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Faith confirmed her receipt and ticket for the thousandth time. Faith Reid in bold black letters and a red stamp of approval. She took a deep breath and exhaled. Thank God. This was her third application for the off world Singles Program. ‘Find Love Among the Stars’ the advertisement claimed. Great except for the fact that getting in the program was against the odds. Every woman on Earth saved and scrounged to raise enough money to apply for SP. Thanks to the great epidemic women now outnumbered men ten to one.

If you were a man life on Earth was great. You had the pick of the crop and didn’t have to be monogamous. Stay with a woman long enough until she was pregnant and you could skip away to the next. Faith snorted and unloaded her one allotted suitcase from the trunk of the rental shuttle.

She wanted a family as much as the next woman but not enough to let a man walk all over her and stick her with the cost of raising a child alone on a world where jobs were slim and housing was astronomical. Don’t even let her start on the citizen funded healthcare. Nope, SP was perfect. The only problem was the fact she wasn’t the only Earth woman to think this.

After much hemming and hawing, Earth officials had finally announced that human men and women were compatible with over ninety percent of the species on other worlds. No more fighting over a man. No more waiting and hoping to find someone special to start a family.

“Ticket please.”

Faith dragged her rolling case toward the bored clerk at the entrance to the space station. She handed over the manila colored ticket and held her breath.

He scanned the slim document with his handheld unit paying close attention to the digital picture she’d taken on her web cam. He glanced from her face to the ticket for several long minutes. Faith’s heart pounded in her chest. Nothing could go wrong. She’d paid damn near every penny she had to apply. Twenty thousand dollars.

The amount alone had her leaning against the ticket booth, which drew a quick frown across the clerk’s brow.

“Sorry,” she mumbled, trying to relax her erratic pulse. Her nerves stretched thin until he finally handed the ticket back.

“Proceed through the double doors behind me, gate C. You’re due to leave in thirty minutes. Don’t be late or the ship leaves without you and there’s no refunds or rescheduling.”

“Thanks.” God. Faith clenched her ticket and headed for the double doors, her suitcase clicking on the uneven pavement behind her.

Security was tight. Grey uniformed-clad officers with deadly weapons patrolled the station in pairs of two. Not even Earth could have imagined the impact of the Singles Program.

Women inundated the city and state buildings daily. Some slept outside for fear of losing their place in line to submit an application. Millions of women willing to take on an alien husband. Faith was among the million.

Squinting, she read the overhead signs until she spotted the glowing red letters for Gate C. A single line of women walked or ran beneath the mesh overhang and archway for the gate. Faith picked up her pace though not quite running.

When she’d first applied two years ago after saving her measly salary and living with three roommates, Faith thought she’d breeze through. She snorted under her breath and joined the jostling crowd at the gate.

More fool her. It seemed everyone had the same idea and Faith had been wait-listed for six months before receiving her first rejection. Too old. She remembered staring at the big X and the fear grabbing a hold of her.

How could twenty-eight be too old? She was in the prime of her life and fertile according to her medical records. A patient lady at the state office customer service had instructed Faith to submit her medical records with her next application.

She had almost, almost given up. The thought of using a fertility center to apply for insemination wasn’t an option. Men weren’t donating sperm as much as they used to. Why would they when they could sleep with any woman they wanted? The sperm at the clinics didn’t come with a guarantee of pregnancy and you were out of ten-thousand dollars.

No, it was better to spend the extra money for the Singles Program and pray like hell to get accepted. Faith’s next application resulted in a rejection within two weeks.

Full.

Too many applicants and not enough slots. She’d been forced to wait. Every day ticked like a time bomb in her head. If she turned thirty, she’d automatically be disqualified. Apparently aliens didn’t want old wives when there were many other Earth women to choose from.

At least Faith had that in her favor. Earth women were considered prizes. They came in different sizes, shapes and colors which seemed to fascinate other worlds where the populations were mostly homogenous. Every man that received a bride from Earth raved about the match to their friends and family.

A blonde woman ahead squealed in excitement, hands stretched in the air as she walked through the full-body x-ray scanner. Some of the women in line tittered. Nerves probably.

“Please stand still for the body scan and don’t move until instructed.”

Faith jerked. She was next in line. “Um...okay.”

“Place your luggage to the side.”

She moved her suitcase to where the lady indicated and stood back on the yellow circle.

“Raise your arms.”

Faith put her hands up in the air like the blonde but without the squeal. Sweat trickled down her spine. Her thirtieth birthday was in two months. If anything kept her from this flight today, she could dump her plans down the drain. No man on Earth would want a thirty-year-old, curvy woman with a few extra pounds around the hips. Why would he when his choices were limitless?

“Proceed through, Ms. Reid.”

Faith grabbed the handle of her suitcase and followed the arrows to departure bay for Gate C. Women swamped the waiting area. Loud voices overlapped the announcements on the speakers. Women sat on the carpeted floor or their luggage, while others leaned against the available wall space. Not a single chair was available.

Glancing around, Faith laid her suitcase flat and plopped down. Twenty minutes and she’d be on her way to a strange new world. Fear for the first time since she’d received her approval letter started to creep up her spine. What if this was the biggest mistake she ever made? Was a family that important? Plenty of women on Earth accepted their lot and did without one.  

“Hi, I’m Lindsey.”

The perky voice interrupted her doom-and-gloom doubts.

Faith tipped her head up which the squealing blonde from the x-ray line took as agreement to sit next to her.

“I’m Lindsey Ferra,” she repeated with a bright grin and extended her hand.

“Fait- Faye Reid.” She’d always wanted to be called the less formal Faye and this was a new start so why not a new name. Faye shook the offered hand and stuffed her own back into her jacket pockets. Spring was here but the inside of the space station had a bit of a chill in the air.

“Nice to meet you, Faye. Have you decided where you’re going?”

Faye froze. Lindsey meanwhile dug through her navy duffle and pulled out a handful of colorful papers and brochures.

Faye cleared her throat. Her packet was stuffed inside her suitcase. She’d planned to review the information in her cabin.

Lindsey jammed papers in her face. “I’ve narrowed my choices down to three planets.”

Faye took the papers and stared at Lindsey’s blue eyes. “I thought we had the whole trip to decide.” It would take at least a week to reach the first planet on the list for the women making the SP trip.

“Sure,” Lindsey replied with a casual shrug. “If you don’t care where you’re going. Otherwise you might get stuck on Ontar Z.”

Was that bad? “I thought most of the planets in SP were compatible with humans.”

Lindsey curled her lip and offered Faye a stick of gum. Faye waved it away.

“Well, yeah. Compatible is as compatible does.” She scrimmaged through her duffle and pulled out a wrinkled paper. “Ontar Z.”

Faye glanced over and blanched at the seven foot hairy giant on the cover. He reminded her of those history texts with images of cavemen.

“Now him,” Lindsey continued. “I’m not interested in.”

Faye let loose a nervous chuckle. She couldn’t help it. “I’m not either.” She reached back for the other papers Lindsey had given her. Maybe she should have started her selection sooner. She’d been too overwhelmed and relieved to get accepted. “Why these three?”

Lindsey leaned over, hitting Faye with a hint of cinnamon from the gum she chewed. “Langhorn.” She tapped the top page. “Men are highly sexual and very fertile. Average families run up toward seven kids per couple.”

Faye flinched. “Seven kids.”

Lindsey snickered. “I know, right. But I chatted in a couple of forums and the women are pleased with their lives. They don’t have to work and the men adore them. They just don’t believe in birth control on Langhorn if you decide to go there.”

“Hmm.” Faye set the paper on the side, not quite sure she was ready for more kids than she could carry in her two arms.

“Ooohhhhh, this is my top choice.” Lindsey fanned her self and pretended to swoon.

Faye’s mouth curved up at the display. Lindsey couldn’t be more than twenty-one. Her enthusiasm and attitude were irresistible. It had been a long time since Faye had talked to another woman in such an easy manner. Most women since the epidemic had become cruel and malicious. Sadly, the scarcity of men fanned the competition in every of life.

“Why is...” she struggled over the name. “Garulax your favorite?”

“Menage,” Lindsey sighed. “On Garulax every woman is shared by two husbands. Can you imagine? Two men devoted to your happiness.”

Faye quickly set the brochure of the orange planet to the side. She needed to handle one man, not two. The last paper displayed a purple world with blue skies and two moons. When Faye flipped it open, there were muscled-bound, shirtless men in leather. Long hair, short hair, some holding swords, others flexing fists. Her breath caught on the words in quote. ‘Every woman will be honored and loved by her Chosen.’

“This one looks good.” Faye could see why Lindsey added it. Enotia

“Maybe.” Lindsey reached for the paper and tapped her glitter-covered nail on the small print. “You have to go through an auction or something silly. The men line up and the women have to pick which one they want for a husband. No meet and greet or anything. Plus, what if someone picks the guy you’re eyeing.”

Interesting. “Well why is it in your good stack?”

Lindsey chuckled. “Duh...did you see what the guys looked like?”

They both laughed because the men were hot.

“I think I’m going to Garulax. You should pick early too so you don’t get stuck with just any world. I hear they fill up fast because they include women from other worlds too in the Singles Program.”

Faye straightened. “How do I do that?”

“As soon as you get to your cabin, log in with the password in your packet and pick your planet. It’s best to get it out of the way.”

“Thanks.”

Lindsey leaned over and hugged Faye. “We women from Earth have to stick together right?”

“Absolutely.” Faye didn’t have any girlfriends. Despite her age and curves women considered her a threat. On Earth, every woman was a threat.

“Now why’d you sign up? A man of your own or the thought of little, wittle babies?”

Faye smiled at the teasing. Only two reasons women on Earth saved every dime they made. “Both. My parents are dead and I was an only child.”

“They were monogamous?”

“Yes.” Her parents’ relationship was unusual in the times they lived in but neither had wanted anyone else.

“I can’t imagine. My dad stuck with my mom long enough to get me planted and went on his way five thousand richer. From last count, I have sixteen siblings somewhere and my donor’s a rich man from selling his stud services.”

Her new friend came to her feet and slung her duffle over her shoulder, jamming her three choices in the opened zipper. “That life’s not for me.”

“Now boarding Gate C.”

They both jerked from the announcement, Lindsey showing her first sign of nerves. 

“It was nice meeting you, Faye. Good luck.”

Faye rose from the floor. “Good luck.”

Faye grabbed her suitcase and rushed with Lindsey and the crowd to the line forming for the ship that would take her to her future.
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[image: ]




Torkel gazed at the men on one of the three teams he’d served with for the last ten years. As Unit Leader, he had a responsibility for each and every one of them. The five men in the room eyed him closely, knowing he’d called this meeting for a reason. He’d also called his parents, who waited for him in his quarters.

Torkel wanted to share his decision with his fellow soldiers first. The nature of their job placed them in dangerous situations where they needed to rely on one another. If his status changed, it would impact them. If it didn’t, there would still be a long standing effect.

After delivering his news, Jaron, the practical joker, was surprisingly serious when he asked what they all were thinking. “Will you stay with the teams as Unit Leader?”

Torkel nodded. He wouldn’t give that up. “Regardless of my decision, I’m a Jutak warrior.”

Things would change if there was a female in his life. Changes his heart yearned for but he blocked those feelings for now. He’d committed to his decision.

“Will you change your mind about the other?” Kyele’s scarred visage frightened those he came in contact with but Torkel trusted his friend probably more than the others because Kyele lived with the same worry as him.

“No.” The simple answer drew concerned stares but Torkel ignored them. If he was passed over this year, he would spend the rest of his life as a loner, the worst thing that could ever happen to a male. The sense of desolation when he imagined what that would entail almost broke Torkel’s stern demeanor.

“We support whatever happens, Torkel.” Geile’s blond hair had grooves in it from where the young man had run his fingers through it in agitation. None of them liked how Torkel suffered with the choice he’d made.

“We have your back,” Geile’s brother Gregir chimed in.

The others in the room agreed.

“Do you want any of us to accompany you?” Jaron, one of his team leads, twirled a throwing star between his fingers and slouched against the arm of the sofa. “Team One and I should be done with crowd control during the prison transport in time to attend.”

Torkel controlled three teams of five men. Two of the teams were out on missions under Faruk, another team lead, but they were due back tonight. Shortly, Jaron and the others of Team One would be leaving for a potentially dangerous transportation mission to pick up a Faasil wanted for slaughtering his entire household. The Faasil had thought to hide on Enotia. If not for his plans this evening, Torkel would have led the operation.

“I don’t want anyone there.” In true support they’d been there every year. This year, Torkel couldn’t handle the shame if he failed to secure a female.

Their silence spoke volumes. Torkel inhaled deeply. Now for the difficult part. “I have to speak with my parents. Much success tonight and stay safe.”

The manly grunts in reply were enough. Torkel left the recreation room, his steps reluctant as he headed down the long hallway. His parents would not be pleased. Especially his maman, who continued to treat him as a youth.

The redesigned community building had been transitioned into the home base for Jutak warriors. Torkel’s unit was the first to move in but two more units would arrive in a few months. Forty-five men, elite fighters housed together. 

The government wanted them at a central location to respond to calls more efficiently. Each Jutak unit would have their own floor but share the training room along with the medical center and main kitchen on the lower level. Torkel reached his door and braced himself for the conversation he was about to have.

***
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They’d argued in hopes of changing his mind but finally accepted his decision.

“This is the last time, maman. I won’t go through this again.”

At his words, Shaya’s blue eyes filled with tears. Torkel hardened his heart against his adopted maman. She was a master manipulator.

“I just want you to have what I have with your papan.” She added a sniff to the tears for good measure.

Torkel softened his expression and kissed her brow. “I want it as well but I have not been Chosen in the last seven presentations.”

At first, Torkel had not let the process upset him. Many males left the sands with no female but when five years had gone by and he still had not been selected, the rejection had started to bother Torkel. He had a proud name, fought as a Jutak warrior and had no stains on his honor.

None of that mattered. Torkel knew the true reason women walked past him to choose his brethren. He was of Marenian origin. A world of known slavers. It didn’t matter that the gentle Enotians, Shaya and Marlin Alonson, had found him as an abandoned baby and raised him. It didn’t matter that he didn’t have the distinctive horns protruding from his forehead as a typical Marenian would.

What mattered was that each woman who arrived on Enotia received a bio on all participants. Inside, the bio detailed information about his birth planet and the women feared he’d make them his slave.

Never.

Torkel spent his life fighting the slave trades. He and his unit ran into Marenians often and made every effort to stop or kill the violent slavers.

Shaya sighed. “You are such a handsome warrior. Any female would be happy to have you in her bed.”

Torkel flushed at her blatant comment but his papan laughed and rolled his eyes.

“Our son has the right to make up his mind about this. We can’t continue to expect him to subject himself to the presentations if he won’t get chosen.”

Torkel held his hurt in. He wanted a Chosen, children and all that came with it more than anything. Every Enotian did. He’d protect his family with his dying breath and make sure his Chosen never wanted for anything. Yet year after year the humiliation of being passed over wore on him. Three years ago when several worlds had been added to the SP, Torkel thought he’d finally stood a chance.

Earth had an abundance of females and many of them flocked to Enotia. The more Earth women joined the more the rumors flew fast and free. They were full of laughter and love these humans. Males lucky enough to have one boasted of their sensual nature and their capacity for great warmth toward their men and children.

Their hair, eyes and skin came in every color imaginable with no two females alike.

Unheard of. It was every male’s dream woman wrapped in one. Yet, Torkel had not managed to entice one of them either. Though it pained him greatly, he had to give up walking the sands. If he wasn’t Chosen, he would be condemned to life as a loner. Males were not allowed to form permanent bonds outside of the official Chosen process which meant he’d be forced to rely on Enotian sex servers and none of them wanted a Marenian in their bed. He’d tried that route once and been forced to find pleasure off world.

Shaya grabbed his jaw in both hands and leaned toward him. “You are worthy. A female would be lucky to have you. Don’t ever doubt it.”

Her blue eyes blazed with passion and all the love Torkel felt for the woman who’d raised him rose to the forefront. He cupped her hands over his face. “I thank you, maman. For everything.”

For taking in a Marenian baby. For raising him to be the honorable man he was today. Most of all for not holding his birth against him and loving him unconditionally.

Blinking back his own tears, his papan interrupted the moment. “When does the ship arrive for the presentation?”

Torkel straightened to his full height, dwarfing both his parents. The Alonsons’ were true Enotians with their slight stature and bright blond hair.

“Shortly. I’m heading over now. The teams understand my decision. I wanted to meet with you and maman, as well, to give you my decision.” It was important he share his news with them to avoid getting their hopes up further.

He knew how much they longed for him to settle with a female and begin a family. His sister Lissi had two little ones with her Chosen and Torkel couldn’t love his niece and nephew more.

“Do you want us to go?” His maman asked.

Torkel shook his head. They’d gone to the previous seven and each time he walked away from the sands alone, their disappointment tore at his heart. They grieved for him and it ripped him to shreds. Today if he was once more bypassed, he only had room to deal with his own hurt feelings.

Her voice trembled when she asked, “Will you at least let me prepare you?”

Torkel didn’t have the heart to refuse. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

It was an honor to a maman to brush her son’s hair, scent his body with oil and sew his ceremonial loitte. All to attract a female. Torkel planned to wear the same loitte his mother made for him originally. The simple clothing would be destroyed after tonight.

***
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“All participants assigned to Enotia, please prepare to disembark in five.”

Faye rushed through the corridors, apologizing as she bumped several women in the hall. She’d almost missed the announcement and was now running late to leave the ship because Lindsey had wanted to say goodbye while shoving a lacy bra and panty set in her hand.

“I can’t,” Faye had protested as the pink silk slid through her fingers.

Lindsey waved it off. “Look,” she tilted her duffle for Faye to see. Bright colors of silk and lace spilled out. “I only packed brand new sexy undies. I figure my new husbands will buy me new clothes based on their style anyway. What would I do with Earth jeans and shirts?”

True.

“Plus,” Lindsey added with a smirk and a wink. “I’ll have two husbands and I doubt they’ll let me wear much in the beginning.”

Lindsey had decided on Garulax and would be the last stop their ship made. Faye had selected Enotia with fingers crossed that she met someone as handsome as the men in the brochure she’d studied. She wished her friend good luck and left.

Her headlong flight blinded her to the man in the hall she hit full on. Faye bounced off a firm chest and gasped. Her palms burned from where they’d made contact. “Sorry, sorry.”

The hood he wore covered most of his face. “No problem. I was hoping to catch you before you left.”

“What?” Faye folded her arms over her chest to hide the lingerie in her grasp. Her suitcase had been in storage and staff promised it would be delivered to the residence wherever her new husband lived. She only had enough time to shove the items in her bag if she rushed.

Faye caught the flash of white teeth in what she assumed to be a smile. “I notice you selected Enotia and I have a friend I’m hoping to help.”

“I’m sorry. I’m new and I couldn’t help anyone with this Chosen thing.”

The voice laughed but Faye found no humor in the eerie sound. She tried to ease around his bulk in the narrow corridor.

He touched her shoulder to stop her, pulling back when she stiffened. “I extend you my apologies. You misunderstand. I want to help you help me. My friend is in the selection process. He’s been rejected seven times and I’m hoping you would do him a favor and pick him.”

“Look, I don’t know your friend.”

“I’ll pay you twenty thousand dollars. That’s how much you spent for the application correct?”

Holy!! Faye was broke. Twenty thousand just to pick his friend when she was going to pick someone anyway. Unless his friend was an ogre. “I’m not sure. I mean...I sorta decided already.”

Faye had spent half the night reading the bios on all the participants, though there wasn’t much information on what she was supposed to do. She narrowed her choice to a blond man not much taller than her own five-five with bright green eyes and a friendly smile. From what she could tell, his sleek body was fit and firm. Not as muscled as the men in the ad but enough that she would enjoy a physical relationship with him.

“Here.” The man shoved a small video screen in her face. “Here’s my friend. Please consider it. He’s a Jutak warrior so you don’t have to worry he’s dangerous.”

Faye couldn’t help her indrawn breath. Dark shoulder length hair, warm brown eyes and a chest to rival any model or heavy weight boxer she’d ever seen. She’d eliminated him as too serious when she glanced over the bio.

“His name is Torkel Alonson.”

“I don’t know what a Jutak warrior is.” The title warrior implied roughing it. What if he expected her to cook his meals over a fire pit?

The man huffed out a breath. “It’s a soldier. An elite warrior. We don’t have much time. Will you do it?”

“I don’t know.” Faye hesitated. It didn’t seem fair to take money.

“What do you have to lose?” The man pressed.

“Fine.” She’d have money in case of an emergency and one stranger was as good as another. “Wait. Why does he need help?”

“Because this is his last year. He’s getting older and no longer interested in fighting to attract a female.”

Faye’s heart softened. She sympathized with their similar circumstances. “Alright.”

“Thank you. Hold out your wrist.”

Faye held up her arm with the fancy watch gadget she’d been issued. It was used for currency and tracked her finances. He hit several buttons and the numbers appeared on the screen followed by several zeroes. Faye smiled.

“It’s done.”

“Okay. I need to leave now.”

He stepped to the side and Faye brushed off her unease.
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“You are not to leave the order of the line. Each of you will reach the sands at the same time. The available males will be waiting. Do not leave the sands until the male has accepted the medallion. Do not approach more than one male,” instructed the smartly dressed man as he paced in front of their group of twenty women. His black suit was crisp and close enough to what someone on Earth would wear for dinner. “The first one you reach and stop is the one you select. If you lose the medallions you were issued, you lose your right to choose.”

Anticipation raced through Faye’s veins. A husband, children and family. All of her dreams were almost within reach. She breathed in and out and tried to stay calm. She wasn’t the only antsy one. Other women craned their necks to see beyond the black curtain blocking the entrance to the ‘sands’.

The crew had lined them up to disembark single file and led them down to this place. They’d followed a narrow passageway that curved underground then opened to this small staging area. The man instructing them had also passed out a necklace for them to use. The brochure detailed that the women would meet all available men during a ‘presentation’ once through the door.

Faye didn’t fully like that part. From what she gathered, there would be a small arena behind the curtain with their potential husbands waiting. First come, first serve. Faye rubbed her hands down the blue, woven cloak they’d been issued. She studied the leather necklace with a gold medallion on the end. She had to give it to her Chosen.

Faye chewed her bottom lip and checked her competition. Behind her stood a woman with purple skin. Deep green eyes constantly moved. To her left, a small woman with a single blonde braid waited with a nervous glance at Faye. When she smiled her fangs flashed and her eyes turned red.

Aliens. But women united in the common goal of looking for something they hoped to find behind the curtained doorway. There were two other humans. A mocha-skinned woman with short curls highlighted with blonde on the tips. Her make-up was flawless highlighting her cheekbones and full lips to their best advantage. Faye suddenly wished she wore more than peach gloss. The other human was a red head with a deep southern accent and not even a cloak could hide her full bust.
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