
  
    [image: Timeless Love]
  


  
    
      TIMELESS LOVE

      
        MVRAI ANTHOLOGIES VOL. 2

      

    

    
      
        NOAH M. DAVIS-CHESHIRE

        SHAY LACY

        LC WICKERS

        MILA WINTERS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright ©2026 Maumee Valley Romance Authors Inc.

      

      All rights reserved except specifically noted. No part of this publication may be reproduced, scanned, stored in a retrieval system, or be transmitted by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, used for AI training, or otherwise known or hereinafter invented without the express written permission of the copyright holder. The scanning, uploading or distribution of this book via the Internet or by any other means without permission is illegal and punishable by law. Participation in the piracy of copyrighted materials violates the author’s rights.

      

      NOTE: This is a work of fiction. It is the work of a human author, not AI. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, business establishments, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

      

      Cover design by: Jaycee DeLorenzo

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      This anthology is a compilation of the works of members of Maumee Valley Romance Authors Inc. MVRAI is a writing group in the Toledo, Ohio area. Members talk, share and learn from one another about building a career writing romance novels and books with romantic elements.

      

      For more information about MVRAI, go to our website at www.mvrai.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Rendezvous on Numa

          Noah M. Davis-Cheshire

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Hot Nerd’s Reluctant Bodyguard

          Shay Lacy

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            About the Author

          

          
            Other Books By Shay Lacy

          

        

      

      
        
          What We Wish For

          LC Wickers

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Sam’s Second Chance

          Mila Winters

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            About the Author

          

          
            Other Books by Mila Winters

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RENDEZVOUS ON NUMA

          

          NOAH M. DAVIS-CHESHIRE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      © Noah M. Davis-Cheshire 2026

      No portion of this text may be reproduced or transmitted in any form without written permission from the copyright holders. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Regia Ring

        Club Sixteen-Six

        Luna Standard g - No mobility equipment necessary

      

      

      The party was not for me. Okay, literally speaking, it was, or at least it was supposed to be. I was supposed to be one of the many new graduates being celebrated that night. Now, I wasn’t a graduate. I was a “diploma withheld pending allegations of academic dishonesty.” I was just there, feeling deeply out of place.

      The club was smack in the middle of the Luna district, and that made it pretty much the fanciest place I’d ever stepped into. The vaulted ceiling, the four concentric balconies, the lightshows painting everything in ultrabright pinks and blues—I could hardly breathe for fear of disturbing the incalculable wealth looming in the air. It was not a problem my fellow partygoers seemed to share.

      The Galilean Student Union had arranged things well. The whole senior membership was here, clad in cap, gown and shameless abandon. I sometimes wondered just how much of the GSU had actually made the two-month voyage from Jupiter’s Galilean moons, and how many were just keeping in touch with their heritage. Maybe I was biased, but I couldn’t imagine other folks from small mining towns looking nearly so comfortable in such a high class space.

      Wherever they came from, they were who the party was for. Every one of them, from the punks spitting narcotic clouds off the fourth story, to the over-spliced ferals shedding all over the dance floor, to the cum laudes taking their first sip of cheap vodka, had graduated not three hours ago. Numa U’s black and white regalia blanketed the cheering throngs and there I was in my grandma’s lilac jumpsuit, my clay-colored pixie cut naked to the faint breeze from the overhead fans.

      My dormmate Emily, with trademark Callistan bluntness, had told me to wear the damn robe if I was so self-conscious. I told her I wasn’t, and, besides, I wanted to get a refund on my unopened commencement kit.

      Emily had been looking forward to this all year. She’d spent all last month sewing beads to her gown and all last week getting every cosmetic appointment her stipend could afford. It paid off.

      She was absolutely stunning, with flowing crystal patterns tracing from the base of her hem, up her front, around both shoulders, and down her sleeves. Bright white micro braids poured out from under the jauntily angled cap, kept in place by a system of pins I did not understand but had been instrumental in installing. The stark contrast between her bright hair and beads and the deep colors of her skin and gown was dazzling.

      She’d asked me to help her send pics to her family back on Callisto. All of them. Three generations out. It took most of the morning.

      When we arrived, Niles—my best friend and also one of those folks just here for the heritage—was already waiting for us in the thoroughfare outside the club. Even dressed in the same unadorned regalia as the rest of the people in line, he still stood out. Or is that a poor choice of words?

      Niles was head-and-shoulders shorter than everyone else, because he was sitting in a motorized acceleration chair. Most everybody from off-station had to use one on the lower levels, where gravity was harder than us moon folks were used to. Up here, though, it was an oddity, only explained by the partial paralysis Niles had lived with his whole life.

      Face as bright and puckish as usual, the first thing he did was compliment my “retro” number. I couldn't tell if he was laughing with me or at me, so I just thanked him and let him lead us through the open doors.

      Earlier in the semester, Niles had pretended not to care about the party, but the number of messages he’d sent “complaining” about his mom’s plans to primp and preen him belied his own secret giddiness. The deluge of pictures he had sent of his tailoring appointment only confirmed it.

      I spoke too quickly, earlier. The rest of the crowd didn’t matter. As far as I was concerned, these were the people the party was for. Celebrating them was my only goal for the night, and the only reason I’d decided to come. My absence would only have reminded them something was wrong. I refused to be the pall hanging over their special night. Attending meant I could distract them from, well, me.

      It was going well so far.

      The crowd around us rolled and crashed to the beat of the drums. Emily screamed every lyric. Niles and I joined her on the choruses. While he matched her every decibel, I held myself back to keep from going hoarse. My dancing, however, didn’t pale in the slightest.

      I could count on Emily to have the latest moves memorized, and to give us a clear enough view to follow along. Niles did an admirable job adapting the footwork to his chair, spinning and rocking with the best of them.

      As we rolled with the crowd, I kept an eye on the two of them for signs of fatigue. Niles got ornery when he was tired. Emily got reckless. It was why I’d made sure they both had some water and dense, salty food before letting Emily drag us onto the floor. When I heard the next track begin—a familiar instructional dance that brought just about everybody to their feet—I knew it would be a good finale for our first stint.

      They threw their all into the steps. I threw my enough in, and we all broke into fits of giggles when someone in front of Niles nearly fell into his lap during the climax.

      The pratfall gave me cover to move the pair off the floor and back to the booth where we’d left our bags. I’d been keeping my other eye on them for the last half hour.

      Emily crashed into the rubberized upholstery with a melodic whoop. “God, isn’t this great?”

      I chuckled while making sure Niles safely transferred to the opposite bench.

      He slapped his chair pads. “I’m sweating holes in my seat.”

      “I’m so glad to hear y’all are having fun,” I said. “I haven’t done this since I was a kid, and the chaperones back home were awful.”

      Niles, settling into his half of the booth, leaned towards me and said, “Will there be grinding in the mosh, Urania?”

      “No,” I said, in the same voice I used when I told my youngest sister why we couldn’t just skip school and play all day.

      “Pity.” He reached for the half-empty glass he’d left earlier.

      I slapped his hand. Emily giggled in surprise.

      “Don’t touch that!” I scolded him, grabbing my purse from where I’d hung it on the corner of the headrest.

      Rubbing his hand like it hurt—I hardly tapped him—he said, “What?”

      “We left it alone,” I explained, rummaging for one of the water bottles I’d brought from the dorm vending machines. “Anyone could have done anything to it.”

      “You left that alone,” he countered, half-joking, half-whining. That is to say: all- whining.

      “I watched my bag,” I said.

      “You watched the whole table,” he said.

      I could tell he was letting himself dig in. It’s like he didn’t even know he was starting an argument. Sometimes I feel like I’m the only one who knows how to have fun. Thank God I decided to come.

      I shoved the bottle into his “injured” hand. “I watched my bag closer.”

      He took it and rolled his eyes. Disaster averted.

      Emily gulped hers down without a word, her eyes dancing between the four square galleries overhead, all of them crowded near to spilling.

      “This band is great.” She crushed the empty bottle. “Do you think they’re students?”

      “Maybe,” said Niles. “They’d have to be younger than us, though. I heard the whole venue started setup even before the graduation ceremony. If they were our age, they wouldn’t have been able to walk.”

      Emily winced. Niles realized what he’d just said. Both looked to me to see how I’d reacted. Obviously, I hadn’t.

      “So did y’all want to get another round?” Not my most subtle work, but it was enough for Emily, and I could tell Niles was embarrassed enough by his faux pas to let me take control.

      Emily led the way, keeping up a stream of gleeful observations all the way to the long aluminum countertop. Niles came along beside me and I was worried he was going to do something stupid like apologize. Emily saved the moment.

      “What all do you want?” She took in the flashing menu overhead. Fluorescent beverages splashed and bubbled in larger-than-life glasses, well-paired with the larger-than-life prices floating beneath.

      “My dad said we had to try the tea-berry mix.” Niles pulled up to the counter. His chair tilted so far upright he could have passed for standing. He rolled in front of the kiosk. “I’ll get three for the table.”

      Unacceptable.

      “I’m fine, Niles,” I said.

      Emily was too busy deciding how much stock she put in the authority of Niles’ dad to pay attention. Meanwhile, he gave me a look that told me he wasn’t fooled. I gave him a look that told him I wasn’t trying to fool anybody. Which was true. I didn’t want the drink. My newly decimated budget could barely withstand airway fare back to the dorm, and I’d rather be thirsty than take charity.

      Niles shrugged and plugged in an order for two drinks. He wasn’t done with me yet, though.

      While I had my back turned listening to Emily talk about her plans for her last few days on the habitat, he slid me a tall glass with two straws. It was my turn not to start a fight. This was the only time I would let pity win tonight. I was still convinced that was going to be the greatest obstacle to one last, perfect night with my two closest friends. Ah, the foolishness.

      From around the corner came two figures. Neither wore regalia. The woman was in a ruffled scarlet romper, so long it nearly looked like a dress. She skipped with practiced ease in the lunar gravity. The man behind her, in an uncomplicated blue-grey two-piece, was not nearly so graceful. His ungainly stomps were the first thing that drew my attention to them.

      She arrived in a whirlwind of black hair and red linen, planting a strawberry kiss on Niles’ mortarboard. The man stepped up alongside her, but kept his hands to himself.

      “Juno!” Niles shoved the brim out of his eye.

      This was not part of the plan.
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        Regia Ring

        Club Sixteen-Six

        Luna Standard g - Take regular breaks to sit and breathe

      

      

      Niles turned to Emily and me. “This is Juno Chaney, that girl from my documedia class. The one who did the video on the founding of the GSU?”

      She was fashionably short, but the energy coming off her filled the circle. Crowded it, really. Her face had a warm hue to it, with a flat nose and thin, smart lips. She took my hand and pulled me in for an uncomfortably familiar hug. Her friend just watched, round features neutral, trending bored—irritated?

      “You must be Urania,” she said. “Niles speaks so highly of you. Out of Ganymede, right? I love the retro tricks.”

      “Um, thanks,” I managed to say, my mind still sorting out how these arrivals were going to change the evening’s dynamics. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Niles speaks⁠—”

      Emily cut in, dazzled and bubbly. “I just loved your special. The play between physical and digital presences was so raw.” So Emily didn’t mind this complete derailing of our evening. And Niles seemed far from surprised.

      He noticed my pointed glances.

      “I knew we had some spare plus ones between us, so I thought—” he started.

      “We thought,” Juno cut in, leading me a half-step to her silent companion, “This would be a great chance for you two to meet.”

      The man gave Juno an accusing glare. I was about to give Niles the same when he spoke again.

      “Well, maybe it’s not quite the right time…” He rubbed the back of his neck, regret and embarrassment painting his face. “…anymore.”

      Juno raised an eyebrow at him. Emily sipped her drink in an unsteady way. Oh no. We were not going to talk about that.

      “It’s fine!” I said, taking the stranger’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you…?”

      “Terrence Gaius.” His voice growled like an idling engine.

      “Terry!” Juno rubbed his hair in a teasing way that he barely tolerated.

      He was shorter than me, but that was hardly exceptional. There was a foot difference between folks from the Galilean moons and people who grew up in proper gravity. His skin had the trademark feedcorn tan of the Numans living on the full-g ground below us, in the light of the bays. All that concentrated sun had bleached his natural dirty blond to a golden sheen. His eyes, though, they were black in black, shocking against the marble sclera.

      There was something entirely familiar about him, too. It itched at me.

      He squinted into my face, like…like I don’t know what. Something flashed in his eyes, more dangerous than a twinkle. He looked past me, at Juno. I couldn’t guess what he was thinking, except that he didn’t want to be here. That made two of us.

      “You know,” Juno continued, “you’re both in the same program. I don’t know how you haven’t run into each other before.”

      That didn’t narrow things down. Subnautical Engineering was what drew most Galileans to the station. It was NU’s bread and jelly. Lotta companies willing to sponsor their future workers’ education, especially if it meant signing them on for a few years’ contract work after graduation.

      “Same field, different program,” he corrected. “I’m in the Bachelor’s track. I assume—Urania, was it?—has just finished her Associate’s.”

      My only response was politely pursed lips. He wasn’t wrong. Only a local could afford to stay here an extra two years—even if it meant a fast track to the big jobs.

      “You’ll forgive our intrusion.” He glanced around like the room was intruding on him. “If I knew the party was for Galilean students, I wouldn’t have agreed to come.”

      Charming.

      “Everybody’s welcome.” Emily wrapped us both in a bear hug. “Don’t feel shy!”

      He wavered when she let go, unsteady in the low g. I made a mental note not to let him go⁠—

      “To the dance floor!” cried Emily, skipping into the crowd, Juno’s arm tucked in hers.

      Niles waited for me to move after them. Terry was already tracing an unsteady step-hop path to the rising outline of the auto-ladder.

      “I should have called it off.” Niles rolled just behind me, nearly snagging my heels.

      “No,” I mustered, shouting to be heard above the party. “If you wanted a larger group, we could have planned that.” Unconsciously, I picked up my pace.

      Revelers bounced and buffeted against us. Niles had a time of it keeping his chair upright.

      “I didn’t—” He forced his way through a passing group. “It was supposed to be a fun surprise for you.”

      “A party with the cute girl you’ve been talking about all spring? That was for me?” Petty, that was petty. I couldn’t help myself. This was all wrong. There was still plenty of night we could save.

      “We just thought, hey, they’re both smart, perceptive, love family—hell, he even wants to work on Ganymede, someday. Maybe you’d hit it off.”

      “And do what?” I was unconsciously putting yards between us again, yelling across the gap. “I’m not even going to be here in a few days.”

      He caught up to me in the brief moment I stopped at the base of the ladder. “I just thought—before everything happened—I thought maybe you’d decide to stay a bit.”

      I huffed like a child. With one arm, I snagged a passing rung and let it lift me off the ground.

      He did the same a few moments later, careful to check his chair straps before he kept talking. “I’m sorry, Urania. I didn’t mean to make a bad night worse.”

      “I thought we were having a good night?” Genuine confusion colored my voice.

      “Oh honey,” he sighed.

      The concentric holes of the floors overhead grew and passed us in turn. Juno’s romper flashed as she dismounted on the third floor. We did the same, elbowing out room for ourselves in the dense crowd.

      Niles spoke from beside my hip.

      “Would it be so bad to have a reason to stay, even now? Especially now?” He took my hand and forced himself into the center of my vision. “You can fight this. The Urania I know doesn’t give up.”

      I didn’t want to talk about this. The evening absolutely could not withstand talking about this.

      And yet, I couldn’t keep the fire out of my mouth. “Give up? Give up what? A three-month fight with Academic Honesty? Becoming broke and homeless when they cut off my scholarship? Not seeing my home, my family, for that much longer?”

      “We can help you⁠—”

      “Is ‘we’ you or is it your parents’ wallet?” I regretted saying it, but I also knew it would get Niles to shut up.

      “Yeah,” he sighed. “Maybe I was being stupid.”

      We both took in the mass of graduates, delight painted on every face. I’d have figured folks would be cautious about dancing so high up, but I hadn’t counted on the thrill-seekers. As below, they crashed and rolled to the beat, but here they rose higher, flinging themselves yards off the deck, flipping and rolling in each other’s arms.

      Ahead of me, Terry stood alone, quietly watching the entangled throngs, careful to keep his distance. Again, that twinge of recognition. My heart beat imperceptibly faster. Was that fear? Stress? I couldn’t place it.

      I distracted myself by wondering what kept his attention so fixed on the dancers. Was it the recklessness? The physicality? Maybe he just had no idea the kinds of things folks like us could do in sixth g.

      While I stared at him staring at them, Niles silently paired off with Juno. Emily was already twirling with a friend from our dorm. All of a sudden, Terry and I were alone in a shrinking gap at the corner of the overlook.

      My lips pursed involuntarily.

      At least the fight was over. But how to solve the larger issue? How to save the night?

      “We should dance,” I said to Terry’s turned back.

      He twisted in surprise. His eyes darted between me, our friends, and the crowd around us.

      At his side, one hand was jammed irretrievably deep into his jacket pocket, but the other rested free on the railing. A stout thumb traced the lathe-turned curves and crevices of the metal.

      “Okay.” His hands were on mine before I’d registered the reply.

      He took one overcharged step and nearly shoved us both off the balcony. I yelped and pressed both feet against the guard rail, clenching my arms around his back. He gasped against my chest. I could feel his heartbeat through my jumpsuit. It was giving the drummer overhead a run for her money.

      I relaxed my grip, took a second to catch my breath, and said, “You really don't come here often.”

      “No,” he admitted, eyes peering past my elbow, caught in the vertigo drop not a yard behind. Very seriously, he said, “It's a personal bias, but I like when the gravity keeps you grounded.”

      He wasn’t going to make it easy.

      “It does that here plenty.” I stuck my face between him and the panorama. His eyes found mine, and there was relief there, and embarrassment.

      “I'll lead,” I said. And I did.

      Even after the shock of our near-plummet had let go of him, as he began to rock back and forth with me, it was clear he was still holding back. Watching him watching our feet, the reason became clear: he was usually a good dancer. Possibly very good. With each step he wavered as if just catching himself before muscle memory launched us both back into the air.

      I’ll admit, there was something cathartic about somebody else having to practice self-restraint tonight. He was good at it, too, which presented its own problems.

      It was like dancing with the banister. He was so focused on stability that we looked motionless compared to the crowd. Where our neighbors were leaping and tossing one-another, we marched in place, slowly. I had never been taught dance by anyone besides Emily and her favorite media samples, but, in my scant previous experiences, I had figured out that athleticism and enthusiasm will do where skill falls short.

      Now how to pass that lesson along before Niles or Emily started to worry we were moping?

      “Relax,” I said into his ear. His head turned up just in time to watch a faint grimace flicker across my face as I lifted him in both hands. I hopped backwards to the rhythm of the rising dance track raining down on us.

      Beat

      We were in the air.

      Beat

      I skipped into the landing.

      His eyebrows nearly knit themselves into a unibrow, visibly disturbed by the unfamiliar lunar freefall.

      Beat

      I hopped forward, forcing him to⁠—

      Beat

      —catch us as we landed.

      He was looking down again, checking to make sure we hadn’t caught on any grating.

      I whispered into his hair, “Now you.”

      His face came up again. Taking a breath, biting his lip, he⁠—

      Beat

      —kicked us into the air.

      Beat

      We landed together, buffeted as one.

      It was slow going, but his confidence lifted with each jump. Our half-tempo start gave way to some properly riotous tottering before the end of the track. I began to be less afraid of Niles or Emily sneaking a peek at us from across the floor.

      Athleticism and enthusiasm. We had finally sorted out the matter of enthusiasm, and he had little need to prove his athleticism. From the first, I could feel the quiet resolve in his grip, the iron beneath his soft chest.

      I knew firsthand that moving to a lower g could do a real number on your stamina. The first weeks of my trip here, I’d been completely breathless by the end of my work shifts. It took most of a month for me to get used to keeping still in unfamiliar g. Terry seemed to have gotten it in under an hour. Must be that self-control. It was impressive.

      I’ll say it: it was attractive.

      To my complete surprise, we were not merely dancing together, but dancing well. Niles flashed me a gaudy thumbs-up from between Juno’s shoulder blades. I smiled and mentally sighed. By sheer force of will, we’d successfully integrated the new group members without sabotaging my last evening with my best friends. That was all that mattered.

      Emily spared me a flashing grin of approval as she twisted in the arms of her partner. Her keening cries skipped across the tumult of the dancers, reminding me of the giddy laughter of my sister Talia, dancing at her fifteenth birthday party. We had to make a lot of sacrifices to make space and time for that. I had to.

      Coming to Numa was supposed to be the last sacrifice, the one that meant I wouldn’t have to beg or bribe for my family anymore, I could just take care of them.

      Why couldn’t it have worked out?

      I tripped. It was Terry’s turn to catch us, planting both feet against the scuffed enamel floor. We slid into another group of dancers. I cried out when something hard and cold cracked against the orbit of my right eye. For a heartbeat, everything went quiet.

      “Jesus, Urania!” shouted Niles, too close to my ear.

      One hand clenched against my eye, I managed to open the other. The corner of Niles’ chair filled my field of view. A sharp red streak stood out against the white coated metal.

      Emily was already here. Terry crouched behind me, lifting me into a sitting position. Had I blacked out? Their voices blended together. They were trying to pry open my hand, lead me away from the dance floor. Heat thicker and duller than cheap liquor dripped between my fingers.

      Juno’s voice was easy to recognize even while my vision flashed black and red. “I’ll go find the first aid kit.” Her skips trailed away into the roaring noise all around us.

      “Y’all keep going. I’ll be fine.” Something metallic-tasting kept dripping into my mouth. “Enjoy your party.”

      “Honey—” started Niles.

      “Urania—” gasped Emily.

      I snapped, “Dammit, have fun!”

      Everybody took a step back. Terry’s arms froze around me.

      “That’s all I want you two to do tonight, and you can’t even manage that.” The words spilled out of me as hot and uncontrollable as the blood from my gash. I wriggled out of Terry’s grip and onto my own two feet. “I’m trying so hard to give you both the evening you deserve and you keep trying to wreck it. It’s like you don’t even care!”

      They didn’t flinch. Their faces stayed open, sympathetic to the verge of tears. It was unbearable. I looked away. Terry’s face caught my eye. There was no sympathy there, just naked disdain. I knew it.

      “I do recognize you.” I pointed at his face, which twitched involuntarily. Fear bloomed under the disgusted mask. “You were there, at that last final. In the row ahead. You looked at me just like that the whole time.”

      His skin went pale. In place of the Numan tan was a milky whiteness that wouldn’t look surprising on a sun-starved belt miner.

      In my angry daze, I kept going. “What’s your problem? Why’d you even come here if we bother you that much?”

      At first he opened his mouth, as if to offer some explanation. Then, without a word, he turned, striding to the elevator.

      Emily tried to take my hand in hers but I shook it off.

      “Stop it!” I shouted. “I can’t even trust you to enjoy yourselves right.”

      Niles took her other hand in his. I left before I had to see whatever pitying glances they shared.

      I let the crowd swallow me. I still had a vice grip on the sticky part of my face, where the laceration pulsed hot and dull. I elbowed out a path to the rungs, letting the sounds of crashing feet and screeching guitars drown out all the feelings pounding on the inside of my head. A familiar voice cut through. Juno was just ahead on the landing.

      “But why are you going?”

      “I didn’t ask to get wrapped up in your fetish, Juno.” Terry spoke with an edge that stopped me. Raw anger seethed through that flat affect, making itself heard even through the crowd.

      “My fetish?” Juno’s voice had its own bite. “I’m sorry, I forgot that the only way to support a community was to avoid it like the plague.”

      “Am I supposed to be trying to get into its pants all night?”

      “If it would get that stick out of your ass, maybe.” She held him as he tried to turn away. “Urania’s a nice girl. She’s just hurting. Niles was telling me. You’ve got more in common than you know.”

      “Yeah, real nice. I heard what she was saying to her ‘friend.’” He snatched his arm away. The anger was gone, but even that profound self-control couldn’t hide his last stray venom. “I'm not wasting my time with somebody who can't even figure out who she’s angry at.”

      A gap opened in the rungs and he leapt to catch it. Juno’s exasperated stare followed him as he vanished beneath the landing. Then she turned back to the crowd. I ducked into a crevice between two wedges in the bulkhead. She skipped past, arms full of gauze and disinfectant.

      My skin was searing under the collar of my grandmother's jumpsuit. With my free hand, I undid the fasteners, letting it open halfway down my chest. Sweat dripped from my hairline. The blood under my palm had thickened, clotting in the wrinkles between my cheek and my hand.

      He was so right I could scream. I had been lying to myself the whole night. All Emily and Niles wanted was to help me mourn a loss I couldn't even face. Who was I really mad at? Well, right now I was mad at myself, but…

      I took a half-step backward into something cold. My left arm shot behind me to find the flat, fogged surface of a window. I turned around and realized I was tucked against the curve of a room-high porthole, spanning, from the first floor to the roof above, the entire twelve-yard length of Sixteen-Six. The whole thing was polarized black, but, when I leaned my face against it, I could make out the 6500 foot expanse of Core Atrium.

      Even having seen pictures of it all my life, Numa still took my breath away. It was colossal. Not a building, not a station: a landscape. Tucked between the circular walls of Regia and Lucretia Ring was the hollow, cylindrical terrain of Core Atrium. A giant metal can, divided into six stripes down its length—three solid valleys, three watery bays. From within the bays, beams of reflected sunlight shot out, illuminating the entire Atrium with an artificially tinted twilight glow.

      A third of a mile below me, the placid surface of Debus Bay was disturbed by the passing wake of off-white catamarans. Tilting my head to look a half mile above, I watched as NU campus’ street lights blinked into existence, painting a connect-the-dots trail of every building and sidewalk that wriggled across the surface of Pomponia Valley. The distant black dots of pedestrians still swarmed about the stadium where commencement had been held.

      A single light flickered yellow-red-black beside a stout building with an unadorned roof. The office of academic discipline. It had been pointed out to me enough by chatty dormmates, even if I had never been there in person. Most Galilean students had to attend classes via livestream, for the sake of our health. I’d only been on campus the one time, and that…

      I knew who I was angry at.
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        Pomponia Valley

        Numa University Main Campus

        Earth Standard g - Acceleration chair and g-suit required

      

      

      Somehow, I made it through the first arbitration hearing. Somehow, that wasn’t the worst part of my morning.

      After hemming and hawing all weekend, I finally worked up the courage to tell my family what had happened. I can count on one hand the number of times in my life I’ve cried, but recording that message was…

      Difficult.

      Imagine my reaction when I discovered I couldn’t send it.

      I had entirely forgotten my NU scholarship included subsidized data services. I couldn’t talk to my family, they couldn’t talk to me, and I couldn’t even tell them why. Hours later, I still felt clammy all over.

      And here I thought housing was going to be what made me rush to get a job. I had stayed in the dorm with Emily until they kicked us out Saturday morning. She had left for the shuttle back to Jupiter; Niles had offered to let me bunk with him. I try not to take charity if I can help it. Naturally, I took it.

      I was finally out of the meeting, but I wasn’t ready to go back to the apartment. I wasn’t the only guest, at the moment. Juno was sharing the larger bedroom with Niles. It seemed mine and Terry’s unfortunate outbursts had been just the catalyst those two were waiting for. The chemical reaction was ongoing and extremely exothermic. I needed some space.

      At the moment, I was puttering along the wide sidewalk leading from campus. Pomponia Valley stretched before me. Adobe-composite buildings dotted the terrain, rising overhead, embracing me as another of the indistinguishable ants I had observed from the club window.

      I scrolled through the map in the chair’s overhead display, trying to find somewhere I could lay low. Preferably, someplace that didn’t charge for entry. Preferably, preferably, someplace that wasn’t swarming with cops eager to shake down Galileans with recently canceled student visas.

      The emotional burdens of the day I could handle. Stress, uncertainty, these were childhood friends. What threatened to tip me over into complete meltdown was the physical burden of being on the ground.

      Imagine weighing twice as much as normal: a whole second person lying on your chest, pressing into your face, crushing your arms and legs. The tug of that person stretching the skin around your eyes, your cheeks as you lie supine in a rented acceleration chair. Imagine six people. Six people on your chest. Six people dragging at your face, flattening your limbs into the unupholstered cushions.

      I suppose I couldn’t fault Numa keeping its advertisers’ promise: the perfectly simulated weight of an entire planet.

      Small electric vehicles zipped by, casting powder-blue reflections in the front, back and side-view mirrors suspended over my head, around my chair’s control interface. Past the mess of pixels and glass was the ever-present grey-cobalt rectangle of Debus Bay a mile overhead. At this distance, it was easy to make out the honeycomb supports behind the water, holding together the clear plates that let in the sky.

      Okay, maybe it wasn’t a “real” sky, with the oranges and blues that everyone can’t shut up about. Something a bit more reminiscent of home. Perfect black space. An ocean of stars rolling behind the bay, and cutting through the center: the golden line of Numa’s Crown. The eighty-mile ring reflected and refracted the sun’s beams in a brilliant, ever-present halo. The brochure promised Earth-like levels of light. Gross overkill, obviously. Without the added shielding of the water in the bays, the entire metrohabitat would cook like a potato in the microwave.

      Under the heat, under that pull, I struggled to keep my mind focused. My consciousness clung to any distraction, no matter how unpleasant. Right now, it kept replaying the hearing.

      My in-person attendance was mandatory, I’d been told. The early morning preparations—and the late night researching—had done little to prepare me for the combined weight of Numa’s ground and the eyes of the Board of Academic Honesty as I’d rolled into that long, dark room. Flat windows lined the top of the walls, dull checkered carpets sagged beneath my wheels.

      While I parked in the center of the room, surrounded on three sides by aluminum tables and cold stares, my accuser, silhouetted for anonymity, had the privilege of appearing over video feed. It was humiliating. I barely said a word, could barely be heard when I did. Was never asked to speak in the first place.

      My would-be roomies had explained to me just how seriously the board took these things. Zero tolerance. “Draconian,” Juno had said. She was so emphatic, I wondered if she had firsthand experience, or knew someone who did.

      The meeting continued. In a dull bureaucratic drone, the chairman rattled off a summary of the evidence of my crimes, a list of the charges, and the schedule for the next eleven weeks’ proceedings. It was unbearable. Imagine, three more months of that! The thought alone nearly made me stroke out.

      I continued to direct the chair with my eyes. There had to be something good down here. Something salvageable, that transcended the alien heat and weight and eyes. Numa was the center of civilization in the rim. Sure, Earth was still the star of the system, metaphorically speaking, but Numa was ours. The setting for all our media, the birthplace of all our celebrities. There were blocks in those valleys that most Galilean kids knew better than their own home towns.

      I’d dreamt of coming here, becoming here, all my life. Maybe that was why I’d stayed up in the rings for the last two years: so that dream could survive my time here.

      I scanned the map again, then a flash of movement above caught my eye. Two more. A fourth. I strained my neck to get a better view of the fifth. A girl, no more than eleven, pedaling an aircraft made of scrap tubing and tarpaulin. She banked, and the olive green wings cut a lime chip out of the pyrite of Numa’s crown. The loose wedge came to a landing just beyond the next hill.

      I’d seen some human-powered air races up near the axis, but I never saw anybody that young. Curiosity drove me right up the ridge. Reflected in my forward mirror, as I crested, was a wide brick building and a lawn at least a hundred yards wide. Scratchbuilt planes crowded a traffic-cone runway like a peculiar, junk-drawer flock.

      My wheels whined as they cut through the grass to the narrow sidewalk leading to the main entrance. A blue-lettered sign in my right mirror said Core Atrium Community Center.

      Promising.

      The building’s doors were automatic and pointedly ramped for accessibility. Inside, I found hall after hall lined with doors to rooms of all shapes and sizes. There were old folks holding a bolts tournament, grade-schoolers rehearsing a musical, a cafeteria and soup kitchen, a handball gym, and, surprise of all surprises, a pool. The sign out front said Gravity Accessible.

      I didn’t need to read that twice. With a flick of my gaze, I was rolling through the automatic doors and into a wall of humid and thoroughly chlorinated air. Under the domed ceiling was an Olympic-size pool, surrounded on all sides by metal stands collapsed against the walls. The lane markers were rolled up in two-yard wheels along the near edge. Almost exactly at the center line was a small shallow inlet sticking out of the blue rectangle. Right next to that was the lifeguard stand.

      There were a couple of families with small children playing loudly in the distant shallows. High shrieks and cacophonous splashes echoed across the damp tile floors. Nobody was wearing a suit, except maybe the lifeguard, hidden by the high sides of their chair.

      I understand swimming nude is such a big deal in the core that they have a whole suggestive innuendo for it. Can’t remember it for the life of me. Out on the rim, it’s just how we swam. Fabric isn’t cheap, and what do you need clothes for in a pool? Besides, I was going to need help getting undressed, never mind changing into something else.

      I rolled up to the guard station and had my chair buzz its pager.

      Okay, confession: I’d never actually done this before, but I’d talked to Emily and Niles enough to know how it was supposed to work. The guard on duty would step down, help me undress, and transfer me to the entry inlet. Easy enough.

      I waited as the guard switched off their buzzer, took three creaking steps down the aluminum rungs, and stopped in front of me.

      Terry stood in the center of my forward mirror.

      Harder. This just got a lot harder
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        Pomponia Valley

        Numa University Main Campus

        Earth Standard g - Keep your seat locked in a supine position

      

      

      I squeezed my leadened fingers against the armrests. If Terry recognized me, it was impossible to tell. His sky-black eyes were like buttons holding on a mask of professionalism. He was dressed in a cherry-red unitard. His hair, dimmed near-black by water, was slicked back in thick spikes. There was no trace of unsteadiness in his movements. Why would there be? We were on his ground, now.

      “Transfer assist?” He raised his voice to be heard over an ongoing round of Marco Polo.

      My pulse ticked up. Heat rose in my cheeks, beating back the cool breeze from the water.

      “…somebody who can't even figure out who she’s angry at.”

      Was I angry? Should I have been? Frankly, holding a grudge felt like a luxury. And what had he actually done to me? Walked away when I was having a meltdown. Talked shit when he thought I was out of earshot. Been unnervingly perceptive about things I thought I’d kept a lid on.

      No, I wasn't angry. What was bothering me?

      “Yes, please,” I said, matching his raised voice.

      He nodded. “Follow me.”

      I rolled to where he stopped beside the inlet. He kicked a switch in the floor and a bed of rubber straps on an aluminum frame rose out of the water.

      I mentally paced through the steps of the transfer again and again. The bed got me to the water. The water solved my gravity problems. Terry would get me from my chair to the bed, but first he would have to get me out of my g-suit…

      It was tricky to visualize that last part.

      He looked down at me. Not the reflection of me in my mirrors. Down. At me. God. That felt revealing enough.

      Like he’d been waiting for me to take a hint, he said, “Please retract your monitor.”

      Oh yeah. I blinked twice and my mirrors folded up against the screen. The powder-coated aluminum retracted into the headrest.

      Terry leaned over and blotted out the rest of my field of view. He had less trouble undoing the straps and cinches than I’d had putting them on.

      Staying quiet just seemed like it was going to make this awkward. “Have you been here long?”

      Without pausing, he said, “My shift just started.”

      “No, I meant⁠—”

      He finished undoing the fiddly parts along my chest and started unzipping the seam running down my thigh.

      My brain tried to reboot. “It seems like you do this a lot.”

      His hand slipped under my hair, cradling my head, lifting it off the cushion. His breath snaked around me: tangy, with floral notes. “We don’t get a lot of folks from upstairs. Galileans, I mean.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No, I got it.”

      He flushed slightly. Leaning me against his soft chest, he freed his hands to slip the jumpsuit off my shoulders. My skin shrank at the damp air, the cool touch of his fingers.

      I spoke into his shoulder. “It must take a while to get used to doing this.”

      A callused hand lifted my hips from the shed skin of linen. I felt his breath pause, but I couldn’t see his face. “It did, at first.”

      I was almost immobile in that grasp. Every pull and press was magnified tenfold under the inexorable weight of Numa. Without looking, I could count each finger on that hand by the imprints they pressed into my softest side. His face was the same professional mask he’d worn since he first spoke. His breath, save on the biggest lifts, was steady. I may as well have been a piece of equipment he was unwrapping.

      From his arms, I said, “It seems like we make you pretty uncomfortable.” I hadn’t meant it as an accusation, just something I’d noticed. It didn’t occur to me until too late he might think it was an attack.

      He flushed more intensely, but kept his eyes on the transfer table. “Is there a reason for this interrogation?”

      I winced. “Sorry.”

      I tried to find a good explanation, but, as he moved to set me down on the damp rubber, he got to it first. “Why don’t you want us talking about you?”

      It was my turn to flush. I hated being seen through like that. “I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      “Figure you'd have to.” He kicked the switch beneath me. The bed’s motor vibrated and began to lower. “What are you doing down here, Urania?”

      My view of Terry’s face and shoulders descended to his chest, his belly, and kept going lower. To keep my mind occupied, I kept talking. “You’re frustratingly perceptive,” I explained to the v-seam of his unitard.

      “I get that a lot. Somehow, I bet you do, too.”

      I strained to roll my head back and get a look at his face. The water hit my back in a single, frigid plane. It rose all around me at once. Instantly, I felt it push back against the weight of Numa.

      “What I’m trying not to think about,” I confessed, “is the Academic Honesty hearing I just got out of.”

      His lips pinched. Something in his cheek moved like he was biting it.

      I hazarded a guess. “You’ve dealt with the board before?”

      He knelt beside me. The elevator reached the shallow bottom of the inlet. I was blissfully immersed. Only my face broke the surface.

      After staring at me for a beat, he said, “Did Juno tell you?”

      “In a way.” I thought about what I’d overheard at the party, about Terry and I having more in common than he knew. “She didn't mean to, if it's supposed to be secret.”

      That professional mask was still there, but something sagged against it. The corners of his mouth dipped, the curve of his cheek flattened. He seemed tired.

      “It was hard.” He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I don't think I would have gotten through without my folks.”

      “Good thing you had them.”

      “Yes, it was. Is.” Another tired stare. Was there some unspoken friction there, or did he feel embarrassed talking about family to somebody thirty million miles from theirs?

      He looked away, eyeing a couple kids lining up at the lowest diving board. “How are you holding up?”

      It was delicious to finally be able to move under my own power. To stretch, kick and twist at will. I wanted to dive, splash, frolic around. But I held myself back. He was interesting, and, more curiously, he was interested.

      “I’m learning a thing or two.”

      He sat at the edge of the pool, legs crossed. “Is that so?

      “I suppose the big lesson was not to try something new on the day of a final. Like, say, sextuple gravity. No matter what the rumors may say.”

      “Now what does that mean?” He smirked. Where had that mask gone?

      “Didn’t you ever wonder why so many Galilean students showed up in-person for the final?” I asked. “Why so many only came on the final? All the acceleration chairs barely fit in the lecture hall.”

      He waited for me to continue. Had I finally found a weakness in his intuitive powers?

      It was hard not to feel smug having something over him. “Folks say the grading is harsher on virtual exams. Well, the data says it too, but folks say it’s deliberate.”

      “That would be a violation of University ethics,” he said, nearly drowned out by splashing from the busy end of the pool.

      “You don’t say?”

      He went back to listening quickly enough and I continued, “It didn’t pay off, either way. Not for me. My accuser—from the comfort of their computer, mind you—explained to the board how I had only bothered to come in person so I could cheat off their exam.”

      “Did you explain,” he sat on his wording for a beat, “your reason?”

      Maybe I should have just done laps.

      “Because it’s been so easy to convince you?” I flourished with my wrist, sending a slight wave splashing over the edge.

      We stared at each other for a long time. For just a second, I thought I saw movement in his jaw, a shift in his eyes, like he was about to say something back.

      “I’m glad you could come here. It’s a good place to relax.” He stood. “I need to get back to my station. Just call when you’re ready to get out.”

      Ah, a professional.

      I didn’t speak to him again until more than an hour later. Track and field had been my specialty in high school, but swimming was more than a sport. Back home, living in one big ocean, pools like this were a cornerpiece of most family outings, not to mention most recesses. It was a mining town luxury. It was essential safety training. It was cheap, and most of the family enjoyed it.

      Once I’d spent enough time playing dolphin, I got to taking long, slow laps at the far edge. Every time I turned, I caught another glimpse of Terry. Mostly he kept his eyes on the younger swimmers and their ever-growing archipelago of floaties.

      At least once he had to get down and break up a fight on the tile. Right in front of the parents and everything. A lesser guard would have been mortified, but he was direct, emphatic, and astonishingly gentle. The kids apologized to him and each other before returning to the water.

      Strong, handsome, good with kids; it was hard not to start indulging in a few creative fantasies. Two young people, fresh on their own, building a family together. If I had any intention of staying on Numa, I might have actually felt embarrassed. No, I was leaving, one way or another, and he was staying. The fantasy was just that.

      I remembered what I had been thinking of while wandering around after the hearing. Trying to find a positive connection with Numa, not keep playing it safe. I needed to feel like my childhood dream had some living seed I could still enjoy as an adult. Like it wasn’t all lies.

      He met me at the transfer inlet. Everybody else had long-since left for lunch. It was just the two of us in that wide, echoing hall.

      He surprised me with a smile. “Looks like you managed to relax.”

      I realized I had been smiling, too. “The water’s great. You have no idea how great.”

      “No,” he shook his head, “I don’t imagine I do. Sure you want to get out?”

      Tucking myself in the inlet, I said, “Job interview. Ever make it to the Europan Heritage Museum?”

      “Can’t say that I have.” He kicked the button and I began to rise.

      Numa’s pull had been waiting for me. It took me a second to catch my breath before I could continue. “Niles and Juno said they’d gone on a school trip in the eighth grade.”

      “I must have missed that one.”

      The sound of another switch being kicked. Hot air blasted at me from below. I watched as drops of water trailed up the sides of my arms, flew off into the air. When he kicked the switch again, I could feel my hair sticking out in a frizzy halo.

      He stepped away to retrieve my g-suit from a low drawer. “How are those two holding up? Haven’t heard from Juno since Friday night.”

      I giggled, cocking my neck to follow him. “Their scheming paid off. I don’t think they mind my leaving the apartment for the day.”

      He came back with my suit and a smirk. “Are we safe meeting up here? Think they’ll keep on scheming?”

      I relaxed while he got to the somewhat-more-cumbersome task of dressing me. “Let’s not tell them, to be safe. They might get the wrong idea.”

      He chuckled against me, chest as warm as the air dryer. We stayed quiet while he finished his work.

      Was this what Niles and Juno had expected from us? In the club, I had been so annoyed by the blind date, I hadn’t considered what they thought we’d find together. What was it that made us a match? I was going to be here for the next couple months. If I wanted, I could try and figure it out.

      Readjusting to the press of my chair’s pads against my back, I said, “I wouldn’t say this if we didn’t already know each other, but would you be interested in a meal upstairs, sometime? Niles showed me this nice place in Little Europa. Sal’s, I think?”

      His eyes flitted under his brows like he was sorting through his schedule. Just as he looked back at me, my chair’s notification alert went off.
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