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      The front door slammed and Naomi jumped, her heart hammering in her throat. Dale was drunk again. She could tell by the way the door crashed into its frame and the tense, angry silence that followed. In the early days of their relationship she thought silence was golden. That it meant things had calmed down, or maybe Dale had collapsed across the couch in their small living space and passed out to sleep it off.

      She knew better now. Silence was not golden. Silence was not calm. These days, silence made the hairs on the back of her neck rise in warning, her heart pound with fear, and every survival instinct she had set on edge.

      She froze in place, hand half extended to tuck little Maddy in. Her daughter, nearly two now, looked up at her with wide, frightened eyes. She was a quiet baby, a good baby. She’d learned to be because every little infraction, every little normal childhood behavior, ran the risk of irritating Dale and setting him off into one of his rages.

      Naomi’s heart ached at the memory of the last argument. Dale’s screams of rage and his shouting had sent Maddy scuttling to hide in her toy box. The move had been so slick and practiced that Naomi just knew she’d done it before, probably many times before. And it hurt her heart that her daughter had learned to hide from a man’s rage before she learned to talk properly.

      The silence continued and stretched out. Silently, Naomi urged Maddy out of bed, wrapping her in a blanket and settling her down, tucked safely away in the tiny gap between the bed and the wall.

      She wasn’t a moment too soon. A second later the door crashed open, slamming into the wall and rattling the unsteady shelves. She jumped as picture books and several tiny ornaments—rabbits and elephants—crashed to the floor and shattered. But then she froze as she saw Dale in the doorway.

      The air around him shimmered with rage, and he fixed her with a black glare.

      “You fucking whore,” he snarled, spittle catching on his chin. “I been out with Nelson Butler. He says you were giving him the eye the other night.”

      Her eyes widened, and she shook her head as she backed up.

      “No, Dale! I would never do that! I’m with you!” she protested frantically.

      It was nothing more than the truth. Nelson Butler was the most odious example of a man she could imagine. Tall and broad-shouldered, he had average looks… Nice guy looks. He looked after himself, and he had all his teeth. More than that, he had a good job—certainly better than the one Dale had working in one of the factories—and his own place.

      On paper, he was perfect. A good catch. But his personality and mind were a complete cesspool. He used all his advantages—the good looks, his wages and his apartment—to get women to sleep with him. He had no intention of ever getting into a relationship with any of them. To him they were nothing more than notches on his bedpost, something to brag about with his mates, and most of the time he didn’t even see the women he slept with as human. She’d been privy to some of those conversations when the boys got together for a drink.

      She hated those nights. She’d make sure Maddy was never there anymore when Dale invited his friends around. Not only was it crowded since their apartment was only registered for two. So to have eight guys in the tiny living space meant the noise level and rowdiness was guaranteed to disturb the little girl’s sleep, but it wasn’t just that.

      The way Gavin’s eyes had followed little Maddy and his comment that she was “maturing well” had made Naomi’s blood run cold. Since then, she’d ensured Maddy had always stayed with her friend Zariya on those nights.

      “Don’t you fucking lie to me, you little slut!” Dale raged as he stormed forward.

      She couldn’t get out of the way quickly enough, and even if she could have, she had nowhere to go in the tiny room. A scream tore from her lips as Dale grabbed her around the shoulders and slammed her back into the wall. Pain spread through her back like lightning as one of the support struts of the plastic-concrete-printed wall caught her at the side of her spine. But she didn’t have time to pay attention to that because in the next moment Dale jammed his arm into her throat, pinning her to the wall and cutting off most of her air.

      He snarled right into her face, the sour smell of back alley illegal beer and bile filling her lungs. “I seen how you watch other men. You can’t get enough of it. Can you? It’s pathetic. You’re that desperate for dick that you even come onto my friends.”

      She tried to shake her head, her eyes wide with fear as she struggled for air. Each breath in was hard fought, her lungs aching as she tried to drag in air past Dale’s compression of her throat. Her heart hammered, and her head pounded. She clutched at his arm, trying to get it away from her throat, but he was too big. Too strong.

      Ice slithered down her spine at the look in his eyes. They were dead and black with no emotion in them other than rage. It was like he didn’t even see her at all… And she knew she was going to die in that room.

      For a moment, she considered it, tears streaking down her face as she gasped for breath. At least then it would be all over. All the pain and misery… It would be gone. She would be gone. And he couldn’t hurt her anymore.

      A soft sob, as if from tiny lips, brought her back to her senses. Maddy was crying. Softly, almost inaudibly, but it was there.

      Dale’s head whipped around, his eyes practically red with rage as he focused on the little girl tucked safely between the bed of the wall.

      “That little fucker, always fucking crying! Fucking ruined my life, that cunt did!” he raged and shoved off Naomi.

      She almost slid down the wall into a crumpled little heap as she tried to catch her breath, but then she became aware that Dale was lunging toward Maddy. The little girl screamed as he grabbed the bed and tried to yank it aside to get to her. It was welded to the floor, like the rest of the furniture in the small apartment, but that didn’t stop him trying in his alcohol-fueled rage.

      “I’ll fucking kill you, you little cunt!” he bellowed. “I won’t have to fucking pay to feed you or fucking house you!”

      The metal of the bed screamed, almost drowning Maddy out as one of the brackets holding it in place tore free. The little girl panicked, trying to get further into the little gap and away from her father.

      Naomi went cold, ice flooding through her system. Standing, she walked across the room, quite calmly, and yanked the shelf off the wall. It wasn’t hard. Because they weren’t allowed to change any of the interior of the apartment or install anything themselves, the shelves were only held on with grip tape. It was strong enough to hold a couple of books and a few ornaments that made her daughter smile but nowhere near enough to stand up to the panic-fueled strength of a mother protecting her child.

      She hefted it once. It was lighter than she’d thought. Then, stepping up behind Dale, she said in her sweetest voice, “Honey?”

      He half turned to look at her, his eyes widening as, still quite calmly, she swung. The shelf hit Dale with a meaty crack that made her feel sick. She saw his eyes roll back in his head, and he folded up like a marionette with its strings cut.

      After that, she didn’t give him a second thought. Dropping the shelf on his fallen body, she stepped over him and grabbed Maddy.

      “It’s okay, darling,” she murmured, holding her daughter close. The little girl sobbed as she wrapped her arms around Naomi’s neck.

      Tears were still coursing down Naomi’s face as she turned and fled from the bedroom. She barely paused for a second as she sped through the living area. All she did was bend down to grab her purse, and a second later she was out of the door with only her daughter, the clothes on her back, and the small bag.
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      Naomi’s heart pounded as she raced through the streets. It was after midnight, so it was freezing, and she had nowhere to go. The local women’s hostels—places she’d been forced to take Maddy before to shelter from Dale’s anger as he slept off a bender—were already closed for the night, and Zariya was away visiting family. So she couldn’t shelter there.

      With the state Dale had been in, though, she wouldn’t put her friend in such danger.

      He’d been worse than she’d ever seen him before, the glassiness of his eyes saying something more than just alcohol was fueling the hatred against her and Maddy. Her jaw set as she wrapped her daughter tighter in her blanket to keep her warm and continued walking. She could take any amount of punishment that Dale could dish out, sometimes even believing his crap that she deserved it. What she could never believe was that an innocent two-year-old deserved the same.

      Maddy curled trustingly against her as they walked across a local park. It was darker here and off the streets, meaning she had more hiding places if Dale came after them.

      She snorted to herself. It wasn’t an if; it was a when.

      Dale would never take what she’d done to him lying down. He would find her, and this time he would kill her. She knew that as surely as she knew she needed air to breathe. 

      Her eyes were wild as she looked around, trying to find the answers in the park’s shadows and the synth trees around her. They weren’t real trees—she didn’t think she’d actually ever seen a real tree—but constructs designed to hide the oxygen scrubbers that made living in a big city even halfway bearable. When they went down, people got sick. Really sick. Some long-dead engineer had decided they should look like real trees, which was nice but didn’t exactly help in her current predicament.

      With Maddy’s breathing lengthening out, she was sure her daughter had fallen asleep, content and secure in the safety of her mother’s arms. Naomi’s gut tightened. Now she just had to be worthy of the little girl’s trust. Trying not to shiver too badly, she made her way to the park’s edge. From the shadows of the tree line, she looked out onto the streets. What did she do now?

      She’d managed to grab her purse, but she had done that more for Maddy’s things in there, like baby wipes, her pacifier, and the little toy she liked. But she realized she also had both of their IDs.

      Hope filled her for a second.

      Maybe if she could get to the space station on the edge of the city, she could book passage to one of the colony worlds. Then hope died a painful death. While she might have their IDs, tickets cost money. Her wages from her part-time shift at the call center went into Dale’s account. She had no funds of her own, not even a few credits to buy Maddy something to eat when she woke up.

      Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. She had no funds, no shelter, and nowhere to go. She was out in the open… Which would make it easier for Dale to find her and Maddy. And when he did, they were both dead.

       She kept walking. Perhaps she could find an all-night café that she could linger in or maybe one of the malls… At least then, she would be a bit warmer than she was now, and if she kept moving around, the guards wouldn’t put her out into the cold night.

      Before she reached either, though, the lights of a shop up ahead caught her attention. Most of the shops on this street were closed for the night, their windows darkened, and the doors locked.

      But not this one.

      As she got nearer, she realized it wasn’t a boutique or a coffee shop at all. It was one of the sign-up offices for that alien Mate Program. She paused in the middle of the street, looking at it.

      She knew all about the Lathar. Who didn’t?

      They were a warlike alien race who had kidnapped women from one of the far-flung Sentinel bases at the edge of human space, and now somehow, humanity as a whole had an alliance with them. President Murphy had signed a treaty and allowed them to open these sign-up offices all over the planet and colonies. She only knew what she’d seen on the subway and media adverts.

      It seemed for the low, low price of signing your life away, you got to live in paradise on an alien planet and bear some alien guy’s kids. She tilted her head and looked at the posters in the window. They were filled with bright blue skies, turquoise seas, and white sands, or romantic scenes with triple moons over a table set for two with candles.

      There were no pictures of the Lathar men, and if she hadn’t actually seen images of them on the news, she would have been suspicious that the deliberate exclusion of any images meant they were all as ugly as sin. But that wasn’t the case. Every image she’d seen of the Latharians had been of handsome, ripped men who looked to be in their prime. None of them were ugly, fat, or appeared to be losing their hair. So that begged the question, what was the catch? Other than the obvious slavery, of course.

      Her gaze focused on one of the posters.

      “Not married? Divorced? Come and talk to us about meeting the alien warrior of your dreams today!”

      Underneath it was the line “All expenses paid! Sign up today!”

      Her eyes widened. All expenses paid.

      If they paid for everything, it didn’t matter that she had no credits. She leaned her head to the side and pressed a kiss to the soft curls on the top of Maddy’s head. She’d never even considered signing up to be some alien’s broodmare, which was what it was when you got down to it.

      She chewed on the inside of her lip, her mind going a hundred miles an hour. If it could give Maddy a better life, where she wasn’t in constant fear of the front door slamming or some innocuous activity setting off a tsunami of rage against her, she had to consider it.

      The wind whipped down the street, its icy fingers reaching beneath her thin top and sending a shudder through her slender frame. She’d lost weight recently.

      Prices had gone up while wages remained the same, and the credits Dale allowed her for the weekly shopping didn’t go anywhere near as far as they had before. So she’d had to cut back on what she ate to make sure Maddy had enough. Kids her age needed good food and good nutrition or they got sick quickly.

      And she knew social services kept an eye on families who lived in their apartment block. They’d use any excuse to snatch the kids and shove them into an Anselm children’s home where they would just become fodder for the big companies’ factories.

      The very idea of Maddy forced into such a terrible existence, one where she had no chance of escape no matter how hard she tried or how hard she worked, was enough to make Naomi’s blood run cold.

      “Forgive me, little one. I really hope this works,” she murmured to the sleeping child in her arms as, decision made, she stepped out of the shadows and walked straight up to the front door of the sign-up office.
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      She pushed through it before she could lose her nerve and change her mind. The door opened and a blast of warm air surrounded her, chasing away the cold of the night that had seeped into her bones.

      She blinked at the sudden brightness, her eyes struggling to readjust after the darkness outside, but she still managed to smile as a woman in some kind of hospitality uniform stepped away from the desk and approached them.

      “Hey there. I’m Amelia,” she said with a bright smile. “Are you looking for something?”

      Naomi blinked for a moment, but then the woman’s quick glance toward Maddy in her arms clued her in. She thought Naomi was looking for the toilet so she could change Maddy… Although what mother would be out at this time of night looking for a toilet to change her daughter, who was obviously dressed for bed, she didn’t know.

      “No,” she admitted in a low voice, looking around the office quickly.

      She only saw one other member of staff apart from Amelia. A man in a similar type of uniform sat at one of the desks at the back, his attention on the screen in front of him as he typed rapidly.

      The rest of the office followed the same travel-agency-style vibe that she’d noted in the posters outside. Pictures of far-flung destinations, possibly alien planets that the fortunate women would get to travel to, covered the walls. A deep blue carpet was plush underfoot and several stations had wooden-style desks and chairs that weren’t plasti-printed.

      She blinked at that. She’d never been in an office that had cushioned chairs before.

      “Errr… I was here to sign up?” She shifted on her feet as nerves assailed her. “But I don’t know how it works, and I have…”

      She tilted her head toward Maddy, still curled up asleep against her. Her warm weight against Naomi’s chest and shoulder was a comfort, a reminder of why she was here and why she was even considering this.

      Amelia nodded and spread a hand to indicate one of the nearest stations. “Please, take a seat. The child is yours, I’m assuming?”

      Relief filled Naomi. At least she hadn’t been thrown out straight away.

      “Yes.” She nodded and moved to sit where Amelia had indicated. She couldn’t help a nervous backward glance at the door. Posters were covering most of the windows, but if Dale walked past the door, he would see her instantly and come charging in. She nibbled her lip again. How hard had she hit him? And how long would he be unconscious?

      “Errr… I’m sorry to be a pain,” she began and Amelia glanced up from where she was looking into her system. “Is there anywhere more private we can go?”

      Amelia flicked a glance to the front door and then over the way Naomi and Maddy were dressed. Realization filled her expression, followed quickly by sympathy. Her fingers paused on the keyboard for a moment, and she tilted her head to call out, “Drew? Could you lock the doors for me now, please?”

      The man at the back of the office got up and headed to the front door, locking it without complaint. Amelia looked at Naomi. “We were about to close anyway. You were lucky you caught us finishing up paperwork. It’s none of my business, but was your next stop going to be a domestic abuse hostel?”

      Some of the tension went out of Naomi’s body as the door was locked. Dale would still be able to see her if he walked by, but he wouldn’t be able to get in.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “But I don’t think any of them are still open at this time of night.”

      “That answered my next question,” Amelia said. “The fact that you know the opening and closing times of the hostels means this isn’t your first time in this situation. Is that why you want to sign up with us? You’re looking for a way to escape?”

      Naomi closed her eyes, hugging her daughter tighter. When she opened them, the edges of her vision shimmered with unshed tears. “Honestly? Yes. I’ve… known the situation has been bad for a while,” she admitted, the first time she’d put those thoughts into words. “But tonight was different. Tonight was the first time he went after Maddy.”

      Amelia nodded, her demeanor calm and sympathetic. “Are you married to him?”

      Naomi snorted in bitter amusement. “No. The license costs money and the only thing Dale likes to spend money on is himself.”

      “That’s good.” Amelia’s expression set for a moment. “Not that he’s like that, I mean… But that you’re not married. It’s not an insurmountable thing. The program has some funds to secure divorces if required for candidates, but it’s much quicker and easier if you have no legal encumbrances.”

      “He wouldn’t even go on Maddy’s birth certificate,” Naomi said in a small voice, color burning across her cheeks. “She’s his, of course, but⁠—”

      She cut herself off as the memory assaulted her. Dale drunk again, shouting in her face while she was nine months pregnant that he wouldn’t allow her to put his name to her bastard child.

      “He isn’t?” Amelia’s expression sharpened as she looked between mother and child.

      Naomi shook her head. “He even signed papers denying paternity and refused a DNA test. Is…”

      Her words failed her. What if they didn’t want her because of Maddy? Clearing her throat, she managed to force the words out. “Is me having Maddy going to be a problem? I won’t go without her.”

      “Oh god no, absolutely not. And we would never expect you to,” Amelia said quickly. “Actually, the fact that you have a child already and you’re proven to be fertile is a good thing. Whatever Latharian male you’re matched with will be absolutely delighted to not only be matched with you but also have a ready-made family, especially a daughter.”

      Naomi stilled as Gavin’s words came back to haunt her.

      “Why would her being a daughter make any difference?” she asked carefully.

      Amelia leaned forward, her forearms resting on the table in front of her and her fingers steepled loosely. “Latharian culture is very different to ours. The men are highly possessive and protective, especially of family. The ability to have children, given their recent generational issues, means that any male with a family is revered among his peers. Basically, for any Latharian guy, you are the golden fucking goose. Not only a female but also a daughter for his family.”

      “Oh.” She blinked and then managed a short laugh from somewhere. She felt like she’d slipped into a parallel dimension. “I thought it would be a problem… having her with me. Most guys aren’t interested if a woman’s already got kids.”

      “Most human guys, yes.” Amelia smiled and kept typing. She slid a thumbprint pad over the desk. “Press your thumb to this, please, and I can ID you in the system to get the paperwork started. I assume you wish to leave immediately?”

      Naomi moved Maddy in her arms gently and reached out to press her thumb against the pad. The red light around the sensor box flicked green with a chirp. “Yes, please. I mean, is that even possible? Don’t I have to be matched with an alien first?”

      Amelia smiled brightly and shook her head. “Nope. Not at all. Once you sign the paperwork, we can get you and your daughter on a transport up to the space station where you will be assigned quarters until you’re matched.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Amelia was true to her word. As soon as Naomi signed the contract paperwork, calls were made, and within a few minutes a car had pulled up in front of the office. She and Maddy were loaded into it with more haste than fanfare, Amelia along for the ride as they were whisked away for the transport up to the alien space station in orbit.

      To her surprise, the car went straight past the public transport station, and within minutes they were driving past the gatehouse of the local military base. Her eyes widened at the flags flying over the main building, and she realized the president himself was on base.

      She didn’t get time to ask questions, though. The driver took them straight past the main buildings and directly onto the transport pads.

      “Oh my god. Is that an alien ship?” she breathed as she saw the big transport ship waiting for them. It wasn’t Terran. She might not have been an astronaut or anybody who flew interstellar either for work or for a holiday, but she’d seen enough on Earth and her colonies’ space fleet to recognize the lines of the hulking ship in front of her had not had a human designer.

      Amelia looked up from where she was completing some paperwork on a personal pad-computer. She glanced out the window, no surprise on her face, like she saw alien ships all the time. She probably did. It seemed that the LMP, the Latharian Mate Program, was very eager to support its candidates all the way through the process.

      “It is indeed.” Amelia nodded. “It’s one of their standard drop ships, usually used for troop transport, but it’s been outfitted for human use.”

      “Oh?” Naomi moved to the edge of her seat, trying not to jostle the sleeping Maddy, so she could get a better view of the big ship as they approached it. It looked somewhat like a heavily armored transport container with legs and more guns. “Does it need to be so heavily armed to transport women up to the Latharians?”

      Amelia gave her bright, reassuring smile. “Not at all. It’s simply that everything the Lathar have is heavily armed and armored. They’re a very warlike culture. I don’t think I’ve even seen any of them who haven’t got a military position.”

      “Oh.” She was in danger of becoming a one-sentence wonder here. “Does that mean that my…” She stumbled over the word but quickly recovered. “…mate will be in their army?”

      Amelia had finished whatever paperwork she was doing, folding the small pad-computer closed in her lap. The LMP logo flashed briefly in the lights coming through the windows of the car.

      “More than likely, yes,” she said. “There is a slight outside chance you will be matched with a nonwarrior. Many colonies have farmers, technicians, engineers and other trades. I saw from your selections that you’ve not opted for a multi-arrangement, so you will be matched with just one Latharian.”

      “Okay, good,” she breathed in relief and then managed a small shaky laugh. “I’m sorry. I know polygamous relationships are more than acceptable in society these days, but I don’t know about Latharian culture. I don’t know anything about the history or what this guy is going to expect from me… I think it would be easier just to deal with one. You know?”

      “Oh absolutely, totally understandable. And to be honest, that’s actually a really good way to look at it.” Amelia gave her a reassuring smile. “And I’m sure your mate will be delighted that you’re concerned about learning his culture and his species’ history. A willingness to be open that way is going to make things much easier for you, and of course for your daughter. Oh, we’re here!”

      The vehicle pulled to a stop in front of the big transport. Craning her neck, Naomi managed to get a look inside, but all she could see was the back of some seats and the doors of some cargo storage compartments.

      The door was opened by the driver, who nodded to them as they got out.

      “You called us just in time. We were about to head back up but held on just for you,” a woman called out as she made her way down the boarding ramp toward them. Naomi held Maddy, now sleepy but awake, close as the other woman joined them.

      “Hey there! I’m Katrina,” she said, offering her hand. She was dressed in what looked like some kind of flight uniform with the LMP logo on the breast pocket. “I’ll be your flight assistant for today, and I’ll get you settled in to your new quarters on the base.”

      “Naomi Hopkins,” she replied, shaking Katrina’s hand firmly. “This is Maddy, my daughter.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.” Katrina looked over to Amelia, who held out a data slip.

      “All the paperwork is in order, with an OE-7 code on her file.”

      “OE-7? What does that mean?” Naomi asked quickly, having to reach up to brush the wind-whipped hair out of her eyes. Automatically she turned to shelter Maddy against her body.

      “OE-7 means we’ve put a priority on your case. Some candidates prefer to stay on Earth until they’re matched, and we put them up in local hotels or perhaps even here on the base. However, you’ll get the full five-star treatment.” Katrina smiled as she explained. “Which means a full suite up on Devan Station, a credit line, and a range of childcare activities for Maddy while you’re with us.”

      Naomi’s eyes widened and she looked at Amelia for confirmation. “I… but why? I don’t have funds for that.”

      Amelia reached out to squeeze her elbow in reassurance. “Codes like that are at the discretion of the signing officer, which is me. Given your circumstances, I decided you warranted an OE-7 code.”

      Naomi looked at her. “I don’t want anything out of pity. I mean, I can work on the base or something for bed and board.”

      Amelia shook her head.

      “There’s absolutely no need for that. I’ve signed a lot of women up for the Mate Program, and let’s just say I have a good feeling about you.” She winked. “I think you’re going to make an amazing match, and when you meet your alien prince, you need to send me a message to let me know along with a picture if you can.”

      Katrina chuckled as the two women started to herd Naomi and Maddy to the boarding ramp. “What she’s not telling you,” she leaned into say, “is that all the sign-up officers have this little competition going, of who can sign up the most successful and happiest matches.”

      “I can’t help it if I’m a romantic!” Amelia argued. “And I know my girls. I know who’s gonna make a good match as soon as they walked through the door.”

      Katrina turned and smiled at Naomi. “She is right, actually, I have to give her that. Amelia here has one of the highest match success rates in the program.”

      “Well then, I’m glad I walked through the door tonight.”

      “So am I, love,” the older woman responded, leaning in to wrap Naomi in a quick, brief hug. “You’re gonna be fine. Katrina here will look after you and get you settled into your room on the base. Any questions?”

      Naomi shook her head, tempted to cling on to the hug for a moment. It had been so long since anybody other than Maddy or Zariya had touched her or offered comfort that the embrace almost brought tears to her eyes.

      “No, I think I’m good. Thanks. And thank you for your help.”

      “No problem at all. Now, you get yourself inside and strapped in. And good luck to both of you.”
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