced around for a quick scan of the alien men before answering. Thorin was nowhere, and by now I didn’t bother hiding my disappointment.

“Wow, you really like that guy, don’t you?” said Lucy, crossing her arms.

“Thorin’s been a huge help,” I said. “He might have some ideas.”

She opened her mouth and turned two or three shades paler.

“This morning he said he wanted to give me a station on the ship if I wanted it.”

“On the ship? But you could go back to Earth,” she said. “Home!”

“I’m still thinking it over,” I said.

“But this is a miracle,” said Lucy. “I get that these guys are handsome and have strong assets. If it was just a matter of hooking up briefly, I’d be all over it. But that’s not what they want. And living here? In space, lightyears from the nearest glazed donut? That sounds like hell. What do you think, Missy? We need your input.”

She turned her head, and suddenly both Lucy and I noticed that Missy was gone.

“Missy?” Lucy repeated.

I hadn’t noticed Missy wandering off. I stiffened, feeling claustrophobic with the crowds constantly moving around us. But then I saw Missy standing with her arms crossed over her chest. She was talking to someone. It was one of the alien guys, and at first I couldn’t tell which. But then I saw the long scar going down his neck, and I knew I couldn’t be mistaken. I froze in place. Missy was talking with Thorin.

“It looks like she’s stealing your man. I wonder what that’s about,” said Lucy. 

She placed one of her hands on her hips and walked forward to investigate the scene. Meanwhile, I stayed in place. I took a step or two in their direction, but I didn’t want to go any further. I didn’t know what was going on here or why he was talking with Missy of all people. Something about the sight of them together felt wrong. It was like I had lost him. Our relationship was gone now.
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Thorin.

I had limited choice in the matter. Everything in me yearned for Kristina, but I couldn’t deny what Joram had shown me in the pod. Kristina and I weren’t meant to be. Kristina did not have the right numbers. She was simply an electric figure that I had picked up out of the brig and taken into my room and treated like someone special. And I was instead destined to be with this Missy character I knew nothing about. Maybe Missy was bold and untameable as well—I hadn’t been in the cargo bay long enough to notice everyone before I was stunned.

Or perhaps Kristina was a poor match for me from a logical standpoint as well. Maybe I needed a docile, timid sort of woman to contrast with me. Two strong people might not work well in a relationship, after all.

This was not a time to back down on my numbers or Joram’s assertions.

Most of our walk back to the Assembly Hall was silent. I chose a roundabout path. I was not ready to see the others yet, not ready for the crack that would form in my heart the next time I saw Kristina. I dreaded the frustration of meeting Missy when I didn’t feel ready for someone else yet.

Joram, however, grew restless. He kept looking at me, waiting for me to say something or confirm something, and I couldn’t blame him. “Are you still going to stay with Kristina?” he asked me shortly before we reached the door.

He had asked the question before we left the cargo bay as well. I hadn’t answered him then, and I didn't want to now. I slowed my pace and rolled my head on my shoulders.

“It’s Missy,” he said. “You bought Missy.”

“I didn’t—”

“It’s worth looking into, though, isn’t it?” Joram’s eyes were wide and expressive, betraying his own interest in tampering with my life. “Isn’t it?”

I swallowed. “It is possible that my earlier calculation was premature, and the result of wishful thinking. I was too hasty, and too excited with the turn of events.”

“It’s not every day something goes horribly wrong and all the sleeping pods open at once,” said Joram. “I’d take it easy. We don’t know how this freelancer deal is going to go. It might be that the girls all want to go home. In that case, you can’t force it. Your mate would be miserable forever, and the whole ship could go down because of what a rotten person you’d turn out to be.”

“She can’t take them all back, can she? In one load?”

“I don’t know; Fallon’s ship is small but well-built,” he said. “If you checked out the docking bay, you might change your mind about that.”

“Maybe Safrin will turn the offer down,” I said, referencing our captain. “He doesn’t like freelancers. He’s a man of business.”

“I wouldn’t bet on that either,” said Joram. “He has to take her up. She can make us look good and keep our records clean, and she’s willing to perform the diplomacy work herself and cook up an apology for the Atlanteans.”

My hands curled into fists. I wanted nothing more at the moment than something to punch, and I paused while I forced my temper to recede. “If I was meant to be with a woman, then nothing will separate us,” I said. We’d stopped walking now, and a light overhead was flickering just enough to annoy me. I wondered if I should delegate a team to replace it soon or ignore it and tune it out for now.

“But what if every one of them chooses to go home?” said Joram.

I looked down.

“You have to admit; that’s a possibility. None of these girls were here of their own free will. They’re scared out of their wits. Why wouldn’t they just want to go back to their home planet and start from scratch?”

“Because not all of them will,” I said. “Mine won’t. The woman I mate with will want to stay here. She and I share a destiny, and deep down inside, she knows it as well as I do.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” said Joram.

When we opened the door, the meeting was already wrapping up. We waited outside the assembly hall until everyone started chatting inside. Judging by the decisive sound of celebration by both the men and women, I assumed the women were leaving us. Why would they even consider staying behind?

I thought of everything I shared with Kristina and thought that she would be all too happy to return to Earth after everything she’d been through. Then I thought about Missy, the girl I was supposed to stay with. I wondered if Kristina was really supposed to go back to Earth, and if Missy would want to stay instead. But I didn’t know Missy. I wasn’t even sure if I’d recognize her when I saw her, despite seeing her face displayed next to her vital information on the stasis pod.

When the meeting broke in full, we entered and looked around the bustling assembly hall. Everyone was too busy swapping congratulations to notice us. I glanced at Kristina first thing. She was looking down at her lap, doubtlessly planning everything that she wanted to do as soon as she was back on Earth. Time froze. I thought about walking over to her and telling her it was okay. Letting her go. My jaw was clenching so hard it began to hurt as I looked at her.

Joram nudged me. “Hey, is everything okay in there?”

I grunted a response. There was no way I could deny the conclusion of the meeting. These women were definitely going home. Now a pair of other girls walked up to Kristina, and she stood and started chatting with them. There wasn’t even a hesitation. She wasn’t thinking of me now, and I could see she’d already given up.

Joram grabbed my arm and pointed. “That’s the one we want,” he said, and it took me a moment to see exactly where his finger was directed. She was one of the girls speaking with Kristina, standing a few steps away from the others and holding her hands behind her back.

I got a bad feeling about it. It wasn’t that Missy was unattractive. She was actually one of the more beautiful women in the shipment, if I had any say in the matter. But the shyness bothered me. Missy was timid, not at all like the woman I’d wanted to be paired with. Even now she withdrew from conversation, meek and insecure like she didn’t know if she even belonged there. Kristina glowed like a bright fire next to her pale ember of a spark, and I felt no desire to introduce myself.

“Come on; go check her out,” said Joram. “If it was meant to be, you’ll know it right away. You just need to have a conversation with her.”

He was right, and my numbers had to be right. They never led me astray before. Straightening my shoulders, I slunk around the rest of the group. I didn’t want Kristina to see me. I didn’t want her to get upset that I was addressing someone else, and I didn’t want to hear how excited she was to return to Earth. I cleared my throat when I stood next to Missy, and she glanced around the side, jumping when her eyes met mine.

Missy had a slight frame. She was small and mousey. Even her movements were small and mousey, and I was a large cat who had crept on her from behind.

“May I have a word with you?” I asked.

She nodded and followed me away from the others but didn’t say anything. She was too afraid to speak. Great. At least I didn’t have to worry about her shooting me when she got mad. I tried to reason with myself that my ideal mate should be subordinate and submissive. Missy would have no problem submitting to someone like me. The balance of power in our relationship would be clear, obvious to all who saw it. The other men would all respect me as well. But Missy didn’t have the life in her that Kristina did.

“I realize you guys are all going home soon, so what I have to say shouldn’t matter,” I said. “But I thought I’d let you know. When you women were first placed on our ship, I searched every pod for a certain sequence in the serial number. I found only one. I thought that your friend Kristina there was the one in the pod, but it turned out it was wrong. It was supposed to be you instead. You were the one I bought.”

Missy’s mouth dropped open, and she hugged herself. “You mean you bought me?” she stammered. “Like a mate or something?”

I sucked in my breath. “No, that’s not what I mean,” I started. “Well actually, yes, that was the original intent. But I want you to know I’m not going to force anything on you. And if you wanted to return to Earth, you could do that as well. I support you either way you want to go. I just wanted to offer my services.”

She nodded. For a moment I thought she was going to run away from me. Of course she’d want to go back to Earth. Right now I felt relieved about it. I didn’t want to be shackled with someone like her. That was what it would feel like in the end. Being shackled. Chained up or punished.

But then she smiled for the first time. It was a shy, timid smile, just like her quiver but in an upbeat form. “Actually, I haven’t decided yet what I want to do,” she said. “Stacia said she was willing to hire anyone who wanted to stay with her. I don’t have any good skills or anything, but I was figuring that if there was a slot open, I might want to stay here in space.”

Missy’s answer caught me off guard. I didn’t know what to say to that. As timid as she had appeared to be, I had expected that she’d be one of Stacia's first clients. I studied her with wide eyes, thinking of what to say and my mind not coming up with anything.

“I don’t have anything to go home to,” she clarified. “My parents are dead. I don’t have any friends. I attended the community college for a couple years, but I dropped out after my parents’ accident. Now, I’m going around from job to job. I don’t have anything waiting for me. Anything to look forward to. Plus I always thought you were kind of cool. So yeah, count me interested.”

“That’s great,” I said, but my tone nullified any enthusiasm in the words themselves. I tried to smile at her, and she smiled back without seeing my reluctance. I couldn’t deny the previous fortune my sequence had given me. It would guide me to my destined mate, and there was no reason to believe that Missy wasn’t now. Missy wanted to stay in space, just as I knew my mate would. She was willing to work with me. She was docile, gentle, friendly. Actually, she was about exactly what I was expecting when I first entered the cargo room. Kristina had completely warped my preferences. The only problem was that the warping appeared to be permanent.

“So do you have any jobs available that you wanted me to consider, or do you just want me around for the company?” Missy asked. Her voice was so soft it seemed like a single breeze would be enough to break it.

“Oh, I don’t know for certain,” I said. “We have to check the captain before we settle anything.”

She nodded and waited for me to continue. All I wanted was for her to say goodbye and leave. Now I felt like I was the one who had to close things off or take things in another direction. I had to break up with her when I had just come to introduce myself.

Officially, this was the point where I was supposed to try to get to know her. I should inquire about the mating rituals on Earth, and where and how I could get started in a way that would make her feel the most comfortable. But I wasn’t interested. “We should meet up and talk,” I said. “But I don’t know where.”

“How about the cargo bay?” she asked, undeterred.

“Are you sure? I’m not sure some of the others would want me around.”

She smirked now. “Lucy’s a hothead. I’ll tell her to lay it low for now. As it is, she’s excited about going back to Earth. I don’t think anything we say will affect anything. I’ll be waiting for you when I get up. O-eight-hundred hours sound good?”

“I was about to suggest the same time,” I said.

As the room began to empty around us, my eyes accidentally fell past Missy and landed on Kristina again. She and Lucy were talking about something. I couldn’t let her see me. I didn’t want to let her know I was here. I turned to Missy and gave her an affirming nod. “I have to go right now,” I said. “I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” said Missy, clasping her hands together.

Then I turned and left the room. As soon as the door swirled shut behind me, I stopped and looked back again as if I could still see Kristina through the wall. It was too hard for me right now. I didn’t want to see Kristina. I didn’t want to be reminded of everything I still felt for her and everything that I thought we could have between us. I should have guessed that it was a lie. I should have guessed that there was no future between us, that she wanted nothing more than to get out of this place. Our alliance had never been anything more to her than a way to gain freedom. After all, she had never returned the ray gun. As I walked away, I slowed my pace and wished that she would appear at my side.

There was no such luck.
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Kristina.

“I guess I’m just tired and overwhelmed with everything right now,” I said. Lucy couldn’t figure out why I wasn’t more excited about the prospect of going home, and I couldn’t understand it either. Maybe I’d been up here too long. Maybe space had mangled my brain into loving the uncertainty that came from surviving here. From all measures, Lucy was right. Her enthusiasm about returning back to Earth and opening up her little bar had appeal. And truth be told, I wouldn’t mind working at her side. While I’d always wanted something more secure in a job than a business that I owned myself, I saw the appeal of having the freedom to pursue what I wanted. Besides, there could be a lot to do in the bar. Maybe I could go to bartending school myself like Lucy did, or just settle the accounts and handle customers. There were certainly worse fates out there for me.

“You need to sleep on it,” said Lucy, and she squeezed my arm. Her grip was soft compared to Thorin’s.

“Yeah, that’s it,” I said. “I haven’t even had lunch, and already this is one of the longest days of my life.”

And it was still morning. The others all filtered out of the room. Thorin continued talking with Missy for a while, but then he turned and left, and Missy followed after him shortly behind. I had no idea what they talked about. I realized I shouldn’t care about whom he spoke to or how he spent his time. He might have wanted me to be his mate, but I wasn’t. I didn’t want to be, and my obsession was telling me something I wasn’t ready for. Thorin could have all the secrets he wanted. If anything, I should have been relieved that he was letting me go now. Maybe the only reason he wasn’t talking to me was because this was his way of saying that it was okay with him that I go back to Earth, as I’d always wanted to. He was setting me free. But somehow the chance to return to Earth didn’t make me feel any freer than spending more time on this ship.

I waited until I was the last one in the room. Lucy left to reconnect with Missy, and Thorin didn’t even look at me before leaving again. I wanted to enjoy being alone, but I didn’t. What I needed now more than anything else was companionship, and that was the one thing I didn’t have.

Moving down the aisle, I started looking around the room for a sign. I would have accepted anything and even as I looked, my thoughts grew entangled with confusion. What did signs matter? What did anything matter? I was becoming as superstitious as Thorin.

When I left the room, I found someone outside waiting for me. Unfortunately, it wasn’t Thorin. It was Stacia, the freelancer from Earth who had agreed to take us home after her mission.

“Got a lot on your mind today?” she asked.

“You could say that,” I said.

“You don’t sound excited,” she said.

“I’m too shaken up. Yesterday I woke up in space. I don’t know how that’s supposed to happen, and I’m still wrapping my brain around the fact that aliens and space travel are real. And speaking of real, I don’t even know what’s real. Are you real? Am I? I’m half expecting to wake up back home and see that everything’s normal and that this was the wildest dream of my life. But it feels real. And I haven’t woken up yet.”

“Trust me, I know the feeling,” she said. “Hey, want to grab lunch with me in the cafeteria? I want someone I can talk things over with, and I get a good feeling when I’m with you.”

I wasn’t aware that I gave anyone feelings, but I followed her down. I didn’t have any other plans, and Thorin had never returned after the meeting.

“Now if you don’t mind my asking, I noticed that you weren’t sitting with the other girls in the auditorium,” said Stacia as we started our walk. “You were with that officer instead. What’s up with that?”

“Thorin,” I said. “No, there’s nothing up with that. I’ve been with him a lot. He broke me out of the brig earlier after I shot him. I didn’t hurt him or anything. I just stunned him. Knocked him out. But he took me into his room and has been taking care of me since then. I feel bad leaving him like this. I don’t want to hurt his feelings.”

“I happen to know a lot about these guys,” said Stacia, “And I can tell you this. It looks scary on the outside, but these guys are marines through and through. White knights of the space age. If this Thorin of yours has been protecting you, he won’t be offended to see you go back home. He wants you to be happy, even if it means he has to walk away.”

I considered telling her about how Thorin had bought me as a prospective mate originally, but I didn’t. “Before we went down to the meeting, he offered me a position here on the ship. I accepted it. It sounded better than being a prisoner or an aimless guest. But as soon as we learned about you, and I had a trip home, I’ve been stuck. I don’t know which offer to move forward with now.”

Stacia slowed her pace. By now we were walking down to the cafeteria, or at least that was what I assumed. I still didn’t know that part of the ship very well. Thorin had never gotten around to giving me a proper tour, but Stacia appeared to know the layout as well as the men. I thought about her courage for a moment and wished I could duplicate it.

“Which sounds better?” she asked. “Working a job on board the ship or shuttling back down to Earth for a re-start?”

Now it was my turn to be open and honest. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that. “I don’t know,” I said. “Ever since I woke up down on that cargo bay, I’ve been looking for a way home. It’s all I’ve been able to think about. But then the opportunity dropped itself in my lap, and I’m not sure if I want it anymore. Is it bad to want to press my luck up here?”

Stacia flipped her hand. “I wouldn’t worry about it,” she said. “Some of us just weren’t meant to keep our feet on the ground. I spent over a year trying to get back to the USA before I realized that I was destined for life in the stars. Zorro came out of nowhere, and he even learned English to be able to communicate with me. It was rough at first. I didn’t trust him, and he felt like I was a wild animal who was liable to kill him at any moment. I almost did. Next thing we knew, we couldn’t leave each other’s side. These days, I couldn’t imagine anything better than being out here. I have my own ship, my own job. I know what people want, and I get paid well for what I do. And when I see that man again, I’ll never let him out of my sight. The truth is, I don’t even know if he wants me. These space men are hard to read. But I think that’s the point. I mean, if you know what everyone wants all the time, there wouldn’t be any excitement in the relationship. The fun comes from uncertainty.”

There was a lull in her speaking, but I couldn’t bring myself to say anything. Stacia was right. This wasn’t about what Thorin wanted or even understanding his intent with me. This was about me. This was about my future. And if this ship didn’t want me, Stacia might hire me on the spot.

Stacia stopped walking. I could tell we were getting close to the cafeteria now because I could hear the voices of people chatting in the distance. “I’ll tell you what,” she said, and her eyes sparkled as she faced me. “Before I leave for Earth, I have to rescue my man, and I’m not sure how long it’s going to take. I can stop by this place again when I’m done. I’ll check up on you and see if you want to join us back home. That will give you a few days to think about it. In the meantime you can talk about it with the ship’s team. Talk about it with your man. If you were meant to be here, and you turn your back on it and return to Earth, I can promise you’ll look back with regret every day of your life. If your stars have led you to space, then space is where you belong. Sound good?”

As soon as she mentioned the stars leading me, my stomach twisted again. All I could think of was Thorin now. Even Stacia talking about going to Earth only made me think of him more, and how weird was that? I didn’t know when I’d become so obsessed with him. “That’s a good idea. I’ll take things one step at a time.”

“That’s a girl,” she said before giving me a side hug. We continued walking.

After our lunch together, I went back to my room alone. I was impressed that I was able to find it. It turned out that the room that I shared with Thorin was right next to the cafeteria. I only had to go down a few doors before I found the glyph that I had memorized before. 

When I opened the door, I saw that I was alone. Thorin was most likely doing something work related. I didn’t know what the deal was with Missy, but I had a feeling that he wanted to spend more time with her after the meeting. They could still be together out there. I had no reason to suspect anything, no reason to feel jealous. Maybe she had questions about the ship. Maybe there was something important he wanted her to relay to the other girls.

I had no business obsessing like this. I found Thorin’s meerbear pelt and draped it over my shoulders like a shawl, imagining that he had placed it there. Then I reached under the bed and pulled out the ray gun. There was no way he hadn’t found out about it by now, and I was surprised he had never brought the matter up.

I placed the gun on top of the desk where it would be most easily visible, placed the pelt next to it, and then I turned and left the room. It was time to give myself a tour.
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Thorin.

I delayed going back to my room until the end of the day. I didn’t want to think about Kristina. I knew exactly how our conversation would play out the next time I saw her. I’d ask her what she was thinking. She’d smile and pat my arm and thank me for everything I’d done for her—and then she would leave. She would announce it to me without the slightest hesitation.

But the mere thought of hearing those words coming from her own lips hurt me more than I was ready to accept. So I buried myself in my work, adding on duties and administering surprise inspections of some of the ensigns on the lower decks. I also checked out the freelancer ship attached to the docking bay. It wasn’t big enough to carry everyone in a single trip, but it was impressive.

At the end of the day, I decided to eat in the cafeteria instead of returning to my room. I found Joram there already, seated in one of the smaller booths with a set of sauce-covered ribs on a white plate in front of him. A recipe from the girls, no doubt.

Since he was eating alone, I copied the recipe from a synthesizer and sat across from him unannounced.

“Thorin?” he asked in shock as I examined the plate. The meat was unseparated from synthesized bone. “I’ve never seen you eat here before. I thought you were too good for the cafeteria.”

“I need a distraction,” I said, carving into one of the ribs with a knife.

“What is it? The girl?” Joram picked up a rib and began eating it with his hands. That made more sense than my own attempt.

“Kristina is free to decide as she wishes,” I said. “I am happy that she has a way to return to her planet after all this.”

“You need to get your mind off the humans,” said Joram. “What about a Mitaxian? They come out here sometimes. Those women are free and  wild as the wind. Or the Baidoba? Now that’s what I call a feminine figure.”

“I don’t want a free woman,” I mused. “Or one with a ‘feminine figure.’ I want a woman who belongs to me heart and soul. A life partner.”

He looked at me like I’d said a phrase in a foreign language, and I continued the meal without elaborating beyond the taste of the sauce.

At the end of the day, when I had nothing more to fill my time with, I decided to go to the viewing lounge. I hated the viewing lounge, and often I wished we didn’t have one. The viewing lounge encouraged people to be lazy, to shirk their duties. No one took the visitation policies seriously, and the younger staff liked to get off of work when they could. As for myself, I preferred to spend my time doing useful things and checking items from an imaginary list. Keeping my hands busy kept my mind busy, which made me feel better over all. Safer.

But for some reason, safety felt irrelevant right about now. It was more important that I had a distraction from Kristina. I climbed up to the top level of the ship. This was a smaller area and didn’t have much usable space. I would have preferred this deck to be used for extra shielding or equipment or even another cargo bay up on top of the ship, but it was lined with rectangular glass panes and a dramatic view of the sky overhead.

There was only one other person there when I arrived at the end of the day: Kristina. I didn’t know how she found this place. I hadn’t shown it to her. I didn’t know that anyone else would have. I always figured that Kristina would have joined the girls by now, or would be back in her room preparing for flight back home. For a moment, I stared at her from behind, studying her silhouette in the contrast of her dark hair and light skin. She looked beautiful in uniform. I didn’t want to admit it. Honestly, I felt she looked better in my uniform than she had in her own pajamas, like she was born for a life at my side.

I cleared my throat.

Kristina turned around. When she saw me, she gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, Thorin,” she said, recovering from her shock. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“I have as much right to be here as anyone,” I said. “I’m more confused about you, if anything. What are you doing up here? I thought you’d be down with the other girls preparing for the big trip.”

“I wanted to take a good, long look at the stars first,” said Kristina.

“The stars?” I asked. “You could see the stars from anywhere. You can still see the stars from Earth, can’t you?”

“Not like this, I can’t,” she said, waving her hand in front of her. “I’ve never seen so many stars in my life, and they’re all so clear I can’t stop watching them. But I don’t see any familiar constellations.”

“None?”

“Orion. The Great Dipper. I don’t see them,” she said. “So tell me, are we very close to Earth, or is this the other side of the galaxy?”

I approached her side and stared at the long vertical pane in front of us. I was looking ahead, but all attention was on my side, where I could feel some slight spark of warmth emanating from her. I pointed to a single speck in the dark sky, one I had memorized long ago. “You see that star over there?”

She leaned over and followed my hand for a few seconds. “Let me guess. The sun?”

“Actually, it’s a small cluster of stars,” I said. “They’re so far away that they look like only one star from here. Somewhere out there is your sun, and around your sun is your planet.”

“So this is more than a trip to the backyard,” she said.

I laughed. “You could say that. Out here, we’re far from everything. We’re outside of civilized space. Not too many ships go as far as ours does. We have ongoing business to conduct with the Atlanteans, and they don’t want anyone barging in on them. Anywhere civilized you want to get to is going to be far away. And Earth, as we know, is the most civilized of all.”

She looked at me in shock. I realized suddenly how little she knew of the role humans played in the universe.

“You didn’t know?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“The Atlanteans. They were the first great star travelers. They discovered the other worlds and brought technology to them, colonized them for further research. I guess they don’t keep up much with the news from home. They see Earth as a testing ground, a breeding layout for new subjects to abduct and experiment on.”

“The genetic market,” she said.

I nodded.

“I’ve heard of the Atlanteans before,” Kristina continued. “Not much. There are myths about them. Stories.”

“And you haven’t heard half of them,” I said. “But now that you’re going back, I guess you have more important things on your mind.”

“Am I going back?” she asked. The reluctance and confusion in her voice caught me off guard. “I haven’t decided what I want to do yet. Actually, I wanted to talk to you about it after the meeting. When you didn't show up, I thought I’d just take a walk.”

“Why wouldn’t you want to go?” I asked. I hoped that she would grab onto me with her small white fingers and tell me that I was the only one she needed, but she glanced away instead.

“That’s a good question,” she said, her lips pinched with the resolution. “But it’s so permanent, you know? If I turn back now without seeing what space has to offer, I’m going to regret it.”

My heart started racing. I wanted to take Kristina into my arms, to hug her tightly to my chest and absorb her into my being.

I couldn’t express how badly I wanted Kristina to be at my side as we traveled through space together. But no, that was not a part of our destiny. That was not what my number sequence had predicted. Instead, I paused and looked at her for a long moment while I tried to think of what to say. “You’re going to go with Stacia,” I said. “And more than that, you’re going to be on the first out. I won’t have it any other way.”

“Oh,” she said. There was no relief in the sentiment, not even a relaxed facial expression to accompany it. There was no explanation or description of what she was planning to do when she got back home. Not even a suggestion of going back to our room to make sure she had everything she needed before heading down to the cargo bay to meet the other girls. Just a simple “oh.”

My muscles bulged as I tried not to crush her in what would have been the tightest hug of her life. It was my turn to come clean, to explain to her the error from earlier. “There’s something else I need to tell you,” I said. “I was wrong earlier.”

“Wrong?”

“About us. About everything. You and I were never supposed to be together. I got it wrong. Your stasis pod didn’t have the right sequence at all. It was someone else’s. And I’m sorry for everything I’ve done to you and how we have treated you the past few days. I understand now that you must have been terrified the whole time. After all that, you deserve to go back to your home where you’ll be safe.”

Her breath became heavier. I wasn’t sure if she was angry at me or flustered. “You’re not going to try to hold me back then?” she asked.

My voice choked in my throat, and I almost didn’t say anything at all. “Not at all,” I said. “I’ll see you off in the morning, though. I want to make sure you have no problem boarding.”

“Thanks,” said Kristina. “I’d like that.”

Suddenly this room held no significance for me. I couldn’t stand to be here any more alone with her. I couldn’t be responsible for myself if I did. There was nothing stopping me right now from grabbing her and ripping off both our uniforms so that even the cloth couldn’t come between us. I wanted it to be Kristina so bad I couldn’t stand it. I didn’t wait for her to elaborate or ask any more questions or say anything else. I didn’t want to hear what her plans were anymore. We couldn’t have a rational conversation about this. I couldn’t stand by calmly and let her go. I turned and left and decided not to speak another word to her for the rest of the day.
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Kristina.

I should have felt weightless, which would have been appropriate for the setting in space. But instead I felt heavier and more grounded than ever when Thorin encouraged me to go home. I needed to hear it from his lips. Otherwise I never would have accepted it. I wanted to assume that he was after me, that he would stop at nothing to pursue me. But instead he gave me what I asked for: a trip home.

Thorin’s confession caught me off guard. Sure, Stacia Fallon had told me that he wanted what was best for me, even if that meant giving me up, but I hadn’t believed it until now. And apparently, I wasn’t supposed to be Thorin’s mate after all. His superstition had let him down. I should have enjoyed our encounter, but as soon as he left me in the viewing lounge alone, I had a strange feeling that I was trespassing. I was going back home tomorrow. I didn’t belong up here. I shouldn’t be frolicking about on a ship I planned to abandon in a few hours.

The time for a tour had come and gone. I reminded myself of everything I missed on Earth. Trees, animals. It was not that those things weren’t important to me, but something told me I’d miss Thorin even more.

When I got back to the quarters that evening, I found Thorin already asleep on the floor. Was this where he had slept last night? I felt bad thinking I’d kicked him out of his own bed. I took the meerbear pelt from where I had left it earlier and draped it on him like a small blanket. He didn’t stir. Then I looked at the desk and saw the ray gun where I had left it. I wondered what he had thought when he saw it.

When I woke up the next day, Thorin was gone. It was just as well. I didn’t know how much time I had to get ready before boarding started. It was understood that Stacia would take care of her mission first, but we could make ourselves comfortable on her ship while she worked. There were going to be about four or five shipments total from what I could tell, but the official arrangements weren’t being made until this morning. I got dressed and changed into a new uniform, identical to my last one. Then I hurried down for breakfast.

The cargo bay was alight with activity by the time I arrived. Everyone was ready to go: chattering, saying good-byes and trading final hugs with people who had decided to stay longer. Meanwhile, Stacia Fallon was bright-eyed and energetic as she paraded around the room with a bowl of cereal in one hand and a thin spoon in the other. She alternated between eating and sharing details.

“It depends on if you want to be cozy or really cozy,” she said. “I mean, I’m all for late nights with good friends, but there’s also the point where we’ll feel like sardines, especially if some of these green guys come along as your bodyguards. And I can’t tell you that this is going to be an overnight trip either. We’re going to spend several weeks galloping all over space, and I might have to stop in the meantime. My technology is reliable, but you never know when something’s going to break down. We might need to charge the ship or stop for repairs. The synthesizers might run out of fuel, and we’d need to stock up. And if you guys still don’t know what space food tastes like, count yourself lucky. Either way, we need to travel with people that you know you can travel with, and be organized about it. I apologize in advance for the motion sickness—it happens in space too, and I only have a few bathrooms. That being said, I’m willing to load up today if you guys are ready. Keep in mind that I do have a mission, and I’m going to save my man and get out of this. As soon as that’s done, though, we’re going to go straight back to Earth. Anyone who’s too afraid of fire should stay here on board the Creed and wait for the second or third trip. But if speed is the name of the game, I welcome you to my home."

As soon as she finished speaking, her eyes landed on me, and she pranced to my side, taking another mouthful of cereal. “Well, look at what the cat dragged in. I wasn’t expecting to see you here, Kristina.”

“Hey,” I said. “I guess I wasn’t expecting to be here either.”

“So? Did you talk it over with Thorin?” She dragged his name out like we were talking about a favorite heartthrob.

I swallowed. “I did. He says he wants me to go back to Earth.”

She paused, and the light in her eyes softened. “Oh. I see. That’s good—he’s letting you go. And you were wanting something a little more from him?”

“I guess I thought he’d try harder to have me on board. But if it’s true he doesn’t want me, I don’t want to be a burden to him.”

“Oh trust me, you were never a burden to that man,” she said, scooping out the rest of her cereal and pausing to drink the milk. “Actually, it was sweet of him to take you under his wing the way he did. Here, don’t feel bad about it. If there’s no place for you on the Creed, and if you want to stay in space, feel free to join me. I hate talking to myself and could use the company. Are you sure you don’t want to wait a few days before you decide?”

I pulled my lips back in a grimace. “I don’t think I could stand it. I need to get off the ship, the sooner the better. The more I stay here, the crazier I’ll get.”

Stacia narrowed her eyes. “I know what that’s like. You stay with me. Let’s go to the docking bay together and we can get started.” She held her now empty cereal bowl high in the air and raised her voice. “Everyone willing to come with me, I want you to follow me down. I have room for a few dozen. Maybe thirty. The rest of you will need to wait for round two.”

Instantly a group of girls got in line. I recognized Lucy a few rows back, but not Missy. Maybe she was too shy to board in the face of potential combat. If that was the case, I couldn’t blame her.

After we reached the docking bay, I saw that it was lined with a group of space marines. Not just uniformed officers—these guys didn’t even look human with the way their mech suits coated their entire bodies. Even their helmets marked only illuminated slits for eyes. It was like something out of a sci-fi horror movie.

I hurried to match Stacia’s pace. “What’s the deal with these guys?” I asked.

She chuckled. “Oh, them? The marines want me to bring a team of guards on board to protect you girls while I engage the Atlanteans. They don’t want to take any part in the struggle, and they’re neutralizing forces. I can’t complain. You guys get your own personal bodyguards.”

I nodded but tensed every time I looked at one of the guards too closely. I hoped they weren’t going with us all the way back to Earth.

Stacia opened a door, and when I saw the narrow tunnel on the other side, I thought about boarding an airplane. The ship would be on the other side, and all I had to do now was walk forward to leave.

On the outside of the tunnel, someone stood by waiting for us. It was Thorin. He stood proud in his uniform with his ray gun and his meerbear pelt in his hands. I paused, hardly noticing that I was interrupting everyone else’s progress.

“You want to have a word with him?” asked Stacia.

I nodded and stepped aside while she led everyone else on board.

Thorin bowed his head when I approached. 

“You came down,” I said.

“I told you I’d see you off,” he said.

“You know what?” I replied. “I’m going to miss you. I’ve had fun the past few days, despite myself. It was a good run.”

“I’m no one to miss,” he said. He offered me the ray gun, and when I stared at it, I could feel my cheeks redden.

“Oh, I can’t take that,” I said.

“I thought you already did,” he said with a smirk. “Did you seriously think I wouldn’t catch on to you?”

“You never said anything.”

“That’s because you were right,” said Thorin. “You needed it much more than I did, and you still do. I want you to continue to protect yourself all the way back to Earth. You promise me you can do that?”

I blinked and accepted the gift. “Wow, thanks. I don’t deserve this.”

“And the pelt.” He draped it around my shoulders. “I realize I’m shooting myself in the foot by giving it away to you. Things will go turn south for me after you leave, if I follow it right. But I don’t think there’s much to my superstitions anyway. It’s just like you said. Just like everyone says. Think of the pelt as a souvenir.”

“I’ll keep it with me every day,” I said.

He nodded, and his lips lifted in a gentle smile. There was something off about the expression. Thorin was sad. It was hard to tell on a hardened face like his. Thorin might have been withdrawn before, but now he was melancholy, and something about that broke my heart. I wanted to give him something that he could keep as a souvenir as well. Having nothing, I curled one hand around the back of his head. I leaned forward and kissed him definitely on the cheek. His flesh was hard and firm, tight given how weathered it was.

Thorin froze and held me in position for a moment, wrapping one arm around me in a tight embrace. I knew he was enjoying the moment as well as I was. But then he finally released me and started breathing again. I realized he had been holding his breath the entire time.

“You take care of yourself, okay?” I said. “Don’t let yourself get killed because I have the gun.”

“You don’t worry about me,” he said.

I turned and saw Stacia waiting for me in the doorway. Everyone else had already boarded, and the space marine guards had filed on board behind the girls. Now it was just me who was holding everyone up. I pointed back up to the ship and faced Thorin a final time. “I should get going,” I said.

“Yes. Don’t keep anyone waiting.”

I swallowed and realized that a lump had formed in my throat. I needed to leave now. I needed to get out of here before this got any harder. Turning around, I hurried into the tunnel and followed Stacia.

“He’s a good guy,” she said, wrapping her hand around me protectively.

“Yeah,” I said, and I wished I hadn’t taken such a long time to figure that out.  
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Thorin.

I watched Kristina until she had disappeared down the tunnel. A light near the boarding tunnel’s door alerted me to when the freelancer ship activated and when it detached and disembarked from our side. Over and over while I watched, I replayed my conversation with Kristina. I should have said something different. I should have been able to tell her how much she meant to me. But there weren’t any words for the relationship that we had. Kristina and I weren’t friends. We weren’t even lovers. We were soulmates. And there weren’t any good things to say to a departing soul mate.

After the freelancer ship had disembarked and I was alone, I turned and walked out the door. It was there that I ran into someone: my commanding officer, Commander Grath.

I wasn’t surprised that he had come down to see the boarding. It was customary for a commander to be present whenever any of the men departed for a mission, no matter how trivial. What was surprising was the way he fixated on me, his lips pulled downward in a stern expression. I’d seen him address younger officers and recruits before in the same manner, always pointing out an active misconduct or a slight against regulation. “Did you come to see them off, too, lieutenant?” he asked.

I shifted and tried to see what he was getting at. “Yes. I wanted to make sure the men didn’t need anything before leaving.”

“And the girls as well?”

“I played an active role with some of them. It wouldn’t be right for me to stay here and refuse to see them off when those women are sentimental. You know how it is.”

“That I do,” he said with a sneer. “But it’s no secret how close you got to Kristina Hill. She’s the one you purchased, right?”

“Originally.”

“But then she shot you. Knocked you out, right?”

“She was acting in self-defense. She was confused and didn’t know what was happening.”

He paused and pinched his lips together. “You took her out of the brig.”

“She agreed to work with me.”

“Of course she did. She’s yours, technically speaking. She must agree to everything you want.”

“Kristina belongs to herself, and she’ll make her own decisions.”

He paused. “I see. How difficult it must have been for you to watch her go.”

“I shouldn’t have bought her to begin with,” I said, assuming he knew the story but not bothering to correct it with Missy.

“You’re right,” he said. “Humans play nice until they decide they want something. Then it’s all over. If you could see the big picture, you’d understand why I want nothing to do with them in their waking state.”

“They’re not all that bad,” I said.

“Aren’t they?” he said, and humorless smile lit his austere features. I hadn’t seen that expression on him before, and it made me uneasy. “I’m heading back to command if there’s nothing else going on.”

“No, sir.”

He turned and started walking back before snapping his head in my direction. “Oh, for old time’s sake. Quick inspection?”

My heart started pounding. I’d just given my gun away to Kristina. I couldn’t pass inspection unarmed. Nevertheless, I straightened and stood at attention.

“Hands?”

I held them forward, showing how clean they were.

“Collar?”

I turned my head.

“Boots?”

We looked down and saw that my boots reflected the light perfectly.

“Weapon check?”

I hesitated. It wouldn’t do me any good to lie. “I don’t have my weapon on me.”

“Lieutenant?” His brow raised.

“I didn’t think it worthwhile when seeing the ship off.”

He clucked under his breath. “You should always have your gun on you, Thorin. I thought you’d know better than that.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, keeping my gaze level and fixed ahead.

“This carelessness isn’t like you. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“Sir?” I dampened my lips.

“You gave your human woman a nice meerbear pelt as she left. A parting gift. Are you sure there wasn’t anything else in there?”

He’d seen it. He’d seen the entire thing, and this was his way of bringing it into focus.

“I wanted to keep her safe,” I said. “If I couldn’t be there, at least she could have that. I’m willing to cover full expenses. You can dock it from my account.”

“It isn’t a matter of expense,” said Grath. “You handed a weapon to a perfect stranger. Do you know what this means, lieutenant?”

I swallowed, and a host of new suspicions mounted in my brain. When I gave my ray gun to Kristina, I’d only meant it for her protection. I gave it to her for her own good, for when she got back to Earth and any trouble she encountered between here and there.

“Arming a potential enemy combatant is one of the greatest crimes a man of our number can commit,” he continued.

“Kristina’s not an enemy,” I said. “Nor a combatant. If she was, I wouldn’t have needed to give it to her.”

“Officially, you’re right. But you fail to understand these humans. She was never your friend, and she certainly never loved you. The moment our freelancer Ms. Fallon decides to carry out her mission against the Atlanteans, some of those girls will join in the fun. The moment that happens, you’re guilty. I’m afraid what you did back there requires me to relieve you of your duty at once.”

I curled my hands into fists. “Our own men boarded the ship,” I protested. “We want to protect the women. To keep them safe. That’s all I was doing when I gave my gun to her. I can operate fine without it. I know how the ship works. I can use anything I want as a weapon if combat should arise.”

He held up his hand to silence me, and a small vein bulged near his eyes. “You fell for a pretty face without understanding the other side. Those women have no loyalty, and if they do, it isn’t to us. They see us as captors, possibly abductors. Fallon is the only one they’ll fight for. I know you meant well, but as of this moment, I must relieve you of duty until we reach a satisfactory resolution.”

I swallowed. I found it hard to think, hard to know how to even respond. The more of a scene I made, the worse this was going to get. I was still a professional here and still had some hope of turning this around if I played along. “Yes, sir.”

“If necessary, we’ll have a trial later to determine your fate. I’m going to contact Fallon’s ship and arrange to have the weapon turned over. She’ll understand the situation. When that’s resolved, we’ll see what to do about you. In the meantime, I’m restricting you to your quarters until further notice. You’re dismissed.”

“Yes sir,” I said again before turning and marching away. My cheeks were flaming. I couldn’t believe what he was telling me. I couldn’t believe that he would turn on me, one of the most trusted officers of the Creed’s crew. Neither could I believe that so much could change so quickly as a result of my splitting from Kristina. Soul mates. The term came to my mind with a new meaning now. We were supposed to be together for the rest of our lives, even if my sequence had claimed differently. And now that I had let her leave unimpeded—well, my balance had been thrown off now, and I might never get it back.

Being sent to my quarters like a cadet who’d spent too much time partying felt like an insult after losing Kristina. Everywhere I looked, her scent and her shadow still lingered. She’d hardly stayed here for a few days, but already it felt more like her room than mine. I saw the bed waiting as she had made it. She always pulled the covers up over the pillow and then wrapped them back down again in a style that I found both organized an attractive. I saw her old uniform folded as she left it, as well as her old black silk pajamas that she had left behind. The pajamas smelled like her. I picked them up and pressed them against my face and inhaled. What I wouldn’t do for her to be here right now. I needed the comfort. All this time, I’d been waiting to get a life mate out of this. Now I was more alone than before. I didn’t even have my own crew to back me up. I never thought my fortune could turn around so quickly.

Sitting on the bed, all I could do was think about how I was right. When I gave the pelt to Kristina, I remembered telling her that my luck would turn upside down the moment she left. I just hadn’t expected it would be that drastic or that sudden. No, there was something right about my superstitions. There was a reason I kept following things. Even if it didn’t work for other people, I couldn’t doubt the role of fortune in my life.

Presently my doorbell chimed. I didn’t respond at first, and then Rhaegar’s voice came to me through the speaker, telling me I had a guest.

I pictured Commander Grath standing next to him with an iron jaw and eyes that could pierce the ship’s walls with a single glance. He probably had a resolution or a few questions to pin on me. I tensed up and pressed my teeth together, combing my hair with my hands and hoping I didn’t look too much out of sorts. I felt more self-conscious than usual about my appearance.

I snapped to attention. “Come in,” I said.

The door dilated. Rhaegar stood on the outside, and with him was one of the girls: Missy, the timid one I’d spoken with in the assembly hall.

My face burned hotter when I saw Missy. I'd almost forgotten about her. After our chat, I decided that she and I weren’t meant to be, despite what my number sequence had informed me. But she was stubborn to stay on board the ship. I had first thought she’d be on the trip with Kristina, but I hadn’t seen her lining up with the other girls. Now she looked more pathetic than usual standing there alone like that.

I looked at Rhaegar. “I’m not accepting personal calls right now,” I said. “In fact, you might need clearance to come here at all. Did you speak with Commander Grath? He could give you a reprimand for speaking to me behind his back.”

“What Grath doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” Rhaegar said. “And frankly, I’m shocked I haven’t been locked up half a dozen times by now. Go on, Missy. Tell him what you wanted to say.”

He patted her on the back, and she stepped forward. Missy’s lower lip trembled. She was afraid to speak to me. At any other point, I would have tried to comfort her. She was alone here too, like I was. But right now, comfort itself felt like an illusion. “I told the others about you and Kristina,” she said. “That it was all a misunderstanding. You were trying to look out for her, and that she wouldn’t fight anyone unless it was a self-defense emergency.”

“They’re contacting the freelancer ship to get a full review of the story,” I said.

Missy nodded, and she took one step forward. “Just know some of us are on your side,” she said.

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Right now I hated being here, talking to her. As much as I wanted to comfort her and send her away and thank her for coming over, I couldn’t do it. I was mad about this. I shouldn’t have been locked up. I shouldn’t have been incriminated for trying to protect someone else. I was only trying to protect someone who meant the world to me. Who meant multiple worlds to me. If Kristina and I couldn’t be together physically, then I would protect her from a distance. I’d given her the most precious things that I owned, and all I got in return was a never-ending stream of bad luck.

“You’re not doing anything to help,” I said. “This is professional business, and we are taking care of it on our own. If you have nothing better to do, get back to the cargo bay with the other girls and wait for your turn to go back to Earth.”

“I don’t want to go back,” she said.

“Of course you do. All of you,” I said. “Don’t try to soften it up. I just lost everything I ever had, my only shot at happiness, and right now I don’t care anymore. I don’t know. Maybe I should throw myself from an airlock. The whole ship would be better off.”

“Thorin...” she started.

I pointed a long finger to the doorway. “If you don’t get out of here soon, I’m going to send someone after you. I’m sorry, but I'm beyond caring about anything right now. Good day.”

Her lower lip started trembling again. Missy turned around and walked out the door. I found myself face to face with Rhaegar instead. He was the last person I felt like talking to now. Rhaegar was sloppy. He was prone to emotional outbursts and had a hard time controlling himself. Briefly I considered punching him so hard his skull would fuse into the wall behind.

“Go easy on her. She just wanted to offer encouragement, and it was hard to get her to come all the way here to talk to you herself,” he said.

“Encouragement does nothing. Right now I have no choice but to wait it out.”

“Well, maybe encouragement is all we have.”

“And maybe you can get out of here before I make you regret coming down in the first place,” I snarled. “Now get out of here, and don’t come back unless you have some actual good news to share.”

Seconds later, I was alone again. Completely alone. I didn’t know if I was glad about sending them away or if I regretted it already. I wasn’t ready for this, but at least I didn’t have anyone trying to cheer me up or distract me. It was very possible that I would never be happy again. I’d had a few wins in my life.

I pulled open the top drawer of my desk and pulled out the medal of recognition I’d won on my first deep space mission as a cadet. Back then, everything felt new and exciting. I couldn’t wait to throw myself into the fray.

But life in space rang different now. It might have been the life I was designed for and created for—but it only bored me with its merciless rut. I had to suppress everything I felt because if I didn’t, I’d realize how bad it really was. This was how it would be until I died. Now that Kristina was gone, now that I had let Kristina go, nothing would ever get better. Nothing would ever change again.

I put the medal back in the drawer and slid it shut. Now I had only one hope: the hope of denying anything I felt and pursuing the so-called greater good in its stead. There was no soul anymore, no bride or life-mate promised me by a lucky sequence, no children. This was all I had ever been. This is all life was, a prison from day one. I simply hadn’t noticed until now.

When my eyes started to sting. I ignored it. When the tears came, I didn’t wipe them away.
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Kristina.

Lucy and I had managed to snag a corner in the bedroom. There was only one guest bedroom on board Stacia’s ship, and several of us had claimed it for our own. It was one of the better locations because it had its own bathroom and more privacy than anywhere else on the ship.

Others had already claimed the bed by the time Lucy and I arrived. We took a corner instead and raided a supply closet for pillows and blankets, setting up our own sleep station while everyone else made plans for home.

Lucy now sat cross-legged on the floor across from me, surrounded by the fluffy pillows and blankets that we found in the storage room. She had pulled her hair into a high ponytail and now looked like a model for a slumber party brochure.

“I was thinking we should look up which states are the best to open a business in,” she said. “I mean, I’m from Kentucky, but we don’t have to be out there. Maybe somewhere in the Midwest would be better. We could go for a saloon atmosphere, so if we’re out in the prairie we could capture some of the actual historical theme. I’ve always had an interest in history. I just didn’t think I’d be able to work it into my business plan like this. Oh, I hope Stacia can set up certifications as well. I forgot to bring my bartending certification when the aliens took me.”

“We’re all starting from square one,” I said, repeating a phrase that had been circulating since we prepared to board.

She cocked her head to the side with a pained wince. Then she straightened and pointed behind me. “What’s that?” she asked.

I turned around. The meerbear pelt lay crumpled where I had placed it behind my back. I’d wrapped the pelt around the ray gun before coming on board. I assumed that if it was clear that this was my property, the others would know better than to tamper with it. I reached down and traced my fingers through the matted fur. “A farewell gift from Thorin,” I said. “He told me he hunted the animal himself. It’s a good luck charm.”

Lucy’s lips parted. She leaned forward in fascination. “Thorin knows how to give original gifts.”

“I love it,” I said.

“What do you want to do with it when we’re back on Earth? Get it turned into a cap? Or maybe a teddy bear?”

“I might just leave it as it is,” I started to say, but then Lucy reached out and snatched it.

If my reflexes were any sharper, I would have slapped her hand or pulled Thorin’s parting gift away. It wasn’t the pelt that I minded as much as the ray gun inside. But I was too late. The pelt unfolded as soon as she grabbed it, and the weapon rolled onto the floor with a soft tap as it landed on the carpet.

Lucy and I both froze for a moment. The gun was a taboo. Something I was definitely not supposed to bring back. Then her lips parted in a delighted grin. “You little stinker, you...”

I sucked in some air to make sure I wouldn’t pass out. “It’s not what you think,” I said, taking the ray gun in my hands. “I didn’t steal this. He gave it to me.”

“Gave it to you?” she asked. “Now honey, I know a thing or two about gifts from men. The hunting fur is one thing, but this? This is registered property. It’s like he’s putting his own power in your hands. Why would he want you to have that?”

“He wanted to know I was safe. He gave it to me for protection.”

I could tell by the way her eyes riveted onto the gun that she wanted to snatch it the way she had the pelt. “How far did you get with that man, anyway?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Here I thought he wanted to string you to a pole and have his way with you. It looks like you got the better end of the deal.”

“Thorin wouldn’t strap anyone to a pole,” I said. “He’s perfectly sweet. He looks scary is all. And if we’re going to be hurtling through space and encountering who knows what, it wouldn’t hurt to have extra protection.”

“I’ll say.”

She tossed me the pelt, and I wrapped it around the ray gun. “Don’t tell anyone I have this,” I said. “I don’t suspect anyone here, but you never know.”

“Oh, my lips are sealed. You got off lucky, Krissy.”

I blushed. “It was Thorin.”

“You think I should hook up with one of these guys?” her lips spread in a grin. “We have plenty of escorts on board. And they’re all armed.”

“Where are they staying?” I asked, looking around but not seeing any.

“The lower deck,” she said, pointing a finger directly down. We both stared down as if we could see them. “Can you picture so much masculine energy in one room? The only question is if any of them might be willing to give me a gun.”

Our talk was interrupted when a click came from the intercom in the corner of the wall. The intercom system of Stacia’s ship was one of the more primitive things about it, but felt quaint and homey after the sheer alien-ness of the Creed.

“Attention ladies, this is your captain speaking,” said Stacia on the other side. “I’ve just gotten a message from the Creed which we have now left. They say that they are missing a weapon, and they expect one of us has snagged it. If any of you girls has a weapon, I want you to see me at once in the cockpit. Don’t worry; you’re not going to get in trouble. We’re trying to figure out what happened for the sake of our glorious diplomatic relationship.”

Lucy looked at me with wide eyes, and I wished I were dead. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what to do about it. Should I turn myself in, or was that a betrayal of Thorin’s trust? Or maybe Stacia was referring to something else.

“You should go tell her what the deal is,” said Lucy, taking my hand and squeezing it.

I swallowed.

“It’s okay. I’ll keep you safe if nothing else will.”

I stood up with my pelt. Everyone else was talking with each other as if they hadn't even heard the announcement. I could get out of this to if I told Stacia the truth.

It didn’t take long for me to find my way to the cockpit. The ship, lovingly dubbed the Orphan Annie, wasn’t that large. In terms of rooming capacity, it was the size of a suburban house. That meant that thirty of us were crowded but not completely suffocating, and the men below had the same amount of space. I only had to step around a few makeshift camp-outs before I pressed the button to open the cockpit door. Stacia was seated inside what looked like the laboratory of a mad scientist. The cockpit was a tiny room riddled with dials and levers to the point where I felt that even breathing in the wrong direction would break something. I held the pelt even closer to my chest.

Meanwhile, Stacia relaxed. Her face lit in a smile as soon as she saw me. “You know, for a moment I was worried that someone else would show up. I didn’t know what I’d do if there were two of you with weapons on board.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said, squeezing the pelt. “I thought it was okay.”

“Sorry? Don’t apologize to me, girl. I like the way a gun looks on a person. Sexy. Confident. Come have a seat and we’ll take care of this together.”

Stacia pointed to a co-pilot seat next to hers. I would have preferred to remain standing, but obedience felt critical at the moment. I sat stiffly so that my back didn’t touch the cushion.

“So let me get this clear,” said Stacia. “That soldier boy who saw you off gave you his weapon before we left. I saw it. I was right there. And yeah, I thought it was a little—well, generous is an understatement. But I didn’t question it. I mean, what do I know? I’m literally a freelancer stopping by on a mercy trip to get some support. I don’t question them, they don’t question me, and everyone’s happy. If Prince Charming wants to slide the rules and you’re cool with it, I won’t get in the way. But it turns out that his own crew wasn’t too happy with what he did. And when they learned it was missing, they came straight to me.”

“So we’re returning the gun?” I asked.

She nodded. “It looks like your man’s gotten into some trouble himself. The captain says they currently have him under house arrest over there. He’s restricted to his quarters until further notice.”

“Why? Because of me?”

“Because they think he was aiding an enemy combatant because of the nature of my own mission. And before you say anything else about this, know that I blame myself entirely. I should have said something back there.”

“Enemy combatant?” I asked after a pause.

Stacia cocked her head to the side and nodded slowly. “You see, our buddies on the Creed are getting paid by the same party that I’m about to fight. It doesn’t look good if you bring a weapon on my ship because it looks like you’re aiding me in combat.”

“It was for me, not you,” I said.

Stacia nodded like she only half heard me. “Now I don’t want bloodshed any more than you do. I’m a poor girl who wants her man back. But I plan on pulling off a covert mission. I don’t want to open fire on these guys. Still, it does look bad for my image. And yours as well. And the image of that guy of yours.” She slammed a hand on her forehead. “I’ve done screwed up, Kristina.”

“Then let’s go back, and I’ll give it to them. I’ll tell them everything,” I said.

“I’m not sure I want to let you take that chance,” said Stacia. “You see, these guys take their work seriously. If you go over there and return a weapon you weren’t supposed to have to begin with, they’ll take you into custody. There’s no way they’d trust you to come back on board the Annie.”

“Then I’ll join you for your next trip,” I said. “You’ll come back, right?”

Stacia pressed her lips together. “Right, but I’m not sure you get my drift. Not only will they not let you come back, but they’re going to treat you as a prisoner. They might lock you up. Do you think you could handle it?”

“They’ve already locked me up once before,” I said. “I know the drill. Let me do this. If Thorin’s in trouble over this, I want to be the one to smooth things over. It was my fault. I shouldn’t have accepted the gun like I did.”

Now her chin lifted in a curious expression. “You’re a funny duck, Miss Hill. Not many would take responsibility for him like that when it would be so easy to get away from it all.”

I shrugged and looked away. All I could think of was Thorin and what he was doing at that moment.

Minutes later, we were hooked back up to the Creed. Stacia apologized for the delay over the intercom and walked me down the tunnel back to the docking bay before addressing me a final time. “You go out there and give them what you got. I’ll hover in the neighborhood for a while in case they let you come back, but I’m warning you, these guys aren’t going to take it lightly. As far as they’re concerned, you’re an arms thief—even if Thorin gave it to you. They’ll want to pin it on you, so you be as civil to them as possible and give them whatever they ask for.”

“I’ll figure something out,” I said, stepping forward.

There were two men in the docking bay when I arrived with a guard escort lurking behind them. They both appeared to be high-ranking officers, the captain and his right-hand man, if I remembered right.

I was still holding the gun wrapped in the meerbear pelt. Right now I unwrapped the fur and showed them the gun inside. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to break any of your rules,” I said.

“You’re not the one we’re concerned about,” said the captain, accepting the weapon back and handing it to the other man. “It’s Thorin we’re worried about. Why did he give you that gun? What did he tell you to do with it?”

I shook my head. “Thorin wanted me to be able to protect myself in case anything went wrong.”

“Thorin’s too sentimental for his own good,” said the other man.

“So I’m free to go back?” I asked.

“Not after this,” said the captain. “If you leave our vessel, it won’t be with Stacia Fallon. You’ll have to find another ride back. You will have to stay with us in the meantime.”

My memories of my time in the brig came back in full detail. It was happening all over again. They were going to lock me up again, this time indefinitely. It was exactly what Stacia had warned me about.

“Don’t blame Thorin for any of this,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. “He shouldn’t have given it to me, and that was stupid of him. But I was the one who was insecure. I was the one who pressured him into coming down with me. If you want to punish someone, I ask that you let him go free and punish me instead.”

The captain looked at me for a long moment without blinking. I noticed that these green aliens didn’t seem to blink as often as humans. He looked at his companion and nodded. “There’s only one good thing we can do about this,” he said.
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Kristina.

The officers led me down the halls to Thorin’s room. So far, this was technically going better than I’d expected. I thought they were going to toss me in the brig as unceremoniously as before and forget about me from there. When we passed the brig without a word, I started to relax.

Then we reached Thorin’s room. For a moment I felt a pang of anxiety. Thorin might blame me for this. He might cast me away or tell them to lock me up. What business did I have here, anyway?

When the door opened, I saw Thorin standing at attention before us. Our eyes met. He held his chin high in a way that accented his cheekbones in the light. Thorin stared at me breathlessly. He wasn’t mad—he was dumbfounded, and I was too, and we both stared at each other in shock.

“Kristina?” Thorin asked, not even noticing the two men behind me. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d left already. I saw you.”

I tossed him the pelt. “The others are leaving. I’m staying.”

“You came back?” Now his voice grew dry, both curious and suspicious.

My throat burned with a feeling I couldn’t define. I’d been wanting to talk to him again since we’d left, but now that I was here I didn’t know what to say. “They asked for the gun back, and I decided to come down to clear the record. So here I am.”

Someone shifted behind me. “You paid for her. We figure it’s appropriate to turn her over to you,” said the captain.

Thorin swallowed. “But there was a mistake,” he said. “She wasn’t the one I bought. I’ve helped her and she’s been around me a lot, but I put the money toward someone else.”

“No, you didn’t,” said the captain.

“What do you mean?”

“We checked the records. Kristina was the one with your lucky sequence, and we could follow the transfer of your payment directly to her pod. You insisted on your lucky numbers, didn’t you?”

Thorin didn’t move a muscle. “But Joram showed me...”

“Joram pulls pranks,” said the captain. “My guess is he wanted to see if you’d follow your superstitions even if he tampered with them. Now, if there’s no further business, I have work to attend. I trust the two of you can stay restricted to this room until the issue is cleared?”

“Yes sir,” said Thorin. The men exchanged a salute, and then the door swirled shut. Thorin and I were alone together. I blinked and stared at his sculpted form, realizing how much his presence made me feel more alive.

“The next time I see that man, I’ll break his shin for what he told me.”

“His shin?”

“I want it to hurt,” he growled. “That wasn’t the first of Joram’s pranks, but he was working to split us up. He needs to pay. You can’t simply tamper with a man’s fortune the way he tried to do.”

I buried my fingers in the thick fur of the meerbear pelt. “Well, you have your luck back now. I suppose things will get better from this point on.”

“That’s one good thing,” he said. “But I don’t know for sure. All this time, I thought you and I were supposed to be together. I thought you were my life-long mate. We could get married, settle down, have kids. Either here in space or on a planet somewhere. Anywhere you want. Even your homeworld.”

I laughed. “I’m sorry, but there’s no way they would allow you back in Michigan. Green skin would be too hard to explain.”

“Then I’ll use cosmetics.”

“You? In makeup?”

“I’d look divine.” He planted one hand on his hip and lifted his nose so dramatically I snorted at the sight.

“But you’re too tall,” I added.

“Then I’ll drag myself around on hands and knees. Whatever you want.” He dropped down and gave an instant demonstration.

I giggled at Thorin’s antics. I never would have guessed I’d be so comfortable fooling around with this guy, but he knew how to have fun. “Seriously,” I said.

“I am being serious.”

“I’ve gotten used to life up here. Space travel is something that all humans dream about but almost none actually achieve. I’m living out my wildest dreams standing here.”

Thorin stepped forward. His muscles flexed under his uniform, and my own arms tensed in a sudden desire for a hug. “I missed you, Kristina,” he said.

“And I’ve missed you, too,” I said.

“And even if we don’t end up together, I’ll be here to help you no matter what you decide to do past this point.”

“What if I can’t decide to do anything?” I asked. “What if they keep me imprisoned for life? Locked up and restricted?”

He shook his head. “They’ll let you go when the dust settles. When that happens you’ll be a guest and free to set your own schedule. Within certain parameters, at least. And you can always come see me if you miss the company.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait a moment,” I said. “Who said we weren’t going to end up together?”

His brows creased. “I thought you found me repulsive. I bought you, and I see now that things work differently in your world.”

“Repulsive?” I said. “I was scared of you, sure, but you’d have to try harder than that if you want me to find you repulsive. You heard what those two guys said out there, right? You’re wrong. I was the one you bought. I was the one that your lucky number sequence pointed out. And I don’t know about you, but it seems like your luck has played out exactly the way you predicted. Maybe we shouldn’t question it.”

“My lucky sequence has always led to good fortune before,” he admitted.

I stepped forward. I could feel it now, his warmth, his presence. I wrapped my arms around him in what started as a quick hug, but soon it turned into something different. He unzipped the back of my uniform a few inches, just enough to allow me to breathe better. Then he bent over, kissed me on the cheek and then on the neck. Then finally our lips met. I opened my mouth instinctively. I wanted to know what he tasted like. I didn’t just want a quick touch. I knew that he was mine as much as I was his. We were sentenced together, rooming together in the same quarters. I might have been skeptical about Thorin’s superstitions at first, but now I began to see the light. We really were meant to be together. And I couldn’t imagine anything better.
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Kristina.

I was in the rec room with Missy. A few days had passed since I had been sentenced to rooming with Thorin, and since then, our punishment had lessened. Thorin was irreplaceable as an officer, and everyone rallied to his support. Meanwhile, no one cared what I did. As far as the Creed was concerned, I was released at the same time as Thorin. While he resumed his duties on the ship, I’d taken to spending my spare time with the women who were staying on board.

Missy and I had grown close over that time. She wanted a future in space as well. She didn’t want to go back, but she had to figure out what was going on. Right now, we are in the middle of a virtual meeting with Lucy. Lucy initiated the conversation via the tablets the marines and Stacia had. We figured we could keep in touch this way until the trip to Earth was complete.

Lucy’s image was clear on the screen. She sat before us cross-legged in the corner that she had shared with me while Missy and I squeezed in next to each other in a cafeteria booth.

“At least one of us has things figured out,” said Missy, nodding her head towards me. “I want to stay here, but I still need an excuse. The marines won’t listen to me if I try talking to them. I wouldn’t mind getting a man of my own as well for good measure, but I’m too much of a wallflower.”

“Do you have anyone in mind?” I asked.

A delicate shade of pink rose to her cheeks. “Commander Grath.”

“Shut up,” said Lucy. “The commander? That guy hates us. He wanted to wrestle us and put us back in those pods if he had to do it himself.”

“I think he’s a great guy underneath the sternness,” Missy insisted. “I’ve seen him with the others. He doesn’t hate us. He’s just afraid. Of something. And I want to be the one to help him recover that fear.”

Lucy scoffed. “How can you guys even consider that?” she asked. “I’d sooner go down a space battle than end up with one of them.”

“That’s harsh,” I said.

“It’s true. You don’t know what to expect from them.”

“They’re professionals.”

“Professional alien abductors,” she said. “I know they didn’t actually abduct us, but still. It scares me.”

Missy and I traded a glance. “It isn’t that bad,” I said.”

Lucy drew a breath. “Either way. I’m glad I’m going back to Earth. I might not even bother opening a bar if I can stock up on enough alcohol to stay sane after this.”

We shared a laugh.

“But seriously,” said Missy. “I don’t know what to do about myself. I know I have confidence issues. I can’t speak above a whisper. How do I even get these guys’ attention?”

“It’ll come when the time’s right,” I said.

Lucy’s image on the screen before us flickered. The lights dimmed around her, and she glanced overhead in confusion.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Lucy shook her head and took her tablet in her hands. “I don’t know. This hasn’t happened before. We just pulled up to that other ship, the one with the Atlanteans on it. Stacia told us we wouldn’t have to worry about anything...”

She went silent. Missy and I exchanged a confused glance with each other.

I could almost see Lucy pale before us. She looked at us and shook her head. “I’m sorry guys, but I need to get out of here. I think we’ve been boarded.”

There was movement in the background, but the screen went black before I could see what it was. My stomach fluttered, and I repeated to myself that it would have to end well for them. At the same time, I couldn’t help thinking that I was glad to have ended up here with Thorin. I shivered.
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