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      “I’m sorry. Could you repeat that?” Halle choked out, her eyes locked on the white-coated doctor.

      “Of course. The cost for Oliver’s treatment will be five hundred thousand credits,” Doctor Crane said, his voice echoing in the sterile, dimly lit room.

      “Five... hundred thousand?” Halle whispered.

      She wasn’t sure if she was hoping for confirmation or praying it was a cruel joke. No, it had to be some cruel joke. A camera crew would leap out of the cupboard or something any moment now…

      But the doctor just shrugged, as if the figure he had suggested was a mild inconvenience, not something that could bankrupt her ten times over.

      “We do offer payment plans at very reasonable terms.”

      Her heart sank. It wasn’t just a number; it was a ransom note for her nephew’s life. She looked through the one-way glass into the observation room off the doctor’s office. Ollie sat on the brightly colored sofa, wrapped in a blanket rather than playing with the toys as a three-year-old should. Her heart wrenched at his pale skin and the deep bruises under his eyes.

      The room closed in on her, the off-white walls suddenly oppressive and the low hum of the air conditioning unit a screaming siren in her ears.

      “You’re welcome to take Oliver to another care provider,” the doctor said emotionlessly, locking eyes with her.

      Time froze, and ice spread through her veins. Doctor Crane was the only doctor they could afford. Without him…

      Before she could collect her thoughts, Sadie blurted out, “Yes, we’ll do it. Anything for Oliver.”

      Halle’s jaw tightened, her throat thick. Her sister didn’t understand money, never had. She said that as easily as if she was agreeing to a dinner date, not the sort of astronomical debt that would keep them in the grindstone of the Anselm factories for the rest of their lives—probably Ollie’s life as well.

      “It won’t be a problem. Will it, Halle?” Sadie turned toward her, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears and hope. Halle knew that look all too well. It said, “You can fix this. Right? You always do.”

      The weight of her sister’s trust bore down on her as a mountain she’d carried ever since their mother had disappeared into a bottle when Halle was six, leaving her to look after her baby sister. It had been the two of them against the world ever since, but this… this was an enemy they couldn’t conquer.

      For a moment, she wished she could be like Sadie, always wearing her heart on her sleeve and never bothering to understand the intricacies of their predicament. Sadie’s dreams were filled with sugar plums and fairy godmothers, where everything worked out in the end.

      But Halle was a realist, who made things work. And right now, nothing was working. Nothing would work, not with a debt like that.

      She tried to swallow the lump in her throat to get herself together. Give some answer that would make this all go away. But what could she say? She was the big sister, the responsible one, the fixer. She couldn’t afford the luxury of breaking down. Somehow, she offered her sister a smile. It was wobbly, but it held.

      “Sure, Sadie,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt. “We’ll figure something out. We always do.”

      “Well, I do have other patients,” the doctor said, ushering them out of the office. They passed a couple in the doorway, a sick-looking toddler in the woman’s arms.

      Halle recognized the look of desperate hope in their eyes and wanted to scream at them to run. To find another solution that wasn’t the leech that was Crane… But she knew they were stuck in the same trap as she and Sadie were—lower-level workers with no option but to do anything they could to get treatment… any treatment… that wasn’t the Anselm Care System. Because once ACS picked up a child, that was it; they would never see them again.

      “I need to get Ollie. He won’t be happy to stop playing,” Sadie said as she turned toward the observation room door.

      Halle shook her head. Sadie was always in denial about how sick Ollie was. She watched as Sadie disappeared behind the opaque door.

      “Ms. Keare?” Mrs. Crane, beckoned her over.

      Halle bit back her shiver as she crossed the room to stand in front of the desk. Mrs. Crane was a cold-hearted corpse of a woman. Halle doubted she had any human feelings whatsoever.

      “Here is the paperwork for Oliver’s plan,” Mrs. Crane said, pushing a data-flex across the desk. “It needs to be signed before we can start the treatment.”

      Halle’s gaze ran over the dense text, legal jargon interlaced with medical terms, figures, and dates. It made no sense to her whatsoever.

      “I would advise you to sign quickly,” Mrs. Crane continued. She looked at Halle over the top of her glasses, her piercing grey eyes chilling.

      Halle bit back a shiver. This was not a woman for whom medicine was a calling. Halle doubted she had a caring bone in her body, and her blood probably ran with figures as she totted up the profits she and the doctor made off the desperate.

      “We only have two treatment slots left. They start next week, so I’ll need this paperwork back within twenty-four hours to secure a place for Oliver.”

      Halle nodded, flicking through the payment plan terms. They were draconian, with escalating fees and penalties for late payments. One misstep and Crane Medical Services would not only own her soul but also the right to harvest her organs for extraction on a sliding scale for each infraction. How many parents had lost kidneys to pay for their child’s treatment?

      “And if we don’t?” she asked, looking up.

      Mrs. Crane shrugged, her thin lips drawn in a tight line. The implication stole Halle’s breath. If she didn’t comply or sign away her life to this horrifying payment plan, Oliver’s chances were...

      She nodded sharply. “I’ll look at it this evening and return it to you first thing tomorrow morning.”

      Sadie appeared at her side, Ollie wrapped up in his blanket in her arms, and the two sisters left the office. As they stepped out of the clinic’s suffocating environment, the slap of cold wind on Halle’s face was almost welcome.

      It snapped her out of her shock. She couldn’t afford to be out of it right now. Not on the streets. She took a deep breath and kept her wits about her as she guided Sadie and Ollie down the road toward the metro station.

      Evergreen had once been an affluent, upmarket area of the city. Now it was anything but. The buildings rose around her like crooked, grey tombstones, a constant reminder of the life she was stuck in.

      Addicts huddled like zombies in the narrow alleyways, their sunken eyes reflecting the grey sky. Sadie spotted them and moved closer, Ollie on the shoulder closest to her sister. Halle, meanwhile, had her hand in her purse on the extendable baton she always carried.

      Crytoxine-7 addicts were usually docile, standing empty-eyed in groups until the authorities moved them on or some charity or other rounded them up to spend the night in a shelter. But sometimes they could get a bad batch, and then they were volatile and unpredictable, not to mention fast. She’d once seen one go into a rage near a metro station. It had been awful and left four people needing hospital treatment.

      She didn’t know what was more horrifying… the fact that the ordinarily zombie-like addict had hurt people or that the attack had left the victims, all residents since no one came to Evergreen unless they were forced to, with lifelong debt for their hospital stays.

      So she kept an eye on the vacant-eyed shuffling groups, her shoulders tense as they hurried along the street to the station. She hated living like this, hated the xine-heads… but more than that, she hated what they represented. They were reminders of what Evergreen had become, what she might become.

      Even the air smelled of desperation, the odor of decaying rubbish that was never collected in time mingling with the metallic tinge of the ever-present smog from the factories, all clogging up their lungs as they headed down the steps to the metro station.

      Her hand instinctively found Sadie’s for reassurance as they made it to the platform. A quick scan revealed no xine-heads down here. Halle breathed the tiniest sigh of relief and checked the board above the platform. The next train was due in a few minutes. They wouldn’t have to wait long. Even though the platform was free of addicts now, that didn’t mean it would last.

      “It won’t be long now,” Halle said, guiding Sadie to the bench in the middle of the platform so she could sit down. Her sister was quiet, her usually bright eyes dull and glassy. It hurt Halle more than she wanted to think about. “Then we’ll be home, and Ollie can get a nap.”

      “Halle…” Sadie’s voice was little more than a whisper, carried away by the warm wind heralding the train not far off. “We can do it. Can’t we? Pay for Ollie’s treatment, I mean. And…” Her voice got brighter, happier. “When he’s better, we can take him to Bartham Lakes. He’ll love that. Look, Ollie, see the water park?” She leaned into the sleeping child, trying to get his attention.

      Halle looked at the poster on the wall opposite the platform. Bartham Lakes was a water park just outside the city with happy children in bright swimsuits playing in the shallows with slides behind them. Adults, presumably models picked for their similarity to the kids, beamed as they watched their “kids.” It was as much a fantasy as the poster of an alien paradise on the wall beside it.

      Pain lanced Halle’s heart like a bolt of lightning. Sadie was in cloud cuckoo-land again, her brain already glossing over the unpleasantness of Ollie’s treatment and moving on to a place where everything was perfect again. Seriously, Halle wondered what went on in her sister’s head sometimes. She must think they were in some sitcom, like the ones they’d watched on the vidscreen as kids.

      Then the writing on the alien paradise poster caught her eye, and she focused with a frown.

      Start again in an alien paradise! was emblazoned across it. Sign up with the LMP and start your life again. Never work again! Live in luxury!

      She snorted. Never work again? That was a fairytale. But she watched as the screen scrolled around, and the location of the nearest LMP office appeared at the bottom of the screen.

      LMP, the Latharian Mate Program. She’d heard of it. Ads for women to sign up were everywhere.

      Five hundred thousand credits… She frowned.

      “Halle?” Sadie prompted.

      “Yeah, don’t worry about it. I’ve got this, Sadie,” she said, squaring her shoulders.

      The cost of Ollie’s treatment was an astronomical sum, but she would find the money, one way or another.
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      Kaas V’aant strode down the sleek metallic hallway of Devan Station, his boots ringing against the floor with each step. His expression was stoic, fearsome even, if the way other personnel in the corridors hurried to get out of his way was any indication. His lip wanted to curl back, but he kept it in check. Non-Lathar were so nervous at times.

      He reached the service elevator on this level and stepped inside, catching a glimpse of himself in the reflective doorplate as he did. His scars stood out pale against his tanned skin, even across the sides of his head, where his hair was shaved close to his scalp. Okay… so maybe his appearance was a little fierce.

      Despite that and his aura of confidence, his stomach still churned. In his defense, it wasn’t every day a warrior spent time with one of his ancestors. Kind of… Lynara Varaant was his many times over great-aunt and a kinswoman he only discovered existed a week ago when he’d been called upon to help rescue her from the clutches of Purist rebels who had wanted to use her as bait to get President Murphy to detonate an ancient weapon to destroy humanity itself.

      The rescue mission had been dangerous, especially as a mixed force of mercenaries and Izaean had had to work together and fight the fanatics. He’d like to have dismissed them as just that, fanatics, but they had all been imperial at one time before they’d forgotten their honor. They were well-trained and fighting for what they believed was the survival of the Latharian people itself, which had meant many casualties.

      His expression tightened as he rode the elevator up to the deck the station VIPs were housed on. He was no longer a healer, but nothing could have prepared him to see a female of his own species gravely injured on his ops table, and old instincts had kicked in. As he’d worked to heal her broken body, staring down at the first female Latharian he’d seen for many years, something primal and protective had awoken within him. She was his blood, his kin, and he would have done everything in his power to save her life.

      Now though she was fully recovered and had requested to meet with him before departing for Earth. The elevator pinged its arrival, and he stepped into the VIP section.

      Two heavily armed guards turned his way, took one look at him, and instantly found something more interesting to look at. He bit back his smile as he walked past them, ignoring the bead of sweat that rolled down the side of one guard’s face. As the emperor’s interrogator, he had access anywhere and everywhere. No warrior could block his path.

      Nodding to them, he continued down the corridor, looking for the code Lynara had given him. It was one of the larger suites, an obvious sign of the emperor’s favor.

      Pausing in front of the door to Lynara’s quarters, he hesitated and pulled his jacket straight. Nerves assaulted him, which was utterly ridiculous. He was a hardened warrior, the emperor’s interrogator… meeting a kinswoman shouldn’t have him this tied in knots.

      Squaring his shoulders, he took a deep breath and pressed the chimes.

      Almost before his hand had left the plate, the door whisked open to reveal Lynara, resplendent in what he assumed was the new uniform of the Human-Latharian Academy. The navy jacket accentuated her slender waist while golden piping drew the eye to the rank insignia at her high collar.

      He inclined his head in greeting. “Commodore.”

      “Kaas.” She smiled broadly. “So good of you to come!”

      Before he could react, she yanked him into a hug. Her slender arms were surprisingly strong, and warmth blossomed in his chest at the contact. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had hugged him.

      Too soon she pulled back and gestured for him to enter. “Don’t stand on ceremony… Please, come in!”

      “Thank you.” He inclined his head and followed her into the main room.

      It was spacious and graciously appointed, as befit her station, but very obviously a guest suite at the same time. It had none of the personal touches that would indicate she intended to live here full time.

      Of course, that could also be because she had only been here a little over a week and probably hadn’t had time to purchase new things to replace the ones that had ended up under the ice with the Elysium.

      “How are you finding your new role?” he asked, searching around for small talk as he sat on the couch she indicated. Being expected to sit was new, but then, one did not sit in the emperor’s presence.

      “Challenging but rewarding,” she replied, her eyes sparkling. “It’s been… interesting combining human culture with Latharian, but necessary. I want our peoples to understand each other. We have more similarities than differences.”

      “That’s not surprising,” he offered. “Given, as I understand it, your crew became humanity’s ancestors? That’s bound to affect their culture.”

      “Indeed! Can I offer you some refreshments?” Lynara asked, her eyebrow raised as she moved gracefully to a sideboard lined with decanters and glasses.

      “Thank you, but no,” Kaas replied. “I am content.”

      Selecting a jewel-toned liquor for herself, Lynara returned and sat on the couch opposite him.

      “I asked you here for more than just a social visit. As you may know, the emperor has tasked me with restarting the Latharian Academy.”

      Kaas inclined his head. It was common knowledge on the station. “I have heard so, yes.”

      She smiled. “Well, I wish to discuss the medical courses I plan to offer there.”

      Kaas blinked in surprise. “Surely the Healer’s Hall would deal with all things medical? Perhaps your query is better directed to Lord Healer Laarn?”

      She pursed her lips, shaking her head. He was momentarily distracted by the dance of her hair over her shoulders. She was mated and a kinswoman, so he had no interest in her as a female, but it was nice to be around a female who looked like him. Who had that sense of…rightness that females of alien species did not have.

      “The healer’s hall training works for Latharian healers, but it’s not something I would suggest a human try, especially given the neural and physical requirements,” she said. “We need medical courses for all levels—from first aid right the way up to surgery—without…” She broke off and indicated his scars. “As such, I hoped to secure your help and expertise as a former healer.”

      He froze, watching her. How much did she know of his past? He supposed his medical knowledge had been plain when he’d treated her wounds after the rescue. Still, her request honored him.

      “I would be pleased to advise you in any way I can,” he said, warmth flooding the center of his chest.

      “Truthfully, I was hoping for more than just advice.” She smiled, swirling the liquor in her glass. “I want you to become an instructor at the academy.”

      He stiffened. “You do me great honor, Commodore. However, I must decline. Though I did heal you out of necessity, I gave up the healing arts long ago. My talents now lie in... other areas.”

      “Why did you give up healing, Kaas?” Lynara asked, her melodic voice turning serious. “A talent such as yours… without which I wouldn’t be here. What caused you to abandon your calling?”

      He tensed, his nails digging into his palms as memory assaulted him. His unit, laughing around the fire. The snap of the trap closing. Screams and blood as flesh tore. The empty eyes of his battle partner as Kaas lowered him to the muddy ground.

      “My unit was slaughtered in a massacre,” he rasped finally. “I hunted the creature responsible. Cornered it in a nameless swamp.” The creature’s howls as it hunted him still echoed in his sleep. “Then I learned the truth.”

      Kaas forced himself to meet her gaze. “Our commander ignored the intelligence on the planet, and my unit was slaughtered.”

      Lynara reached forward and took his hands, compassion shining in her eyes. “What happened wasn’t your fault. You did what you needed to do to survive.”

      Kaas let out a breath. “That’s not the end of it. I tracked our region commander and made him talk. And he talked… spilling details of a plot against the emperor himself.”

      Lynara’s eyes widened slightly, but she remained silent, waiting for him to continue.

      “After I exposed my commander’s betrayal, the emperor took notice of my... skills. He needed someone to question enemies, extract information.” He smiled grimly. “And I excelled at making them talk.”

      Lynara didn’t flinch. “So he made you his interrogator.”

      “He did.” Kaas’s jaw tightened. “But the ghosts of my unit still haunted me. I couldn’t save them, but I could honor them.”

      “As is right,” she murmured.

      “I traveled to their homes, one by one. Handed their grieving families the medals they’d earned.” His voice turned rough. “Mates, parents, younglings... I owed them that much.”

      Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. He appreciated that as much as the reassuring squeeze she gave his hands. “A worthy mission, one filled with honor.”

      Kaas nodded, but his wrist comp chirped with a notification before he could reply. Frowning, he looked down at the message.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked, concern creasing her brow.

      “My apologies, Commodore. The individual I have been tracking has just arrived on Devan Station. I must go.”

      “Of course! I’ve already kept you long enough, and I have a meeting with the emperor soon that I need to prepare for. Think about my offer,” she urged, “and let me know if you’re interested.”

      “Of course.” He stood, straightening his combat jacket. “Please accept my gratitude for this audience. Our discussion has given me... much to think about.”

      Lynara stood and offered him her arm in the traditional warrior’s greeting. At his surprised look, she smiled. “We might have been naval officers in my time, but we were still Imperial Navy.”

      He smiled, amusement rolling through him. “Of course. Interesting how little that has changed over the years.”

      “Absolutely. Like how you and Savaar look so much like my brother, Riaan.” She studied him a moment more before nodding as she released his arm. “Good luck with your meeting.”

      “Of course. And likewise with the emperor,” he said and strode from her quarters. He tapped out a response on his wrist comp, sending a message to the new arrival on base to meet him at a small eating establishment off the main airdocks.
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      What was the going rate for a mail-order bride these days? Halle nibbled the inside of her lip as she hurried along the crowded sidewalk. Hopefully, more than enough to fund Ollie’s treatment and set her sister up comfortably while she was… She couldn’t finish the thought. The idea of leaving Sadie and Ollie hurt her heart.

      Her comms device chirped in her purse, and she reached for it automatically.

      “Dammit, Sadie, can’t I get five minutes to myself?” she muttered, expecting to see yet another message from her sister asking her to pick up something frivolous that they didn’t need from the store while she was out. Anger was a safer emotion than the fear and panic that welled in the center of her chest, so she gave in to it, gritting her teeth as she flipped the device open, ready to rip Sadie a new one.

      Time is running out to secure Oliver’s place for treatment, the words on the screen screamed at her. Each one hammered a spike into her skull to feed the migraine she had forming. Please submit signed paperwork within the next twelve hours. Crane Medical Services.

      Halle sighed and flipped the device shut with more venom than was necessary. It was an old model, the best she could afford, but practically an antique… and therefore bombproof. She’d had to tape the panel on the back into place, but other than that, it worked perfectly. More or less.

      Growling in the back of her throat, she shoved the comms deeper into her bag until the muffled chirping went silent.

      Out of sight, out of mind. At least, that’s what they said. So why did her purse feel heavier now?

      She tried to focus on putting one foot in front of the other, dodging left and right to avoid bumping into haggard faces fresh off their shift at the factories.

      But despite the crowd milling around her, she’d never felt more alone. The pressure of saving Ollie weighed on her shoulders, pressing down until she could barely breathe.

      Why couldn’t Sadie understand the gravity of their situation instead of just ignoring it and escaping into the fantasy of her soap operas? Halle was forced to make the tough choices while her sister floated along on dreams of a happily ever after fed to her by the big networks.

      If Sadie had to sign up to become an alien mail-order bride, she’d have tripped right into the arms of a handsome alien as he came to inspect the offices, and they’d have fallen in love at first sight. Oh… and he’d be a billionaire space pilot ace who rescued cute alien dogs on the weekend and had already cured world hunger on at least three planets. Somehow, it would also be Christmas, and they’d share a hot chocolate or something.

      Where was the nearest waste bin? She was going to be sick. Shaking her head, Halle continued. It didn’t take her long to reach her destination. She turned a corner, and there it was up ahead. The nondescript grey building housing the Latharian Mate Program office squatted between a laundromat and a corner store selling synth-rice out of grimy windows.

      She faltered, doubts swarming like insects. Could she really go through with this? Leave Earth behind to marry an alien? Become a broodmare for some super hot alien guy. That only happened in Sadie’s trashy soap operas and romance vids. No, she would get one with a face only his mother could love and probably fourteen arms. Or tentacles. She shuddered. She hoped it wasn’t tentacles…

      Questions rolled through her mind as she approached the LMP building. Would she even be able to communicate with her Latharian mate? Would he treat her well?

      Like most of the human population, her knowledge of the almost seven-foot-tall aliens came only from the newsfeeds followed by rumor and gossip. Supposedly, the Latharians had been forced to seek human brides after a genetic plague had killed all their women. And they were humanity’s ancestors, which was why they looked so much like humans.

      Well, at least that was the tentacles out, she supposed.

      The comms device chirped again, muffled but insistent. Halle pictured Ollie’s wan face and glassy eyes, so different from the vibrant, giggling boy he’d been just months ago, and her spine snapped straight. It didn’t matter if the Latharians had two heads and an appetite for human flesh. She’d do whatever it took to get the money for Ollie’s treatment. Striding forward, she yanked open the door and walked in before she could chicken out.

      The office was warm and inviting with pictures of exotic beaches and beautiful nebulas on the wall, like an upmarket travel agent. Comfortable chairs surrounded each associate’s desk, and ambient lighting cast a soft glow over the room.

      Behind the nearest desk sat a young woman with a wide, toothy smile. She reminded Halle of an actress playing a role, trying too hard to project cheerfulness.

      “Hi there! Welcome to the Latharian Mate Program! I’m Emma. I’ll be your associate today,” she chirped, shuffling through data sheets on her desk. “Please, take a seat. We’re so excited you’re here to take the first step toward an amazing new life among the stars!”

      Her bubbling enthusiasm set Halle’s teeth on edge. She eyed Emma warily as the woman kept speaking.

      “The Latharian Mate Program offers humans like you an incredible, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!” she gushed, her eyes bright. “Imagine—the chance to travel to distant stars and live on an alien world lightyears from Earth. Experience new cultures, technologies, and wonders beyond anything you’ve ever dreamed!”

      Leaning forward, she spoke faster in practiced excitement. “You’ll get to see the majestic rings of planet Lotaas up close… feel the tingling caress of the electromagnetic storms on Xriias Four. Your life will be one thrilling adventure after another!”

      Halle shifted in the comfortable chair, her arms folded over her chest as she resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She recognized a sales pitch when she heard one.

      Oblivious, Emma continued, “The Latharians are deeply spiritual people whose society values family above all else. As the mate to one of their warriors, you’ll want for nothing. You’ll live in luxury with only your husband’s happiness to consider.”

      She finally paused and leaned in, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “I probably shouldn’t mention this, but if you’re matched, your mate will shower you with gifts and treasures from across the galaxy. All yours to keep!”

      Leaning back, she smiled widely. “So what do you say? Are you ready to leave Earth behind and start the greatest adventure of your life?”

      Halle stared at her stonily. “So I just need to leave behind everything I’ve ever known, marry some alien guy I’ve never met, and then have his alien babies. Is that about right?”

      Emma’s smile faltered slightly. “Well, when you put it like that... I mean, there are certainly many benefits to becoming a Latharian mate.”

      Halle fought to keep her expression neutral. Benefits, huh? She doubted this chirpy woman had thought about what it would actually mean to leave her home and family forever.

      “What about if I want to come back and visit?”

      “Well… I guess you would need to get your mate’s permission,” the other woman started, looking confused. “But why would you want to come back here?”

      Halle arched her eyebrow. “Maybe… to visit my family?”

      Emma smiled brightly, the practiced mask back in place as she slid an application tablet across the desk. “All our warriors are very invested in ensuring their mate’s happiness, so I’m sure you’ll be able to… persuade him to allow a visit. Did I tell you about Lathar Prime already?”

      Halle tuned out the woman’s prattling and focused on the application tablet in front of her. Her hands shook as she began filling in her details, each tap of the screen taking her closer to the point of no return.

      A future on an alien planet, bound to an alien she’d never met... could she really go through with it? She hesitated, the stylus hovering above the screen as a bead of cold sweat trickled down her spine.

      Ollie’s pale face appeared in her mind’s eye again, and her jaw tightened in determination. She had no other choice. This was the only way to get him the treatment to save his life.

      She reached the end of the lengthy application and looked up.

      “I have a condition before I submit this,” she said, her voice firm.

      Emma’s fixed smile faltered briefly. “Oh? Well, the Latharian Mate Program provides everything you could need...”

      Halle cut her off. “I want an upfront payment of six hundred thousand credits before I agree to any match. That credit must be deposited within twenty-four hours of matching.”

      The other woman paled, her carefully curated cheeriness slipping. “That is...highly irregular. All expenses are covered up to arrival on the Latharian mate’s home world or permanent residence, but we do not make upfront payments.”

      Halle arched an eyebrow. “I understand, but if my future mate wishes to earn my favor, he will provide the credits up front. I know I’m an attractive match. Many men… err, mates would leap at the opportunity. Why don’t you ask them?”

      Emma blinked. Halle got the feeling the other woman was a few seconds away from wringing her hands. She bit back her smile. She had the woman backed into a corner, and she knew it. They needed human brides badly. Otherwise, why would they have opened an office in Evergreen?

      “Well… in special cases, we can add stipulations,” the other woman finally conceded. She quickly typed notes on Halle’s application. “Your mate will be informed of your request. We cannot guarantee he will agree, but we will certainly encourage him to accommodate this one.”

      Triumph coursed through her, but she kept her expression neutral. “Thank you. I’m sure you can understand I want security before leaving Earth forever.”

      Emma nodded and took the tablet from Halle’s outstretched hand. Her smile bounced back. “Of course. We aim to make this transition as smooth as possible. Let me upload this now for you and get the ball rolling.”

      “Of course. Thank you.”

      Halle leaned back in the comfortable chair, feeling all the stress of the last few months weighing down on her. Her eyelids were heavy, and if she just closed them…

      “We’ve found you a match.”

      Halle blinked, focusing on Emma after a few moments. Damn, she had nearly dropped off then. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      Emma looked surprised as she read the screen in front of her. “We have a match for you.”

      “What… already? It’s been like… thirty seconds.”

      Emma beamed. “Our matching program is out of this world.”

      “Yeah, not surprising, given aliens created it,” Halle replied, unable to stop the slight sarcasm from escaping. “So I have a match?”

      “Yes!” Emma practically squealed with excitement. “And good news, he’s on Devan Station. He wants to meet you… immediately!”
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open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


