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      “Mr. James,” Raven Haverington said, suppressing her irritation. “I’ve told you before that having me on site personally costs more.”

      She wasn’t amused—either that a client was querying her bill or that she actually had to come here in person rather than appearing through a video link—and didn’t bother hiding the fact. Video was always her preference.

      She didn’t like leaving the safety of her apartment. Although apartment was somewhat of a misleading term. She had no windows, no fancy little balcony, and more importantly no neighbors. She lived in an old converted bomb shelter, a concrete basement hidden under one of the big high-rise towers downtown. It wasn’t the best neighborhood, but she wasn’t bothered about the real estate value, the local amenities, or transport links. The only thing she was interested in was the proximity to the data relay stations. Her apartment sat under a nexus of relays like a big fat spider in a web. She pulled the strings of the web, finding information and rooting out all the secrets that people wanted to keep hidden from her, and drew her prey to her… Digitally, of course.

      Sighing, she refocused on the problem at hand. Mr. James. The only reason she’d been lured out of her lair was because this particular client was a high-paying one with little risk. Corporate espionage was one of her favorite side jobs. It ran a relatively low risk of being spiked in the datastreams and having her brain wiped to leave just an empty body—an empty husk that hadn’t gotten the memo that its occupant had vacated the premises. Just as his jobs were relatively low risk, so was coming here in person.

      Charles James was a corporate type through and through—from the top of his styled hair, swept into a small quiff without a hair out of place, through the suit and tie no doubt purchased from a store with a guard on the door to stop the riffraff getting in, right down to the expensive Italian shoes that were no doubt tucked under the desk. He even had an expensive office with a penthouse view of the city stretched out below them—a good view as well. Someone had put thought and time as well as money into selecting this building for his offices. She couldn’t see even one of the sewage plants, and the Anselm industrial plants were just out of view. Given the city plans that she’d dug up said this building was originally low-cost housing, James’s business had really put a chunk of change into renovating it. She knew better than to ask where the people he had displaced had gone for housing. People like James didn’t care about things like that.

      She looked at him with a stare that would have given a rattlesnake a headache. She knew she made him nervous; she made most people nervous, and that was on a good day. On a bad day like today when she was irritated, it was a hundred times worse. To his credit, though, James was not fidgeting too much.

      She’d refused a seat when she’d arrived, instead leaning her ass against the back of one of the big leather couches in the middle of the room. They were really leather as well, another display of wealth that continued around the room. Almost as large as the main room of her lair, it had picture windows across two walls, plush carpeting that her heavy boots sank into, and mood lighting that highlighted the works of art dotted around the room. She was no art dealer, but she could tell real pieces when she saw them, even in the real world. It was the work of a moment to dip into the datastream, identify the artists, and get a price for the last time the pieces were sold. Interestingly, several were listed as stolen.

      Focusing on the man behind the desk, she kept her expression level and neutral. Charles James was everything that was wrong with the corporate world. Greedy and avaricious, she saw them all the time in the datastreams. They didn’t travel on the metro or the trains, instead utilizing private vehicles… be that land-based or flyers, belching yet more contamination and pollution into the air. Didn’t matter to people like him that he was killing a world that countless future generations needed to survive. His hands were “clean.” The only blood he spilled was on spreadsheets. If he saw the real thing or even a body that had been spiked, he’d probably lose the very expensive lunch whose wrappers she could just see in the rubbish bin under his desk.

      “That’s what I’m disputing.”

      James sat back in his chair behind the huge real wood desk, his fingers steepled like an archetypal holo-movie villain. She barely cast it a glance. Real wood meant it was an antique, quite the statement since hardly any trees remained anymore, apart from the nature reserves and the collections of rich assholes like James.

      “The job is the same whether you are on site or at your own location, so this extra charge is—”

      “One you agreed to,” she interrupted him, her voice blunt and uncompromising.

      Folding her arms across her chest, she fought the urge to pull her sleeves down. Most people put the movement down to the dataports embedded on the inside of her forearms, but it wasn’t. She was a cyber-hunter… She couldn’t care less about what people thought of her alterations or of them staring at them.

      It was more about the now barely there scars that lay like a fine lattice over her skin, the result of a car accident that had claimed the lives of her parents, and almost taken her own. She’d lain in a coma for nearly a year and been paralyzed from the neck down for a year after that. Her first dataports had been her only lifeline, a way to access some semblance of life outside her crippled body.

      “Regardless, company policy is not to pay extra for work dependent on its physical location.”

      She snapped back to the conversation, giving him a hard stare. A lot of her clients assumed that just because she was female, she was a doormat. It was time to stop playing nice.

      “That’s not going to work for me. Pay up or—”

      He grinned broadly, like a shark. A corporate shark. The kind who looked down on other people they thought were somehow “less” than they were.

      “Or else what, Ms. Haverington?” he asked, silky smooth, his voice filled with arrogance and his own self-importance.

      She bit back her smile. He obviously thought himself unassailable—her favorite type of asshole to take down. But he wasn’t done digging his own grave.

      “Sue me for nonpayment if you like.” The grin broadened. “Since your services are technically illegal… I’d like to see how that one turns out.”

      She sighed. “Assholes like you never learn. Do you?”

      Without moving, she opened herself up to the datastream. Although she had physical jack-ports, she didn’t need them to tap in to the streams. That was the beauty of viper-tech. She could piggyback off any nearby data cable and use it for access. It took her less than a microsecond to disable the digital security in the entire building. Then everything went crazy.

      She killed the lights, every screen in the building flickering randomly. Apart from James’s screen. She displayed everything for him as she set about destroying his business in brutal, nitpicky detail. She had control of his company from the roots up, ferreting out each and every asset he had, even the ones he’d hidden in various offshore bank accounts and other places that assholes like this hid stuff they didn’t want the authorities to know about.

      James’s face leached grey, beads of sweat forming on his brow as he watched his company’s value plummet.

      “No! No! Stop!” he begged, his eyes wild as he looked up at her. “We can come to some arrangement here, surely.”

      She’d have thought about believing him if he hadn’t reached for the button under his desk to call security. She’d seen them on her way in, besuited behemoths with no neck and more weaponry than a small army.

      “Ah, ah, ah,” she clucked her tongue at him chidingly, the click of the lock on his office doors resounding in the room. Shutters rattled down over the windows as she triggered the panic room protocol. Now no one would get in or out unless she wanted them to.

      “Now it’s just you and me.” She smiled at him, her shark grin even bigger than his. This was the part she liked the most, when she brought an asshole to his knees and made him beg. Only he wasn’t begging enough, not yet.

      James surged to his feet and slammed his hands down on his desk as he snarled at her. “You’ll pay for this.”

      She saw the moment he looked her over, assessing her slight, delicate frame compared to his gym-honed physique, and bit back her sigh. It was the next stage in the escalation scenario for assholes like this and, whatever else she thought about them, she could always rely on them. They were like clockwork.

      As the thought of using physical violence occurred to him, she reached around and pulled the butterfly knife from the back pocket of her jeans. A quick, easy flick of her wrist opened the blade, the complicated movement evidence of her experience with the blade, and she carefully picked under her fingernails. Just because she was a cyber-hunter, lethal in the digital world, didn’t mean she couldn’t take care of herself in the physical world as well.

      “Oh?” She looked up as he stalled, mid-lunge around the desk, his eyes wide on her blade.

      “Sorry… were you talking? Personal hygiene, you know. Very important,” she said, extending her free hand in front of her and studying her nails critically.

      He folded, sitting back in his big leather chair with a thump. She recognized it as this year’s model Zeus-tech gamer couch, fully automated with massage and media functions. She’d been looking at one for her lair but had decided against it. Her gamer couch was specially adapted to her specific implants.

      “I’ll pay your bill.” He grabbed the keyboard in front of him. She nodded, releasing her lock on the input console. A quick thought canceled the simulation she’d been running and restored his company to where it had been when she’d walked in.

      “Plus twenty percent,” she added, pursing her lips as she folded the knife and slid it away. “Goes up to eighty if any of your goons try and jump me as I leave the building.”

      His eyelid flickered and she shook her head. So fucking predictable.

      “Done. Paid. Twenty percent on top.” He pushed the keyboard away, looking at her in angry challenge.

      She smiled and pushed off from the couch. “Nice doing business with you, Mr. James. Don’t contact me again. Our professional relationship is now at an end.”

      “But… who will I get—”

      “Not my problem.” She cut him off with a wave of her hand as she walked toward the door. The panic room protocols disengaged, and the shutters rolled back with a clatter, sending dappled slices of sunlight over her face from the world outside.

      Leaving the office, she nodded at the wide-eyed secretary and breezed past the security guards as she stalked toward the elevator.

      It was an external glass one with an awesome view of the city. She sighed as she leaned back against the handrail, taking a moment to appreciate the ride down. Leaving her underground bunker was a rarity, so whenever she did, she liked to appreciate the sights and sounds of life not in the datastreams.

      She’d almost reached ground level when a comms request nudged at the back of her brain, fed through from her implants. Ignoring the ping, she left the elevator to walk across the immense lobby of the James building, aware of the hard stares from the security team. She gave them a smile and a small wave as she walked out the front door.

      As soon as she did, the serene silence of the lobby was replaced by a deafening cacophony, the symphony of a city well past its recommended occupancy level, with traffic and people packed in like industrious ants as they went about their daily business. She pulled her hoodie up to cover her face and did an about face to cross the road, weaving between the traffic to reach the other side. Even if James’s goons ventured out of the building to try and follow her in some sort of ill-judged quest of revenge, she was headed in completely the opposite direction to the one they expected. Street training 101, never be where they expect you to be.

      Crossing a few more intersections, she headed for a subway station, her heavy boots rattling against the metal stairs as she jogged down them lightly. Leaving ground level meant she lost connection to the top-side data junction, but her implants had searched ahead, picking up a connection to the nexus that the subway trains ran on, so her stream was uninterrupted.

      She walked along the platform, her personal comms device in her hand. It was an act. Unlike the rest of the drones packed onto the platform around her, she didn’t need anything as crude as a device to access the datastreams… but it allowed her to blend in seamlessly. Pretend she was one of the masses. Her dyed black hair and silver nose ring added to the cover. She could have been anything from a college student right through to a waitress waiting for her big break on the silver screen.

      While waiting for the next train, she turned her attention to the comms ping. As soon as she saw the ID code, she stilled. It was Buchanan, her boss. Technically. She was on retainer with him, but most of the time he let her work on whatever projects she wanted to, like the contract she’d had with Charles James. He didn’t care if she made money on the side, as long as she was available when he needed her.

      But… for a conversation with him, she needed to be in her lair with all her firewalls in place. Out here, where anyone could potentially hack her transit stream and listen in, was not a place she needed to be talking to Buchanan.

      She sent a ping back, with a timestamp to account for how long it would take to get back to her apartment and secure it, and then leaned against the station wall, apparently mindlessly scrolling through her personal device. The wall opposite showed an animated poster for that new Latharian mate program.

      She wrinkled her nose. Aliens. The Lathar… everyone was mad for them, but she couldn’t give two hoots. She had way more important things to do than worry about little green men.

      Like what the president of Earth and all her systems wanted with her.
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        * * *

      

      Raven pushed open the door to her bunker to be greeted by Crow, her AI. It appeared in the form of… none other than a large crow perched on the console table where traditionally she’d have dropped her front door keys before venturing further into the apartment. Since her “keys” were her implants and inbuilt, that would have been rather messy, so she just paused to ensure the door locks cycled correctly and nothing had crept through with her. She wasn’t worried about intruders of the two-legged variety, not this close to her home, but instead those with four legs.

      Rats were an ongoing problem down here. They liked to congregate in the stairwells, watching her with their little beady eyes as they planned their assault on her home. Their usual method of entry was either to rush the door when she entered or left, or they chewed their way in through the vents and maintenance shafts.

      “Report,” she ordered Crow as the last lock cycled and she was sure they didn’t have guests of the rodent persuasion.

      Crow cawed softly, his response a burst of data direct into her personal stream. The jumble was a mix of everything that had happened while she’d been gone. Everything from the fact that one of the lightbulbs in the bedroom had flickered through the need to order more of the soft cheese she preferred and right to the fact that the show Crow liked had a new episode streaming.

      She smiled, running her hands in the air over his feathered head, using her implants to ruffle the databytes he was constructed of. He blinked in pleasure, hopping off the table to follow her through the large living space.

      It was, in essence, a huge concrete box. The space was divided up with moveable wall panels, not that she’d ever bothered to move any of them since they’d arrived. One wall separated her bedroom off from the main area, while another ensured the bathroom was hidden from view. The rest of the space was taken up by her living area and the kitchen to the left of the main door, a long breakfast bar with stools breaking up the areas. Two huge plasti-leather couches, battered after years of use, were pushed up against the walls on one side to make space for her work area. Monitors covered the wall opposite the door, several showing progress on the different hunter algos Crow was monitoring while one ran his show. He cawed and settled in front of it, his head turning slightly as he followed the action on screen. She chuckled to herself. Her bird-presenting AI was into rom coms…

      Even though she knew the president of Earth was waiting for her to call back, she walked right through to the bathroom to change. Despite being the only person who lived here—Crow didn’t count—she still always changed out of sight of the screens. Her bedroom had no camera or monitors, just in case. You never knew when a new hunter on the block would crack your codes, and the last thing she wanted was to get caught with her pants down. Literally.

      Shucking out of her street clothes, she paused in front of the full-length mirror clad in just her bra and panties. She wasn’t vain and not at all interested in her appearance. Instead, she turned this way and that, checking all her implant sites. She took her anti-rejection meds religiously—as she would for the rest of her life—but nothing beat a visual inspection to make sure. Relief filled her as she saw no visual changes; no signs of swelling or red lines that would indicate anything leaking from the neuro-microcables to poison her system.

      She ignored the rest of her reflection. Her physical body with its scars and mundanity was nothing like her elegant, digital self. In the streams, she felt free. Weightless and powerful in a way she never had in the real world. A way she never could, not with the lingering memory of the years after the accident. The memories of being helpless and captive within her own body, a prison of immoveable, unresponsive flesh and bone.

      Shoving such dark thoughts away, she dumped her clothes in the basket to be washed. She pulled on a racer-back tank and some yoga pants before heading back out to pad over to her chair. It was a gamer’s chair, much, much older than the fancy-dancy version in James’s office and designed for someone to work, or play, for hours… even days straight.

      She’d bought it years ago and paid more than the chair was worth to have it customized and specially rigged for her implants. Her hand brushed over the duct tape mend on the arm as she sat down. It was showing signs of hard wear now, so perhaps it was time for an upgrade.

      Closing her eyes for a moment, she faced facts and plugged in. She couldn’t put off the call to Buchanan any longer. Irritation lurking in the back of her brain, she initiated contact with the back-end comms code he’d sent. Like always, she had no idea where he was, and all comms between them were totally encrypted. If anyone should happen to stumble across their comms link in the datastream it would show them as a middle-aged hairdresser from downtown calling his mom in a nursing home just east of the city.

      Connecting to the president of Earth took long minutes, even on back-end channels like this. Raven hummed, tapping long, black-painted nails against the edge of her chair as she went through each round of authentication. It was taking longer than usual, mostly due to her security protocols, which were as high level as his. They were like two introverted paranoid teenagers circling each other at a school dance.

      Eventually the call connected. Buchanan and a woman appeared on the main screen in front of her. She ignored them for a moment, watching them through the feed rather than with her eyes. Buchanan glared at her, waiting for her to look at him. She ignored him anyway. Yeah, so he was her boss—she still couldn’t work out how he’d managed to end up president—and before that they’d been friends, recruited to the Nomad program around the same time because of their different skill sets.

      No, she corrected her thoughts, they’d never really been friends. They were too similar for that. Too ruthless.

      She glanced up and sighed in irritation. “No, Buchanan. Just no.”

      Ignoring the woman with him, she spoke directly to Buchanan. She knew who the woman was. Elise Beaufort, Buchanan’s sister. But that was it. Just two bits of information. The public record on the woman only went back a couple of years, and even Raven hadn’t been able to dig anything else up. Like Buchanan, she was a ghost.

      “You haven’t even heard what I want, Raven.” Buchanan chuckled.

      “Don’t need to. It’s obvious.” She waved her free hand in dismissal.

      “Do enlighten us…” Buchanan smiled, his voice mild and pleasant.

      She hissed and killed one of the processes she’d initiated on plugging in so she could give him more of her attention. A call from Buchanan meant just one thing.

      Aliens.

      And while the Lathar might have become an obsession for most humans, she wasn’t one of them. She didn’t want to deal with aliens. She had enough issues with humans. No need to add aliens to the mix as well.

      “You have aliens there. You want me to spy on the aliens, perhaps infiltrate their systems. Ask Duncan. I’m busy.”

      Duncan was a xenophile; he’d be all over this like a gamer-boy with the latest installment of Warlocks in Space 17.

      Buchanan tilted his head to the side. “What could be more important than infiltrating an alien cyber-system?”

      She didn’t dignify that with a response, her dark eyes boring into him. He was relentless, so she threw him a bone—something she hoped might get him off her back about the aliens.

      “I’ve almost cracked Anselm.”

      Her words dropped like a lead weight into the sudden silence. She knew Buchanan had a hard-on for bringing down the Anselm Corporation for years. And, to be honest, the more dirt she dug up, the more she agreed with him. Anselm Corp, for all its shiny public image, had a lot of dirty skeletons in its closet.

      Most people would have felt guilty for using the guy’s personal vendetta against him, but she didn’t. She didn’t feel guilty at all. He’d done the exact same thing to her to get her on retainer with the president’s office… using her need to ensure that Raymond Haverington never breathed free air again against her.

      Which meant that turnabout was fair play. More than fair play.

      His expression didn’t alter. “I’m reassigning you. Get yourself online and crack the B’Kaar systems. Get me everything you can on what they’re really up to.”

      He cut the call and she tore the cables from her jacks, swearing explosively. Crow, caught off guard, cawed and skittered sideways, shooting her a disapproving look that she’d interrupted his show.

      She murmured her apologies and slumped back in her chair, leaning against the reclined back to stare up at the concrete ceiling. For a split second… a split second of a split second… she contemplated releasing every embarrassing thing she knew about him into the public datastream. See him order her about then. He’d be too busy fighting to keep his position as president to worry about whether she wanted to investigate aliens.

      She closed her eyes and sighed, letting all the tension flow from her body.

      She wouldn’t. She wasn’t quite that vindictive.

      A ping on her stream caught her attention, and she snorted as she realized what it was. Buchanan had sent her a data packet.

      “Fuck off and let me do my job, okay, Mr. President,” she muttered, shoving the packet unopened into a storage file.

      If she was going to do this, she wanted her own data. Stuff she could cross check and rely on, not the government’s take on things. Not bothering to sit up, she reached for her cables and plugged both jacks in. Crow chittered in irritation but paused his show and flew over to sit on the arm of the chair. A second later, he was gone, reappearing in the datastream with her.

      She grinned at him. “Let’s go hunt us some aliens. Shall we?”

      And with that, they both plunged into the streams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Risyn hadn’t met many humans. He didn’t want to increase that number or even spend much time on such a backward planet as Earth’s surface. But, despite the fact he was a lord, a war commander in his own right, commanding many thousands of B’Kaar warriors… he and the rest of the B’Kaar were still Latharian. Which meant he owed his fealty and took orders from Daaynal, Emperor of the Lathar. And the emperor actually liked these overgrown primitives, though goddess knew, Risyn couldn’t work out what the attraction was. They were inferior in both genetics and intelligence, and more than that, he didn’t even like most of the ones he’d met. They were like toddlers, brash and loud and blundering in without thinking about the consequences. In fact, the only human he’d liked so far was Elise, Cade Vorr’s female. She was sharp-witted and pleasant to deal with.

      Professor Haverington, however, was not. In fact, she was so far from pleasant to deal with that the two states were not even in the same star system. He folded his arms across his chest as he stared her down.

      And she was old. Risyn had met many beings with long lifespans in the course of his service with the emperor… and he knew from his studies that the average Latharian lifespan was a lot longer than a human’s. But in all his time he’d never met a being that looked so old or quite so close to death.

      The human harridan was like a skeleton, with gaunt, crepey skin stretched over thin bones. Some kind of red face paint feathered out from her small, crinkled mouth and bright white hair was arranged in curls that didn’t move on the top of her head. She looked so frail and… he watched her for signs that she was about to keel over. If he could get her out of here and into the corridor quickly enough, perhaps work on the project wouldn’t be derailed by whatever ridiculous death rituals he was sure humans had.

      “We have to respect candidate privacy,” Professor Harridan… Haverington said sternly, somehow managing to look down her nose at him even though she was at least three feet shorter.

      He fought back his irritation enough that it didn’t show on his face. He hadn’t wanted humans anywhere near the project for just this reason. They just got in the way with their rules and cultural sensitivities, but he’d been overruled by the emperor—a fact that still smarted. This was his project, and he should be in charge, not Daaynal who knew nothing about coding or the science that had gone into the genetic matching algorithms.

      “If these women are viable mates,” he argued, even though he should not be having to explain himself to a human of all people, “it’s likely that their family members are also compatible. We would save a lot of time and resources if we simply pulled their data from central databases and prematched them.”

      He couldn’t see Haverington’s issue. It was logical, simple, and elegant. That way, they wouldn’t have to wait for the human women to be persuaded to sign up to the program. They could simply be identified and the matched warrior be supplied with his female’s location for retrieval.

      The professor folded her arms, the movement like a warrior pulling on an old-fashioned coat of armor like the historic kasivars in the museums back on B’Kaar Prime. “And in doing so, break just about every privacy law on the planet as well as violate the trust these women have placed in us.”

      He snorted, unable to suppress the bark of amusement. “We are Lathar. Your laws mean little to us.”

      Her thin white eyebrow winged up sharply. “Oh, okay… so you don’t think such things apply to you. Let’s follow this little thought experiment through. Shall we?”

      Her manner reminded Risyn of Veslar, an old master at arms when he’d been a young warrior newly granted his ke’lath. Wily and experienced, Veslar never outright criticized, but they all came to realize that when he asked a question, he already knew the answer and was giving them chance to spot the error they were about to make. Most of them had learned. Quickly. B’Kaar discipline was brutal and effective.

      Which was exactly the feeling he got from Professor Haverington right now. Like an allatronian mouse being watched by a deearin, the bigger predator just waiting for him to make a mistake before it pounced.

      “Of course, if that is your wish.” He inclined his head, prepared to humor her. It was only fair when in an argument with someone who couldn’t hope to match his intellectual capacity.

      “The human females in question will be matched and their warriors dispatched to retrieve them. They will settle happily into relationships with their mates and produce the next generation of Lathar.”

      He nodded as he pointed out the logic to the human, hoping he’d put it in simple enough terms for her. He wasn’t sure how much simpler he could make it other than “human matched. Warrior find. Mates draanth. Young born.”

      She nodded, her lips pursed, and for a second he thought he’d done it, that finally she saw the sense in his argument, but then she tapped her lips with her pen.

      “So, we match up the relatives and they are… retrieved. Although,” her gaze speared into his, “harvested might be a better word. It’s certainly how these women, who have not decided to sign up to the program, will feel. Harvested… rounded up like cattle to be breeding slaves.”

      He froze at her words, frowning. “That is not wha—”

      Her voice was like a whip. “That is exactly what you said. And that is exactly how these women will feel, rounded up without their permission and handed over to alien men they don’t want to bear children they haven’t consented to bear.”

      He lifted his chin. “They will accept their fate and be happy with their new mates. Eventually. Of course, there will be some holdouts. I have come to realize humans are stubborn and often don’t realize what is best for them even when it’s right in front of their faces.”

      The female was beginning to annoy him now with her arguments.

      “And this is the most logical course of action. Utilizing the data we already have to maximize the pool for genetic matching.”

      “Oh, yes. I can see where you would think that.” She gave him a cold smile. “So what happens when—seeing what you’ve done to the families of candidates and that you’re taking women without permission—candidates stop signing up to the program? For fear of what you’ll do to their families?”

      He froze, hand halfway to his mouth.

      “They wouldn’t,” he said, but his voice had lost some of its surety.

      Haverington barked out a hard laugh. “Oh, bless your heart. Of course, they would. That’s if you don’t tip this planet into all out civil war. The instant you start taking women… enslaving them… is the moment you galvanize all humans against you and every single alien out there.”

      He blinked. “Humans cannot win a war against the Lathar. It would destroy your species and your planet.”

      She shook her head. “All that intelligence and not a drop of common sense. The Lathar might consider humanity inferior and not as capable as you are, but we are very, very good at one thing… and that’s war. And against an alien species trying to enslave our women? You bet your bottom dollar we’d rather destroy everything we have rather than be under the heel of another’s boot.”

      “Then we have an impasse,” he grudgingly conceded, trying to keep his voice low so the other B’Kaar present wouldn’t pick up on his climb-down.

      “Too right we have. But there is, of course, a simple solution.” She smiled, sliding her pen into the top pocket of her white coat.

      He’d wondered at such an impractical garment, but apparently it was a visual indicator of her standing in their intellectual and scientific community. Even so, white seemed a ridiculous color to pick. He’d been in many labs and knew it would just pick up all the grime and other… substances that were commonplace in such locations.

      “Which is?”

      “We do not cull the candidates’ data or ‘retrieve’ anyone. We wait for women who want to be with a Latharian warrior to sign up, and then we match them and only them with a mate. Eventually, enough women will be happily matched that others will see and also sign up. This is how we prevent war and the destruction of both our species. Since,” she added a small smile, “in case you’d forgotten, the Lathar need humanity, or more specifically, its women, to procreate with. If you destroy us, you destroy your own future.”

      He grunted in the back of his throat, not willing to admit she was right. “We have other options for procreation. The oonat and other surrogate species.”

      “Right, of course you do.” The professor simply smiled as she picked up her small personal bag from the desk he’d assigned her. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I don’t want to be late for this fancy party the president has invited us all to.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t that Risyn hated parties or social gatherings, but more that he really couldn’t see the point. He still had much work to be done on the mate matching protocol, yet these humans seemed to want to interact instead of work.

      “Getting to know each other” was how the human president had phrased it, which seemed illogical to him. Why did they need to socially interact when all couples would be matched by the algorithm?

      He compromised by staking out his territory in one corner of the function room on the highest level of the human base—a room that had actual windows. He’d set an internal protocol to make sure he sipped occasionally from the glass in his hand but diverted most of his attention to a particularly troublesome snag that had cropped up in the algorithm recently. It was frustrating to ease the tangles out, and he should have been making good headway with it, if not for the human team members on the project causing more harm than good. It was like a constant “bring your youngling to work” day, where they were allowed to run amok. All the breakables had to be put away in case they hurt themselves, and everything was dumbed down to finger painting level to keep them amused.

      Then there was the irritating interference that kept showing up in the feeds. He couldn’t shake it. He needed to run diagnostics on his internal systems because the more it happened, the more he thought he saw a female there in the feeds with him. Which was impossible. There were no female B’Kaar. There never had been, not in the feeds anyway. No female had ever been granted a ke’lath.

      But she was there most of the time, a specter in the corner of his eye. He’d learned not to look at her. If he did, she would be gone in a swirl of long dark hair and a tinkling laugh. He didn’t know what she looked like properly, apart from her eyes. Those he knew. They were a clear, cold brown, the edges leaching to bronze, her eyelids thickly lined with black. And they watched him…

      Movement in front of him interrupted his train of thought, and he snapped out of the feed to see Cade of Vorrtan and his new mate walking past him.

      “Lord Ambassador,” he called out, using the Vorrtan’s new title. Given what he now knew of the other male—that he was far more dangerous than his young-looking appearance would suggest—it was better to err on the side of caution. Especially when he already knew the younger male could lift him and his kasivar and run. Those few moments when he’d been helpless and had to rely on someone else had left their mark.

      “Lord Commander.” Cade inclined his head as the couple came to a stop.

      “My lady,” Risyn inclined his head to the little female at Cade’s side but didn’t offer a hand as seemed to be common between humans. No way did he want to touch a mated female, especially not one with a Vorrtan mate, even though she was one of the few humans he could put up with.

      “I’m glad I caught you before you left. In gratitude for your canceling the blood debt the B’Kaar owe you, I have added your kin, Iaanto and Vaix, to the mate program.”

      Cade blinked, a moment’s surprise flowing over his hard-edged features. Then he smiled. “My thanks. It eases my heart knowing my kinsmen will have a chance at the same happiness that I have found.”

      “My pleasure.” Risyn inclined his head. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

      He turned as the new couple walked off, reaching out to put his now-empty glass on the tray of one of the servers. As he did so, he looked across the ballroom and froze as he saw a pair of familiar, black-lined, cold brown eyes.

      There, across the ballroom, was the female from the feeds.

      Her eyes widened as she saw him, recognition flowing across her beautiful features. Then she ran…

      He took off after her, weaving his way through the crowds. He didn’t bother to activate his kasivar back in his quarters to help track her. Instead, his blood hummed with the thrill of the chase. The B’Kaar might be the most technologically advanced beings in the known galaxy… but they were warriors at heart. Hunters.

      And she was his prey.

      It was a simple task to get across the room. Or at the very least, it should have been. It really should have been. The humans in the room, however, had other ideas. They moved like a flock of birds, twisting and turning en-masse in the space between him and where he wanted to be and blocking him from his objective. He seethed after the third abrupt stop to avoid running down one of the tiny females. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear they were doing it on purpose, that they were in league with the female from the feeds and on a mission to send him absolutely insane. But he saw no awareness in their eyes as they moved. In fact, they weren’t even paying attention to him until they had to, like when he almost trampled them.

      The little female froze, her eyes wide with fear as she looked up. The small gold pin near her collar marked her as one of the new mate program candidates, so the chances of her having been anywhere near many of his kind were nil to none.

      “I do beg your pardon,” he said, holding out an arm to let her pass. It was that or crush her underfoot. She whispered an apology and scuttled out of the way, watching him warily. He schooled his expression to a polite smile and swept past her.

      All Lathar on the surface had been briefed that humanity as a species were a lot smaller and more delicate, especially the females, so he slowed his pace as he pushed through the crowds to reach his objective. He hadn’t needed the warning. As irritating as human females were, and the professor had certainly raised that bar, he would never harm any of them. They were too precious to his species’ survival.

      Finally, he made it to the door and shoulder-barged through it to get into the corridor. Which was empty.

      “Draanth!” he hissed, shoving a hand through his hair. It had taken him too long to get out here. She’d already gone. A smile curved his lips as his ke’lath flared under his skin. She’d run but she couldn’t escape. Not from him. Poor little human female had no idea who she was messing with. There was no way a… human could best him. No way at all.

      He opened himself up to the feeds, pulling data from the human security system and scanning it for any sign of his fleeing female. At first the corridors looked empty, which was impossible. Unless she really was the ghost he’d thought her to be. But she couldn’t be. He’d seen her, plain as day, right there at the party. And he knew draanth all about human fashions, so there was no way he could have imagined the tight-fitting, sparkly dress she wore. So far from the elegant fashions the females of his kind had favored, it had left very little to the imagination, an abomination he’d instantly wanted to tear from her. If she was a mate candidate, sights like that should be reserved for her mate and her mate alone.

      He doubled down, analyzing the output from the human security cameras at this location. Then he saw it. The tiniest distortion in one frame, like a will-o’-the-wisp. Focusing, he brought it front and center. But before he could identify it, the distortion was gone, that damn tinkling laugh echoing in his ears.

      Anger surged, and he gritted his teeth as he identified that corridor and set off toward it, his big frame hurtling through the corridors at a pace no human could match. It didn’t matter how far ahead of him she’d gotten. He would catch her.

      Barreling around a corner, he almost ran into another female. He slid to a stop, but before he could hit her, a big Izaean stepped between them, his face hard. Risyn’s ke’lath flared, pulling the records of the Izaean and the human from the staff list for the evening. Neither were flagged as members of the mate program, which was not a surprise for the male. The Izaean weren’t considered stable enough to qualify as candidates for the program and… it looked like she hadn’t applied. Risyn’s expression hardened. That was unacceptable. For the program to work, they needed as many fertile females to sign up as possible.

      “Is there an alarm?” the Izaean demanded, expression tight until the Risyn stepped back, away from the female.

      He shook his head, ignoring her even though she was holding one of their little ballistic weapons. Not pointed at him. He wouldn’t have stood for that, even though he had been the one to surprise them, but in a lower position. Her posture was easy and relaxed and, with surprise, he realized she wasn’t focused on him. Instead, she was letting her companion deal with him while she kept her attention out for other threats.

      Interesting.

      He shook his head as he met the Izaean’s gaze. “It’s nothing, just a personal matter. Have you seen a female coming this way? Small,” he waved a hand around mid-chest. “Dark haired. Wearing…”

      He cut himself off at that, not wanting to describe the female’s attire to the Izaean. Why had he told him that it was a personal matter?

      The berserker’s face split into a knowing grin that Risyn instantly wanted to punch. “Ahh, like that, is it? No, we haven’t seen any females come this way. Did you try the corridor through the art galleries the other side of the function rooms?”

      Risyn didn’t answer, one of the cameras in a nearby corridor registering movement.

      “Got her.”

      He was gone in an instant, stepping around the human marine and racing down the corridor. It wasn’t full speed but he didn’t need it. She was only around the next corner, his boots digging into the carpet to gain traction as he swung around it.

      Only to come face to face with Murphy, the human leader.

      “What?” He looked up and down the corridor, confusion rolling through him. Apart from Murphy, it was empty. But he’d seen her on the cameras, as plain as day, and no way could she have reached the end of the corridor in the time it had taken him to get here.

      “Can I do something for you, Commander B’Kaar?” Murphy asked, his voice polite and his expression unreadable.

      “Err,” For a moment Risyn was on the back foot. “Have you seen a human female come this way? She was at the party and our security systems flagged her as a threat.”

      Murphy didn’t like him. He knew that for a fact. The human leader hadn’t outright stated that as fact, but he’d seen how Murphy interacted with some of the others, even Lathar, laughing and making the occasional joke. But with Risyn he locked down completely, his movements and facial expressions totally controlled. It was an impressive feat, especially with how consistent the act was.

      For a moment he didn’t think Murphy was going to answer him. Then the president shook his head. “I’ve not seen anyone back here. Have you tried the art galleries on the other side of the function rooms? Perhaps she went that way?”
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