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      Mitchell

      "You'll never amount to anything."

      I'm tired of hearing my grandmother's voice in my head. I'm ready to put her to rest, where she belongs. She might have raised me after my father went to work on the oil rigs and left me behind, but she sure never loved me. I'm ready to prove her wrong. 

      I might be chubby, dyslexic, and gay, but I know I'm ready to leave all the negativity of the past behind. I'm going to get my nursing degree and then build a family of my own. I'm ignoring my dead grandmother's voice and forcing my feet to go into the Mylos Scholarship Lottery building to grab my piece of the pie.

      Jolar

      When I get the call that my match has been found, I'm excited—my adopted son, Neal, not so much.

      "What if he hates me?" he asks me, his six-year-old face filled with anxiety. 

      I know this is impossible. My mate could only be a perfect match if he were also perfect for the young that would be ours. But Neal is afraid, having been told by his last terrible excuse of a parent that he was unlovable.

      "You know I love you to the ends of the universe and beyond, right?" I ask Neal.

      "But you're Mylos and maybe only Mylos like me."

      My heart breaks, knowing there is nothing for it. We must go down to the surface and meet my mate together. Today is the day our family grows. Love must win.

      Correction–love will win.
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      I ambled along the gray corridor, glancing between the ribs at the cells I could see behind the forcefields. Most were empty but not all; the prisoners tended to be either human mates or Mylos, hauled in for drunken escapades two nights before during a beer festival one of the restaurants had decided to host. The one I was passing now gave me pause. She must have been brought in during my sleep cycle, and the absolute hatred she was leveling at me led me to wonder what she had done.

      “Ho, Jolar,” Klora called out, popping out of the guard station set up in the space across from her. “I see you’ve noticed our latest guest, Linda Takahashi. Just ignore her, she’s got quite the mouth on her.”

      “You can’t keep me here,” she shrieked. “I’m a citizen of both Earth and the United States!”

      Klora simply rolled his eyes and passed me the data pad with today’s prisoner roster. It listed their names, ages, misdemeanors, any pertinent medical information, and what their day would entail. Most of them were probably being released later today, I saw, as they had their tribunals scheduled starting mid-morning. My eyes widened when I saw her crime.

      I looked up. “She tried to steal a young for profit?” The idea horrified me.

      “Not just any young, either,” Klora said, “but one of ours. He’s Tech Master Braevan’s new brother and ward. She actually tried to accuse us of taking children for nefarious reasons!”

      I gasped, stealing a sideways look at the female in the cell.

      “Oh, and her husband is missing,” Klora added with relish.

      “I can hear you, you know,” she snapped. “And he’s not missing. He’s gone.”

      I frowned. That was an odd turn of phrase given the circumstances.

      “You’ll be sorry, just you wait! When my lawyer gets the Human Rights Commission on this, heads will roll! All I tried to do was make life easier for those poor boys. Haru is my nephew and as a mother, I know what’s best for him better than anyone.” She crossed her arms and turned away, her perfectly coiffed hair gleaming under the light in her cell. I frowned, trying to determine what color her hair was. Blonde? Gray? Sun-streaked brown? It looked too artful to be natural. I tapped her entry, looking at the rest of her statistics. Ah. There it was. “Hair, brown, heavily treated with chemicals in a process known locally as frosting,” I read aloud.

      She was spouting nonsense, of course. For her to be here, her case had to have met certain criteria and for the highest human authorities to have signed her over. Besides, she might have given birth to a young, but it did not mean she had been a fit parent. I knew this personally from my experience with Neal, my six-year-old adopted son. He had been removed from his own mother due to her cruelty and neglect and was now thriving under my own loving care.

      “Sachuu will be arriving tomorrow to question her further. The word is he’ll be accompanied by members of the FBI,” Klora said, excitement lacing his every word. He was a fan of human crime shows, and this really must be a dream come true for him, with us being in the middle of something that might later end up dramatized on one of them.

      Linda Takahashi walked over to her bunk and sat down. She glared at us, her dark lipstick reminding me of blood. She grinned suddenly, most unpleasantly; more of a baring of the teeth really. Then she began to sing loudly, some song about what she’d do if she had a hammer all over some land. Klora and I looked at each other and hit the mute button. Now the forcefield kept the sound level to a low whisper. She could sing and scream and yell all she wanted, but we’d not hear much of anything.

      “She’s going to be a pain in the ass,” Klora said. “Bet you five credits that she’ll throw her food tray at us.”

      “I’m not taking that bet,” I said. I wasn’t foolish enough to do so. With the way she was acting? It was almost a certainty.
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      “So,” the man across the table said to me, “you work at a call center, huh?”

      His name was Davis and he was, according to his dating profile, twenty-six and worked at the local Mercedes-Benz dealership. It was our first date after being told we were a possible match, and so far, the only thing I was getting from his wannabe surfer-boy looks was that he thought he was hot and that I was a loser.

      “I do,” I replied, hastening to add, “but I’m looking at applying to college to get a nursing degree.”

      “Medicine, huh?” He looked mildly impressed and for a brief moment, I thought I’d been judging him too harshly. Only a single moment, mind, as what he said next laid that notion to rest. “If you’re choosing nursing because of the MCAT and long study hours and all that shit, there’s always those schools in the Caribbean. You can enjoy low tuition, the sand and the sea, all that sunshine, and not worry about flunking out because your grades suck. They’ll let you retake classes without kicking you out. At least that’s what I’ve heard.”

      My jaw dropped. He’d just pretty much suggested I go to a diploma mill somewhere and tarred an entire region’s education system as being merely nothing but fun in the sun, places to go with minor academic requirements for coveted specialist degrees.

      “Um, no. I chose nursing because that’s where I feel my calling lies.”

      He snorted, then flashed a smile as the waitress came over to take our order. He ordered a triple cheeseburger with fries, coleslaw, an extra side of onion rings and a Coke. She then turned to look at me expectantly and I flashed her a smile back, grateful that we’d agreed to meet at a place I was familiar with so I didn’t have to struggle with the menu.

      “Hi, Cindy,” I greeted her.

      “It’s nice to see you, too, Mitch. We were awful sorry to hear about your grandmother.”

      I inwardly flinched. I wasn’t sorry at all, and that probably made me a terrible person. If I was, then she’d been an even worse one. Sure, she’d raised me, but the smiling, kind-to-strangers act she put on for everyone else had been just that—an act worthy of winning an Oscar. At home, she’d been mean-spirited and verbally abusive. Still, this was where we used to come every Sunday afternoon before I’d take her grocery shopping, and all they knew us as were the kind old granny and her devoted grandson.

      “Thank you,” I replied softly.” I cleared my throat. “Um, I’ll have my usual.”

      “Double bacon cheeseburger with Cajun curly fries and a Dr. Pepper vanilla ice cream float coming right up!” she said, giving me a wink before turning away to go give the cook our order.

      Davis was pursing his lips. “You know, they have a bacon burger salad on the menu.”

      I glared at him. “Well, if you want to change your order, you’d best hurry over to the counter and let her know before Fred makes it.”

      “Eat here all the time, huh?”

      “Every week, except for the last two,” I admitted. “Missed those due to my grandmother dying and having to sort out her funeral and all that.”

      “Explains a lot,” he mumbled.

      I’d spent enough time hearing remarks like that to know exactly what he was getting at. From the time I was eleven and she decided that my ‘puppy fat’ was not going to be outgrown, she’d forced me onto a diet of weight loss shakes and salads. We came to a truce when I got my license at sixteen. Sundays, I could eat what I wanted here at this diner, as long as I drove her to do her shopping and anywhere else she wanted to go during the week when I was not at school.

      I smiled politely at him, knowing he was probably going to tell all of his friends what a shitty date I was over what I was about to do next. I had no fucks to give about it, though. Rosalind McAuthur was dead and I was free. I did not intend to reshackle myself with any new relationships that didn’t take me as I came, without reservation.

      “Excuse me, I need to go to the counter to change my order.”

      He looked gratified. “You'll feel better for it.”

      Oh, he had no idea. I already felt great about it. I pulled my fluffy-assed frame up out of the booth and walked over to the counter.

      “Hey, Cindy,” I said, calling her to get her attention from where she was adding some more slices of pie from the fridge to the covered dome on the counter.

      “Hey, sugar,” she replied, her smile questioning. “Was there anything else?”

      “Could I please get mine as a to-go?”

      Her eyes slid over to where Davis was sitting oblivious, texting away to someone on his phone. No doubt telling them how his date was a lazy lard ass and asking them to ring him with a fake emergency in a few minutes.

      “Just yours?” Cindy asked, turning knowing eyes towards me.

      “Yeah.” I grimaced. “I stupidly tried an online dating service, and this is who they matched me with.”

      “A bit of a jerk, huh?” She lowered her voice. “His voice carries, as loud as he talks. I heard nearly every word he said.” She reached her hand out and gave mine a motherly pat. I felt a pang at that, wondering how my life might have been different if my mom had been around. Wherever she was, she’d be about Cindy’s age, if she was even still alive. I had no idea one way or another. I’d been five the day she drove me to my grandmother’s house and left me sitting at the kitchen table eating cookies and drinking a glass of milk. I never saw her again, and my grandmother said that’s because no man wanted a woman who already had a kid, so I’d been ruining her chances. I decided my life would have been pretty much the same, only with more blame heaped on me for her failing to keep a boyfriend.

      “Big-time jerk, yeah.”

      “You just go sit down and I’ll bring yours out in a bag at the same time I bring his. I’ll let Fred know to go heavy on the cayenne pepper on his burger. I’ll make sure to bill him for yours as well. Consider it the cost of being an asshole.”

      I giggled, and yeah, it was a little mean, but I felt a little lighter, knowing I had someone on my side at least, even if it was just two people who knew me slightly because I’d been a regular lunch customer once a week.

      I sat back down at the booth, and the asshat didn’t even acknowledge me, just kept texting away, his thumbs flying like nobody’s business. He kept typing away, right up until the moment Cindy carried over the tray of food.

      “Here’s yours, sugar,” she said, handing me the bag. “Careful, your drink is sitting on top of the food box.”

      “Thanks.”

      She silently placed his plate and drink in front of him, and I stood up to follow her away from the table.

      “Hey, where are you going?” Davis asked.

      “I’m sorry, I just remembered something important I need to attend to,” I replied. I left him sitting there, calling after me. My heart thundered as I exited the diner. Had I really just done that? Oh, my God! I really had. I gave a relieved laugh as I hustled over to my grandmother’s ancient red Toyota Corolla which was now all mine, no more strings attached to me using it.

      I sat the bag of food down on the passenger seat, removing the soda float from inside. They’d used an extra large cup to accommodate the scoop of ice cream, I saw. I placed it safely in the drinks holder, quickly switching on the ignition and backing out of the parking space before even putting on my seat belt as a very angry looking Davis started shouting red-faced and got up to walk towards the door. I drove away, then laughed some more as I put on my seat belt with one hand while steering with the other.

      “Elvis has left the building!” I crowed. Damn, that felt good.
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      When Lieutenant Commander Sachuu arrived, the sullen demeanor of the prisoner changed. She’d been loud and obnoxious when I arrived but after a brief period of lapsing into song as a form of protest, had quickly settled down to do nothing but glare at me as I passed by on my rounds. I’d thought she’d shown me what Neal called ‘the evil eye’ before. It turns out I was mistaken. If looks could kill, the commander would be dead right now.

      “You!” she shrieked, jabbing a finger towards him. “This is all your fault!”

      I admired the commander’s impassiveness. “I thought you told the agents who arrested you it was all their fault. And then it was your nephew’s and his mate’s fault? Tell me, were your actions your sister and brother-laws’ fault? And is anything ever your own fault?” he replied calmly,

      Linda had gone still at the mention of her in-laws, her eyes calculating. “You’ll never prove their deaths were my fault,” she said smugly.

      My eyebrows shot up. She’d committed murder? Oh, my stars, her list of crimes got worse by the moment. Sachuu, however, appeared unfazed by her comment.

      “Now, why would you say that?” he asked her. “I never mentioned their accident nor did I accuse you of killing them.”

      She licked her lips. “Good. Because it was, you know. An accident, I mean.” She threw us a triumphant look.

      Yep, she’d killed them all right. I’d be willing to bet money on it if I was the betting sort. Which I’m not, not anymore. Once I became a parent, I put aside risky leisure activities that could place myself and my young at a disadvantage, even if it were just for an extra work shift or something. Neal was my whole world and I was his, it being just the two of us as I was unmated.

      “No one has said otherwise,” Sachuu replied to her.

      She turned away. “I haven’t done anything wrong other than try to give my nephews the opportunity to gain more stability.”

      Sachuu snorted. “You certainly had an odd way of going about it. Paying someone to claim your oldest nephew was neglecting his younger brother, which could have landed him in prison. And doing so after faking the sale of their home to cover the bank’s non-existent debt, which was after you got the probate lawyer to agree to also pretend there was no insurance money, which you split with him.”

      I felt sick to my stomach. How could someone do that to their family?

      “Tell me, Linda,” Sachuu carried on, his tone sounding almost friendly, “where is your husband? No one has seen him since your move to your in-laws' home, the one you pretended to sell.”

      She still didn’t reply, but I could see her hands were balled into fists so tightly that I was dead sure that her long scarlet-lacquered nails were digging into the flesh of her palms, and she was shaking with rage as a light flush crept up along her neck, visible thanks to the shaved short back of her hairstyle.

      Sachuu shook his head and came into our office.

      “She’s cool as a cucumber,” Klora said, glancing up from the row of monitors.

      Sachuu frowned, trying to puzzle out what Klora was trying to say. He glanced at me and I shrugged. This was not a saying I’d ever heard my adopted son utter.

      Klora grinned. “I heard it on a crime show and looked it up. Cucumbers are a green vegetable humans eat chilled in salads. The inside of a cucumber can be colder than the outside, apparently, hence the expression.”

      “I see,” the lieutenant commander said.

      “Does she still own her old house?” Klora asked.

      “Yes, but she’s rented it out.”

      Klora rubbed his hands together. “I’m betting there were some home improvements first.”

      Sachuu stared at him. “One of those half-glass rooms was added off of the kitchen at some point, I’d have to look to see when that was.”

      Klora nodded, and I felt lost.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked, wanting to know what they were alluding to.

      Sachuu saved me from my misery. “If it was before she moved or after he was last seen at any rate, it is entirely possible that he is buried beneath it.”

      I looked over at the small woman still standing with her back to us. In the monitor, she looked so completely ordinary, and while she’d been obnoxious, she’d not done or said anything that threatened life or limb. Looks certainly could be deceiving.

      “Oh,” I said, feeling nauseated.

      “I’ll go to my office and find out now,” Sachuu decided. “If it looks possible, I’ll contact the FBI and let them know our suspicions.”

      Klara swelled with pride at being included. “I hope you find him, one way or another, sir.”

      Sachuu nodded. “Me, too. I doubt it will be alive, given how suddenly and completely he simply vanished.”

      Chills ran down my back. I hoped they found him soon, too, so they could finish arranging for her hearing and sentencing. I wanted her out of here where I didn’t have to see her and think of the horrific things she’d done. What was it Neal said when something upset him? Oh yes. Well, she certainly did ruin my mojo. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to get it back until I returned to our quarters, showered off my day, and spent some time playing and cuddling with my son. The corners of my mouth lifted up slightly, just thinking of him.

      This shift can’t end soon enough, I thought as Sachuu took his leave. Tonight we’d do Neal’s favorite things. Ham and pineapple pizza and Lilo and Stitch sounds like the perfect way to end our day, for sure.
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      I finished rinsing the last of the paint from the roller and flushed the sink clean with a feeling of satisfaction. This small house was part of my ticket out of here and this time tomorrow, I’d hopefully be receiving the first replies to the ad I’d called to place on Craig’s List after getting back from that disaster of a date. I glanced around.

      It’s no palace but it looks heaps better than it did. Amazing what a couple of gallons of white paint and new vinyl flooring will do.

      I eyed the cabinets. They had seen better days but thankfully, my grandmother had never ripped out the original oak cabinets and replaced them. They were sound, but tatty and I was positive that it was nothing a good scrub down with the Murphy’s Oil Soap I’d bought wouldn’t sort out. Those and the new handles and patterned adhesive shelf lining would hopefully make this place look much more inviting. I smiled to myself, looking again at the drying walls of the living room. You couldn’t even see where I’d filled in the picture holes with the last of the tube of my grandmother’s Pepsodent toothpaste.

      Two bedrooms, one bath so it’s suitable for a family. Won’t get top money for this place, but the rent will pay the property taxes and give me some money towards post-graduation living expenses.

      It would be nowhere near enough to pay for nursing school, but I had a plan for that, ignoring the ghost of my grandmother’s words.

      “You’ll never amount to anything. You’re far too stupid to waste money for college on. You can barely read after twelve years of school that was free, so what a waste of the government’s money that was!”

      I’d be fine. I could read, it just was harder for me. Besides, under the Disabilities Act, I was entitled to support for my dyslexia. And once working a real nursing job, I’d make sure my employer knew about it so I could always have someone help me with reading notes if I had to. There were plenty of people with dyslexia who graduated college and held down professional jobs. Not just nurses, either. Mrs. Simmons, one of my teachers during my junior year of high school, told me she also was dyslexic, and she taught English! If she could do it, so could I. I just had to put my mind to it and make use of aids and support.

      I just need to get this rented so I can finalize my plans for school.

      I took the paint roller and tray and placed them outside the back door on the concrete patio outside the back door leading out from the kitchen. Once they were dry, I’d bag them up and put them and the leftover paint in the small metal shed that also housed the ancient lawnmower. The tenants were welcome to make use of them or donate them to Goodwill or something. I didn’t care one way or the other. Once this place was rented, I only intended to ever look at it again when it was time to renew leases or get it ready for a new tenant. To be honest, once I’d graduated from nursing school and had a good paying job under my belt, somewhere as far away from here as possible, I’d probably sell it to one of those house-flipper types and use the money to help buy myself a nice little condo. One of those places with a pool and a gym and a view of the mountains, or maybe a lake or a beach. Some place really nice that wasn’t here, that was for damned sure.

      I walked out to my car and took out the new pillow, sleeping bag mat, and sleeping bag I’d splurged on, and went back inside. I sat them down in the living room, not even wanting to go into what used to be my bedroom. I made myself a sandwich with the bread, mayo, and tomatoes still  in the fridge and poured myself a glass of milk to go with it. It was a simple supper, but until I’d gone to the Mylos Scholarship Lottery building in nearby Tarleston and obtained the scholarship funds, it was the best I could do, especially after splurging out for diner food earlier. I had an appointment first thing in the morning, nine a.m. sharp, so I set my phone to get me up at seven. That gave me time to shower and shave what little patchy scruff I did get, which wasn’t much. I’d clean the bathroom up once I got back, in case anyone saw the ad and asked to view this place right away.

      I felt more upbeat as I unrolled my bedding and stripped off to climb inside. If today’s disastrous attempt at a lunch date had taught me anything, it was that no one wanted to date a lard-assed carrot top like me.

      Heh. At least that goes to show that I have nothing to worry about tomorrow. No way would the universe pair me with one of those hunky Mylos.

      Despite being labeled with no odor, there was a trace of paint smell in the air. I got up and walked over to the kitchen window, opening it just a crack. This wasn’t the worst neighborhood, but it was no paradise either. There was no sense opening the one in the living room and letting a potential burglar know there was an easy way in. That done, I climbed back inside my sleeping bag. I could feel a cool draft of air wafting through the room now, though it didn’t seem to help with the lingering chemical smell all that much. I’d just have to grin and bear it, like with everything else in my life, it seemed. I sighed and closed my eyes, listening to the deep silence of the house. After a few moments, I could hear the sounds of cars driving and the sound of a dog a few streets away barking. Then, finally, nothing as I fell asleep at last.
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      I read the recipe carefully that Commander Gundar’s wife, Darla, had given me, saying that Neal was bound to love it and how much she and her siblings had looked forward to having it Sunday mornings. Why only on Sundays, I had no idea, but she’d reassured me it was okay to eat this any day of the week, especially if I served crispy bacon with it and made sure not to forget the maple syrup. I’d stopped by the Commissary on my way home yesterday and picked up the bacon and said maple syrup, as well as the vanilla flavoring which came in an astonishingly small bottle. The bacon had come in several varieties of bacon made of pork, Canadian, streaky, smoked, unsmoked, and back bacon plus combinations thereof, as well as imitation vegan bacon and turkey bacon, which again came as smoked and unsmoked. I grabbed a package of smoked turkey bacon since I knew Neal liked chicken. After all, wasn’t a turkey a kind of huge chicken?

      “Whatcha making, Daddy?” Neal asked me, coming into the kitchen.

      “French toast,” I told him.

      Neal’s eyes grew round. “Really! That’s super yummy!” he said, bouncing up and down in excitement.

      “So you’ve had it?” I felt a bit relieved to know that he had and liked it. I would have felt terrible if my surprise had turned out to be a disappointment because I’d made something he disliked.

      “Yup. Mrs. Mason took us to the Waffle House every Sunday for breakfast and I gotted the French toast once. I ated something different each time,” he explained to me, “so I could try to taste one of everything.”

      “And did you?” I asked him as I carefully dunked a piece of bread into the egg and milk mixture.

      “No,” he said, sounding sad. “Mr. Mason gotted a job far away and I had to go live at the home.”

      I did not press the subject. The group home had been his last placement before I’d adopted him.

      “Well,” I said, turning the bacon after placing the soaked bread in another pan to brown, “the Commander’s wife told me this was her mother’s recipe and her mother used to make it every Sunday morning.” I lowered my voice conspiratorially. “Though I’m not sure why it was always on a Sunday, same as yours, as she told me it was okay to eat any morning.”

      Neal laughed. “Because Sunday is the special food day, Daddy, if you gots a family! You haves the really good breakfast and then a big dinner with a big chicken or a pot roast and smashed tatoes and stuff! Or else you go has a picnic in the park for lunch and order pizza for dinner.”

      A special food day, huh? I’d have to remember that. As for having a family, he definitely had that now. And as for picnics, I’d have to think about that. I seemed to recall there was something about sandwiches, cakes, a basket to pack the food in, a blanket to sit on, and ants who come steal all the food. We didn’t have any ants, which I was pretty sure was okay because the movies all showed everyone trying to chase the ants away. Everything else I could do; we had a park with the requisite greenery and even some play equipment for Neal to enjoy. I just needed to find out what should go in the sandwiches and if it was okay to pack some Mylosian food. I was trying to get Neal to eat more of it and learn more about his new culture.

      I flipped the toast over and began dipping another piece of bread ready to place it in the pan next. My kunnarskyn beeped, letting me know I had a message. I frowned, wondering what it was. Today was my day off and the tone it had emitted had marked it as urgent. I removed the piece of cooked toast and turned off the bacon as it was ready, and plated up Neal's serving.

      “Here you go, the syrup is on the table. Be careful with it.”

      I was sure he’d be okay, it had a pop top that only let out a little bit at a time when I’d tested it. Once I had my piece of toast in the hot pan, I checked my message.

      Congratulations, you have been matched.

      I stared at it in disbelief. I’d been matched already? I’d been here less than an Earth year and there were hundreds of Mylos onboard this ship alone who had been waiting far longer.

      “Daddy, is something wrong?’

      I turned to face my son.

      “Not at all,” I reassured him, beaming at him as the smell of my toast scorching reached my nose. I hurriedly spun around and added some more butter to the pan before flipping it over. Just a bit of the edges had gotten overcooked, thank goodness. The butter and toast sizzled and I turned the heat on the pan down.

      “You looked funny, like something was the matter.”

      “Nope, I just got a bit of a surprise is all.”

      “A good surprise or a bad one?”

      “Oh, it’s a very good one, and it’s for both me and you.”

      I placed my food on my plate, turned the cooker off, and took my usual seat next to him. Before eating, however, I tapped out my reply, letting the center know I’d be there in an hour. I was not going to cheat my young out of his breakfast treat and I needed to explain to him what was about to happen. I looked up to find him staring at me, chewing his food with a thoughtful look.

      I gave him a warm smile. “Remember how we talked about the Fleet?”

      He nodded, swallowing his food. “Yeah,” he said, sounding noncommittal. He picked up his cup and took a large swig of his milk.

      “Well,” I continued brightly, “then you’ll recall this is called the Bride Fleet, as we came looking for mates. Only of course, not all of us want brides, some of us hoped for grooms. And many of us wanted families, so even if we never found our mate, we’d have young to love.”

      “Are you getting another kid?” he asked me, his tone sounding flat.

      “No, no. But we are getting a new family member. I’ve just been informed that my perfect match has been found.” I speared my bacon with my fork and began slicing it in two. “As soon as we finish, we’ve got to go down and bring him back with us.”

      My stomach dropped as Neal looked panicked. “We have to go right now?” he asked, his eyes darting around.

      “No, no. We have time to finish eating our delicious breakfast.” I took a bite of my bacon to prove this was true.

      “Is that why you made this?” he asked, making it sound as if I’d prepared a grand final feast.

      I shook my head, then after I finished chewing and swallowing my bite, replied, “If I’d known, I would have arranged for us all to have breakfast together. But I did not know,” I gentled my tone, “because we are not notified until the very instant our match is verified.”

      “And that happened just now? While you was doing the cookings?” he pressed.

      “Yes. It was as big a surprise to me as it is to you. It says his name is Mitchell and right now, he’s also surprised. He went in to see about money for school and found out he’s my mate and that he has a young now.”

      “But what if he hates me?” he whispered, tears threatening to spill.

      “Then he could not possibly be my perfect match. You know I love you to the ends of the universe and beyond, right? So, to be my perfect match, he will have to as well.”

      “But you’re Mylos and maybe only Mylos like me.”

      “You’re Mylos now too, and now so is he,” I reminded him. “And have you met any human-born Mylos here that hate you? Does your teacher or any of the young hate you?”

      He shook his head no.

      “Then no one who is matched to a warrior or approved by the AI to come here to live and work could possibly hate you, right? They might not want to be your best friend, but they wouldn’t be mean to you. But being matched to me, well, that means they are also matched to you.”

      “Perfectly?” he asked, his lip no longer quivering. He appeared to be mulling things over.

      “Down to the last particle.”

      “You should ask if he’s had breakfast.”

      I blinked at the sudden change of subject. “Ask if Mitchell has?”

      “Uh huh. ’Cuz he might like French toast and be hungry.”

      “I can make more when we get home if he is.”

      “But then it won’t be a special family meal.”

      Oh. I suddenly grasped what he was trying to say. If Mitchell was a perfect fit and was meant to be family, he should get to have some of our special family food.

      “I’ll ask,” I assured him, quickly tapping out the question. Moments later my kunnarskyn beeped, letting me know the officer at the center had replied. “He’s eaten already,” I informed Neal.

      Neal deflated a bit. “Can we go now? I’m not very hungry.”

      I suspected this sudden upset was the culprit, but thought it would be best to not force him to eat and possibly get sick. I took our plates and placed them in the chiller unit. “How about I warm these up for lunch when I get back?”

      “Okay.”

      “Do you feel up to finishing your milk?”

      He nodded and drank his glass down. I decided to allow him to wait to clean his teeth, but he did need to wash the milk mustache off.

      “Go wash your face and hands, and then we’ll go.”

      I watched him slide out of his chair and walk slowly to the bathroom. I gritted my teeth, seeing the slump to his shoulders. His parent had been most unworthy indeed, having told him his entire life that he was unlovable. It was one of the many reasons he had been removed from her care shortly after his fourth birthday. He had only accepted that I could, and did, love him but he had it in his head that it was because I was Mylos. I loaded the cooled cookware and our flatware into the dish cleaner. I tended to only use the same ones again and again, and not simply replicate new ones. I wanted to give Neal a feeling of permanence, so he would remain confident in us being family forever.

      I hoped that Mitchell would understand how delicate Neal was and not give him reason to doubt, even if he himself was grappling to find how he fit in our family.

      “I’m ready, Daddy,” Neal said, appearing behind me. I turned a smile on my face. He had not only washed his face and hands but had combed his hair. I saw he had the stuffed cat he slept with clutched tightly in his arms.

      “Stitch wanted to come, too, huh?”

      “Uh huh,” was all Neal said, taking my proffered hand in his free one and holding on as if I might be snatched from his grasp any second. On impulse, I bent down to pick him up.

      “It will be faster this way,” I told him. “Then we can find out what kind of milkshake is his favorite and get some before we come back.”

      That got a real smile from him. A tiny one, but it was there. He leaned his head on my shoulder. “Better hurry up then before someone breaks the machine like the last time,” he replied, recalling our last visit down to Earth. We’d stopped at a fast food place for hamburgers and milkshakes during our three day vacation and the machine that made the shakes had been broken.

      “Yes, we can’t let that happen again,” I agreed, and strode out the door towards our future.
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      Today was going to be an awesome day, I just knew it. First, the guy ahead of me at the drive thru paid for my breakfast. There was no one behind me to pay it forward to, so I went on my way, promising myself that as soon as I had that scholarship money in my hands, I’d be sure to buy some food for the local food pantry.

      I ate my breakfast biscuit and sipped my coffee as I drove over to the Mylos’ Scholarship Center as our local one styled itself. I didn’t know if they all called themselves just that, if others had different names, or if some also handled some of the other stuff they did, like with the veterans’ job thing I’d heard about on the radio. There wasn’t much traffic about this time of the morning, which is why I’d made the appointment for the time I had. Give it another half hour or so, though, and folks would be jamming the roads on this side of town to get to the shopping mall. Right now, though, it was just me and a few folks on their way to work, mostly going the opposite direction to get downtown.

      I pulled into the parking lot and parked right outside the center, which was located in a building that had once hosted a Grandy’s Fried Chicken place. It had been remodeled, and the area around the back had a tall security fence behind it which surrounded a landing pad made for their shuttles. I mentally giggled at that as I got out of my car. Mylos shuttles looked nothing like what the words ‘space shuttle’ conjured up, not one bit. They were flying saucers and looked like really expensive props for a sci fi con or something. I idly wondered if any of them had ever seen Close Encounters.
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