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      Another day, another successful match. This would be his… he paused to check… twenty-eighth successfully matched couple since he’d started working at the mate program here on Devan Station.

      S’aad hummed softly to himself as he moved around his lab, his long fingers dancing over the holographic input consoles as he prepared for his next appointment. One of the new human females who had arrived on the station last week had been matched with a warrior after the program’s algorithms had been updated.

      All he had left were the final checks to make sure the matching system had indeed matched the two correctly, and then he would introduce the human to her mate for the first time. It was his favorite part of the job, and one he’d recently been “promoted” to because of his easygoing manner and the fact that the human females seemed to trust him.

      His jaw tightened for a moment as he cleared away the last of the clutter from his work this morning. That’s what the official report said, but it had far more to do with the fact that one of the warriors had gotten way too handsy and belligerent with his potential match the other week. The older human female who had been sitting in on the first meeting hadn’t been able to stop him, and her cries for help had drawn S’aad out of his lab. He’d dealt with the troublemaker within seconds and now they had expanded security in place to ensure it didn’t happen again. If he didn’t sit in on the first meeting, another warrior from station security sat with one of the human staff to ensure none of the new mates were bullied into anything or felt uncomfortable.

      The LMP’s primary objective was to match as many human females with Latharian males as possible, but he’d be damned if that was at the expense of the females themselves.

      Pausing for a moment, he swept a last look around the room. Everything was in its place. The bio-scanners hummed softly, ready to confirm the genetic compatibility of the couple in question before he took his charge through to the meeting room. He’d made sure to have human drinks and snacks ready. Most of the women were nervous and couldn’t eat, but he’d learned that having familiar things around was helpful. He nodded to himself, satisfaction rolling through him. He was as ready.

      The door chimed, and he straightened up, plastering a wide smile over his face as he headed toward the door.

      “Come in,” he called out, just as the door slid open with a soft hiss to reveal a young human female.

      She hesitated for a moment at the threshold, her dark eyes wide as they darted around the room. He didn’t need any expanded senses to tell she was nervous. Her hands shook and she practically vibrated with anxiety.

      “Welcome back to my little office, Eliza,” he said, stopping where he was so he didn’t crowd her and dialing back his smile to a gentler expression. He remembered her from her intake examinations. She’d been all but terrified, so just nervous was a definite improvement. “Please, come in. There’s no need to be nervous. I don’t bite. I promise.”

      The little human took a deep breath and walked in. The door closed behind her with a quiet whoosh, but even that made her jump a little. He watched as she wrapped her arms around herself defensively before her gaze finally settled on him.

      “I… I’m not sure I’m ready for this,” she admitted, biting her lower lip.

      His heart went out to her. He’d seen this fear written on the faces of many of the human females before, and it always got to him. The official line might be that the females who signed up to the Latharian Mate Program did so of their own free will, but he’d long since figured out that there was more to it than that. Much more. Most of them signed up willingly, yes, but because they had no other choice—no job, no place to stay, or in the case of Prince Rohn’s mate, a violent partner. There was always a reason, and it was usually not a nice one.

      So he softened his manner, making sure not to loom as he sat down and indicated the chair opposite him. In all his interactions with the human females, he made sure to make himself as unthreatening as possible. It helped that they assumed he was younger than he was.

      “That’s perfectly natural… This is a big step, and it’s totally okay to feel unsure about it.” He smiled as she sat down. “Why don’t we talk through the process again one last time, and if you’re not ready, I can take you back to your quarters?”

      She nodded, her fingers tracing over the padded seat of her chair. He gave her a moment to settle before pulling his chair a little closer and positioning himself at a respectful distance.

      “Okay, for a start, let me reassure you that everything we do here is designed with your comfort and safety in mind,” he said, his tone warm and professional. At least, since last week it had. “The mate program is about creating strong partnerships between our couples. It’s not just about biological compatibility.”

      The little human’s shoulders relaxed slightly, but her frown was still in place as she looked at him. “I get that. I do. But…” She nibbled her lip again. “How can you be sure? I mean, your people are so different from us.”

      He leaned forward, his expression earnest. “We are, yes. But different isn’t always bad. The Lathar and humanity have a lot in common as well since we’re genetically related. And our screening process makes sure you and your match are compatible on the genetic level. But just to be sure, I’ll do a failsafe check today.”

      He paused for a moment, watching her out of the corner of his eye as he pulled up her files.

      “But beyond the science,” he went on, “the male you’ve been matched with has been carefully selected based on personality traits, interests, and values that complement your own.”

      A flicker of curiosity passed over her face. “You can determine all that from genetic tests?”

      He chuckled softly. “Not from genetics alone, no. We’ve recently updated our matching program to include psychological profiling and cultural analysis. This holistic approach has really been proving successful.”

      He pulled a small tray on his desk toward him. “Now, if you’re comfortable, I’m going to do the last check to make sure we have the right people, and you’re not like… your own twin.” He shot her a quick smile. “This won’t hurt at all. It’s just a quick scan.”

      She hesitated for a moment and then nodded. “Okay. What do I need to do?”

      “Just sit and hold your arm out for me, palm up, and try to relax,” he instructed as he activated the device. A soft violet light washed over the skin of her inner arm.

      He nodded in satisfaction as the readings scrolled over his screen, matching up with the data he already had. “Everything looks great here, Eliza. You’re definitely the right lady, and actually, your health indicators are much better than when you arrived.”

      She smiled slightly, rubbing the inside of her arm even though he hadn’t touched her.

      “The food here is so good,” she whispered. “I’ve never seen so much of it in my life. And the chocolate cake! Oh my god. I could live on that alone.”

      He bit back his anger and nodded. The anger wasn’t at her but at the number of females he saw coming through here with the signs of malnutrition. Earth and her colonies had more than enough females that they put huge numbers of them in those gods-damned factory cities, forcing them to work on nutri-blocks he wouldn’t feed to the lowliest of animals.

      “I must admit I’m rather partial to chocolate cake as well,” he admitted but didn’t add that was because what the human females referred to as chocolate cake was, in fact, Latharian field rations. Every warrior knew how to make it. “And your match will have his own recipe for it. I’m sure he’ll be delighted to make you some.”

      “Yeah?” She perked up a little. “I like them when they’re like cake, but then all mousse-y inside.”

      He quickly added that to the info packet for her match. If all he could do today was make sure her warrior knew how she preferred her cake, that was a win in his book.

      “Okay,” he said, setting the scanner aside, “let’s talk about what to expect when your match arrives. Ashaan is⁠—”

      The door chimed again, cutting off his explanation. He frowned as he glanced at the time display. This was his only appointment until later, which meant Eliza’s match was early. Which was not… unusual for a Latharian warrior who’d just been matched.

      “One moment, please. Let me deal with this,” he said as he stood and headed over to the door.

      As he suspected, when it slid open, he found himself face to face with Eliza’s match. Ashaan was on the big side for a warrior, his huge frame filling the doorway. His posture was tense as his gaze darted past S’aad to catch a glimpse of the little human sitting in the room.

      “Ashaan,” S’aad greeted him with a nod, biting back his amusement at the warrior’s obvious need to meet his match. “You’re early. Is everything alright?”

      The big warrior’s jaw tightened, and he cast a pleading look at S’aad. “I… couldn’t wait any longer,” he admitted, his voice low. “The anticipation was unbearable.”

      S’aad nodded in understanding. Even though he hadn’t been matched himself, he’d seen numerous other warriors in Ashaan’s shoes. They were all nervous. Plus, he knew Ashaan. Not well but enough to know that he was a worthy and honorable male who would treat his mate well.

      “Take a deep breath,” he ordered in a low voice. “Remember your orientation training for meeting human females. Eliza is just as nervous as you are.”

      Ashaan nodded and closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them again, a new determination lay in his gaze. “Thank you. I’m ready,” he said firmly.

      S’aad turned and looked over his shoulder. Eliza sat in her chair, her eyes wide, but not in fear. Her gaze was locked on to the big warrior standing in the corridor.

      “Eliza?” S’aad drew her attention back to him. “Are you happy to go ahead and meet Ashaan?”

      She blinked, managing to look at him for a moment before her attention was drawn back to Ashaan. “Yes… please.”

      S’aad smiled as he stepped aside, allowing Ashaan to enter the room. He watched as the Latharian warrior’s eyes locked with Eliza’s… something passing between them.

      “Lady Eliza,” S’aad said softly, breaking the spell, “I’d like you to meet Ashaan. Ashaan, this is Lady Eliza. She has been matched with you but has not yet accepted your claim. If she finds you acceptable, you may begin the courting period.”

      Ashaan inclined his head in a respectful bow as he took a step closer. “It is an honor to meet you, Lady Eliza.”

      The little human stood, her nerves seemingly forgotten as she gazed up at the big warrior.

      “Hi,” she breathed, a hint of wonder in her voice as her gaze searched his face.

      S’aad felt a familiar warmth spread through his chest. He loved it when a meeting went like this, like the couple was so utterly transfixed by each other that a herd of wild kervasi could charge through the station, and they wouldn’t notice. He only hoped his own matching would be the same.

      “Let’s all have a seat,” he suggested, gesturing to the arrangement of chairs. “And I’ll go through what’s expected during the courtship period.”
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      S’aad leaned back in his chair, the faint hum of the computer in front of him filling the otherwise silent lab. He’d just finished inputting the last of the data for Eliza and Ashaan’s match, and a smile quirked the corners of his mouth as he recalled the way Eliza had shyly slid her hand into the big warrior’s as they’d left the lab. The spark between them had been scorching, a promising start to what his gut said would be a successful mating.

      His stomach growled, reminding him he’d missed lunch. Sighing, he shoved back from the desk and unfolded his lean frame from the chair. With a grunt, he stretched to his full height, easing the kinks out of his back click by click, and then headed out to find some lunch.

      The corridor bustled with activity, a mix of Latharian and human staff going about their daily routines. He nodded politely to those he passed, his long strides eating up the distance quickly. Warriors acknowledged him with curt nods. Not all of them recognized him personally, but his scars commanded respect automatically. Despite not actively practicing, he’d completed his training at the healer’s hall, and no warrior in the empire wanted to get on a healer’s bad side. Or, even worse, get blacklisted by the healer’s hall and cut off from any kind of treatment.

      He headed straight for the civilian area of the station. The multi-level promenade and shopping center were open to all on board. It didn’t take him long to get to his favorite cafeteria, where the smell of food greeted him, making his stomach rumble loudly again. Earth cuisine. It always intrigued him, even if he didn’t know what half of it was.

      He entered the bustling area, filled with the din of voices and clatter of cutlery. A few women from the LMP offices noticed him and called out.

      “Hey, S’aad, over here!”

      “Come sit with us!”

      Their friendly greetings stirred something inside him, and appreciation for their open acceptance rolled through him. Making his way through the crowded room, he approached their table. They were all older human females, assigned to help the new mates settle in on the station… Margaret, Judith, and Elena. Their faces lit up as he reached them.

      “S’aad, dear! Come and join us.” Margaret patted the empty seat beside her.

      “Ladies,” he greeted them with a small bow and then settled into the offered chair. “I hope you don’t mind me intruding on your lunch.”

      Judith laughed, a rich, throaty sound. “Nonsense! You know you’re always welcome.”

      Elena, sitting next to her, nodded in agreement. “Absolutely. Your company is never an intrusion, S’aad.”

      The genuine affection in their voices touched something deep within him. He’d worked on many teams in the past, and successfully, but none of them had ever felt quite as… caring as the group of human women made the LMP offices feel.

      “So…” Margaret leaned in. “We heard you had another successful match this morning. Do tell!”

      He smiled as he ordered his food at the console set in the middle of the table. “I did, yes. Eliza and Ashaan. They seemed very taken with each other from the start.”

      “Oh, how wonderful!” Elena clapped her hands together. “It was love at first sight again, then?”

      He chuckled, shaking his head slightly as he sat back in his chair. The cafe was crowded, but he knew from long experience that it wouldn’t take them long to get his food out to him. Hopefully before his stomach started eating itself.

      “I wouldn’t go that far, but there was definitely a strong initial attraction. Ashaan could hardly take his eyes off Eliza, or she him.”

      “And how did Eliza handle the whole process?” Judith asked, her brow furrowed in concern. “I remember her coming aboard. She was a nervous one.”

      His expression softened slightly. “She was nervous at first, yeah. But she handled it really well. We talked through what was happening, but to be honest, I don’t know how much she was listening to me after Ashaan arrived. She couldn’t take her eyes off him.”

      Margaret reached out and patted his hand. “You really do such a great job of putting them at ease. You’re so patient with them, and it really helps for them to see you first since you’re… well.” She waved her hand to indicate his appearance.

      His lips quirked. “You mean I’m Lathar?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I forget you are half the time. You’re way less uptight than most of them, and you talk like we do.”

      He inclined his head. “Thank you. My translation matrix is a much more advanced model than most warriors have, so it lets me pick up nuances in language⁠—”

      “That and the fact you’ve watched every single human movie in the station database?” Margaret suggested, one eyebrow raised.

      “Yeah, it could be that as well.” He ducked his head, chuckling in amusement. A waiter appeared at his elbow with his food, and he thanked the male in an aside before returning his attention to the females around the table.

      “But thank you. I just try to do what’s best for everyone involved. These matches are so important, not just for our species but for the individuals themselves. I want to give them the best possible start.”

      “And that’s why you’re so good at what you do,” Elena chimed in. “What are you eating there? A burger?”

      He nodded and then admitted, “It’s the only thing on the menu I can identify.”

      The conversation flowed easily as the four of them ate their food, and then the topic turned to upcoming matches and the challenges they might face.

      “We have a particularly tricky case coming up,” he said. “A human female with a traumatic past. We’ll need to be extra careful in how we approach her matching process. I’m glad we have the profiling now. We didn’t have it when the prince was matched, and that situation could have gone to the seven hells in a heartbeat.”

      Even just thinking about what could have happened broke him out in a cold sweat. If Prince Rohn hadn’t taken one look at his new mate and instantly become—what was the human phrase? A cinnamon roll?—then things could have gone very, very badly. He was glad they had more procedures and checks in place now.

      Judith leaned forward, a mug of something she called “tea” in her hand. “What do you suggest?”

      He frowned as he considered. “I think we’ll need to take things much slower than usual. Perhaps arrange for her to meet her potential match in a more neutral setting first, with chaperones, before we even broach the subject of courting. Building trust will be crucial. I mean, she knows what she’s here for, all the mate potentials do, but we don’t need to be dicks and frighten her. This process needs to happen at her pace.”

      The women nodded.

      “You are such a nice young man,” Elena said. “Wise beyond your years, I’d say.”

      He couldn’t help his grin. “I’m sorry, ladies, but you’re laboring under a misapprehension. I’m not as young as you think. I’m probably older than all of you put together.”

      “Yeah, right.” Margaret scoffed. “You can’t be more than mid-twenties at most.”

      “I just celebrated my twenty-first⁠—”

      “See!” Margaret crowed. “I told you!”

      “My hundred and twenty-first,” he added.

      The women’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “Fuck! No way!” Elena gasped. “But you look so… young!”

      “Latharians age differently than humans. More slowly.” He grinned and finished off his burger in large bites.

      “My god, you’re older than my mother!”

      “What about skincare?”

      The conversation evolved into a rapid-fire interrogation about his life and the longer lifespan of Latharians, but then, as their meal wound down, Judith’s expression turned thoughtful. “You know, S’aad, it’s a pity you haven’t found a match of your own yet. You’re a hell of a catch. You shouldn’t be alone.”

      Elena nodded in agreement. “Absolutely. You need a nice young woman of your own.”

      “Or man,” Margaret added with a wink.

      “I appreciate your concern, ladies,” he said with a smile, “but I’ve had my DNA in the matching program since I arrived here. So far, no hits. If I do have a match out there, she’s not registered with the program.”

      “Well… shit,” Margaret muttered, her face and the other women’s falling in disappointment.

      “As for preferences. Same-sex bondings aren’t unknown among us, but they’re not common. Personally…” He winked at Margaret. “I find females more attractive than males.”

      “Oh my, charm like that, I’d give my Bill the heave-ho and run away with you myself!” she said, fanning herself with her hand. “You keep that under lock and key, young man, or we’ll have no chance of palming the girls off on their mates.”

      Elena glanced at her wrist device, her eyes widening. “Shit. It’s late. Lunch is nearly over.”

      Margaret and Elena began gathering their belongings, the soft rustling of fabric and clinking of utensils filling the air. S’aad stood, his tall frame towering over the table as he took over collecting the empty plates.

      “Please, allow me,” he offered. “You ladies should head back to the office. I wouldn’t want you to be late on my account.”

      “Such a gentleman.” Margaret smiled at him. “You’re spoiling us, S’aad.”

      The three females hurried off, their heels clicking against the floor as they departed. He gathered the lunch things and cleared the table before following them at a slower pace. He hadn’t wanted to say anything to them in case they thought he was weird, but looking after them, even in such a small way, eased the hollowness in the center of his chest.

      The hollow place where hopefully, one day, his bond with his mate would reside.
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      S’aad walked down the corridors of the Latharian Mate Program offices, his footsteps silent against the plush carpet as he made his way back to his lab. It was a dichotomy to the rest of the station with its exposed deck plating and utilitarian build. The whole of the human mates section was similarly luxurious, designed to put the human females at ease and reassure them that they hadn’t made a mistake in signing up and essentially giving themselves to an alien race they knew next to nothing about.

      He walked into his lab, the soft hum of the scanning and matching equipment greeting him. With a deep breath, he settled into the chair in front of the main console and flipped his hair back over his shoulders. The honor beads woven into the ends of the braids clicked softly, the sound making his lips quirk up at the corners as he recalled the conversation at lunch.

      The older females saw him as young and therefore less of a threat than any of the warriors who came in to meet their mates. He suspected his scars played into that. He’d caught a look of sympathy on their faces more than once, hastily blanked as soon as they saw that he’d noticed, of course.

      They viewed him as gentle. Safe. Not dangerous.

      He was anything but, as every single one of the warriors who came in here knew. He might act soft-voiced and gentle with the females, bouncy in manner and a little scatter-brained like the younger males he’d seen on their media, but he’d cemented his reputation as a warrior before most of their grandparents had been born.

      His braids were packed tightly and held more than one bead each. His scars weren’t all from his healer trials. Most warriors got them removed, but he’d never seen the point when he already had so many beneath his leathers.

      He caught sight of himself in the blank screen of the console and lifted a hand to rub at his jaw. His face and neck were clear, untouched by scars. It was the luck of the draw, and a lot of other healers hadn’t been so fortunate, which wasn’t a problem unless dealing with humans, who didn’t know at a glance what those scars meant.

      If anything, the marks scared them.

      So he hid his as much as he could and was soft and gentle. Then he took all his aggression out in the training hall.

      His gaze fixed on the blank console, and he grunted as he sat up from his comfortable sprawl in the chair. The console activated when he waved his hand in front of it. His fingers danced across the holographic interface, inputting his credentials to access the mate program database.

      The blue glow of the screen cast shadows across his angular features, and a muscle in the corner of his jaw pulsed as he opened his own matching file and prepared himself for disappointment. Again.

      No matches found.

      The words scrolled across the screen, burning themselves into his brain. Disappointment rolled through him, leaving a bitter taste in his mouth, and he closed his eyes to allow himself a moment of weakness.

      “One day,” he murmured softly to himself. “One day that screen will say there’s a match.”

      Taking a deep breath, he pushed his disappointment down and pulled up the next file on his list. The emperor’s file. It took the system a moment to load it, and S’aad’s breath caught as hope blossomed in the center of his chest.

      No matches found.

      “Draanth,” he muttered as he leaned back in his chair, running a hand through his hair as he contemplated the implications. Him not having a match was one thing, the emperor, though… that was totally different. The emperor needed an heir. His sister’s son, Lord Tarrick, might be the next in line, but without a direct descendant to secure Daaynal’s lineage, there would be power struggles if the worst happened.

      A soft chime from the computer pulled him from his thoughts. An alert flashed on the screen, and his expression cleared. Nothing important, just a routine maintenance check scheduled for the system. With a sigh, he initiated the process. It was necessary but boring as draanth as he waited for it to run through the routine.

      A dull blade was useless in battle, he reminded himself, the saying drilled into him since childhood. And if the matching system was dull, they risked failing to find matches for the females in the program.

      So he slumped back in his chair, an inelegant sprawl as he leaned his head back against the headrest. Idly, he watched the scrolling data. He couldn’t do anything until the process was complete, and it wouldn’t take long enough that he could head out for a second training session. At first, everything seemed normal, the familiar patterns of genetic markers and personality compatibility scores flowing across the screen. Then he frowned as something caught his eye.

      Twisting in his chair, he reached out to pause the data and scrolled it back. Sure enough, he saw a discrepancy—a genetic marker that had been matched with a personality profile that didn’t fit.

      “No… that can’t be right,” he muttered, sitting up to take a closer look. His fingers flew over the input interface as he dug into the data. He must be misreading the code; he’d been working hard over the last week or so, and the late nights and early mornings were taking their toll. The tiredness must be clouding his judgment… He adjusted the holographic interface, a frown creasing his brow as he checked through the data again. But the mismatches were still there—not one but three. They were only tiny, just a few points out each side, but still. That kind of error shouldn’t be possible.

      So how had they happened? Was there a glitch in the matching program code?

      His heart rate kicked up a beat as he dug deeper. If this was a glitch, they could have a huge problem. Females could have been matched to warriors who weren’t suitable. But then he found more and more. He sat back, staring at the screen. This was too consistent. Almost as if it was deliberate…

      He rubbed at his face with both hands, looking past his fingers at the screen. This shouldn’t be happening. The recent updates to the matching algorithm were designed to prevent just these kinds of mismatches—meant precisely to ensure that every match was as accurate and reliable as possible.

      This had to be someone tampering.

      A growl in the back of his throat, he tried to track down the source of the mismatches, chasing leads in the code that only ended up slipping from his grasp like smoke. Each time he thought he had it, the trail vanished into thin air, as if deliberately erased. His lip curled back in a snarl. Who had the knowledge and access necessary to alter the system and then erase all evidence of their presence?

      They’d been hacked. And he didn’t know how or by who.

      He reached out, his fingers hovering over the communication panel. He should alert his superiors, but something held him back—a nagging doubt at the back of his mind, an instinct he’d learned to trust in over a century of service. What if the hack was someone on the station? Someone higher up?

      No, he needed more evidence.

      Decision made, he pulled back from the comm system. He would dig deeper and gather more evidence before bringing this to light. But… he stared at the screen again, he couldn’t do it alone. He needed someone with a different perspective, someone who could see patterns he might miss and who’d had nothing to do with the development of the system.

      Someone outside the loop.

      With a few quick commands, S’aad opened a secure channel and waited until a warrior appeared on the screen.

      “S’aad,” Maax, the station’s assistant chief engineer, looked surprised as he pushed his long, dark hair behind his ears. He was obviously mid-shift, a streak of grease decorating one side of his jaw. “What can I do for you?”

      S’aad leaned in, keeping his voice low. “I have a small issue, and I need your expertise.”

      “Go on,” Maax said, focusing on him with interest in his eyes. “I assume this has something to do with the security level on the comm?”

      S’aad nodded. “I was running a routine maintenance check on our systems and found some… irregularities. I’ve looked into them, and I can’t work them out. I don’t want to bother anyone higher up until I know it’s not just a line of code somewhere misfiring.” He paused for a second and then shrugged. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. “Given that your grandmother was B’Kaar, I thought you might see something I’m missing.”

      Maax’s eyebrow winged up. “You do realize that B’Kaar trall doesn’t work that way? She might have been B’Kaar but no one in my line has qualified for ke’lath since.”

      He inclined his head. “Yeah, I know. But I figured that even so, you’re also an engineer. You might see something I’m missing here.”

      The big engineer nodded. “If that’s the case, of course. Send me what you’ve found, and I’ll take a look right away. I’m assuming you want this to stay between us for now?”

      “Please.” S’aad nodded as he prepared everything he had. “I want to understand what we’re dealing with before we raise any alarms. Sending you a datapacket now.”

      “Agreed,” Maax said. A soft chime as his console signaled he’d received the information S’aad had just bundled for him. “I’ll contact you as soon as I’ve analyzed the data.”
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        * * *

      

      She hated bleach and every other cleaning product on the planet with the passion of a thousand fiery suns.

      The pungent smell stung Jade’s nostrils, making her hands smart as she scrubbed the grimy bathroom tiles. Her knees ached, and sweat trickled down her back, dampening her threadbare T-shirt as she cleaned. The harsh chemical scent mingled with an underlying funk she’d never been able to scrub from the tiny, windowless room, creating a suffocating stench that caught at her breath and made her head spin.

      She stopped for a second and sat back on her heels, pushing a damp strand from her face as she looked around the bathroom, checking for anything that would get her into trouble with her foster mother. Movement caught her eye, and she looked at her reflection in the cracked mirror by the door. A round-faced girl with tired brown eyes wearing baggy, ill-fitting clothes to cover curves no amount of “dieting” ever got rid of. Although the diets Mrs. Morgan put her on were a joke. They were just excuses to cut down what they spent on feeding her even more.

      The sound of heels clicking on the worn linoleum floor made her heart rate spike. She scrambled to resume scrubbing, her movements frantic as her foster mother appeared in the doorway.

      “Are you still not finished?” Mrs. Morgan’s shrill demand made Jade wince and fight the urge to hunch her shoulders. “I swear, you get slower and lazier every day. It’s no wonder you’re so fat… you’re an ungrateful bitch, and you probably sneak food when we’re not looking.”

      Jade kept her eyes down, focusing on a particularly stubborn stain. She knew not to reply unless prompted.

      “Well? I’m talking to you, girl. Are you deaf as well as stupid?” Mrs. Morgan snapped.

      “No, ma’am,” Jade replied in a soft voice, giving the tiles a last swipe. “I’m almost done. I just wanted to make sure it was perfect.”

      Mrs. Morgan scoffed, her arms folded over her narrow chest. “Perfect? As if you could ever do anything perfectly. I’m surprised you didn’t manage to fuck it up. Hurry up and finish. I want the kitchen done before you start dinner.”

      She pushed off from the door and stalked off down the corridor like a vulture looking for its next victim. As her footsteps faded, Jade closed her eyes and let out a shaky breath. The backs of her eyes burned with the tears that wanted to fall, but she knew better than to let them. Really, what would be the point? No one here would care.

      A memory surfaced unbidden… of her crying in this same bathroom after one of Mrs. Morgan’s beatings for something trivial, like putting the salt shaker on the left of the pepper instead of the right, and Jared, her twin, comforting her.

      “Don’t listen to her, Jade,” he’d said, his small arms wrapped tightly around her. They were twins, but he’d always been much smaller than her and always ill. “You’re the best sister ever. We’ll always have each other.”

      The ache of loss hit her like a punch to the gut. Jared had been gone for so long now that she could barely remember the sound of his voice, but the pain of losing him had never faded. Gathering up her cleaning stuff, she shoved the memory down, hard. Thinking about the past wouldn’t change anything. She had to keep moving, keep working, keep surviving.

      Somehow.

      Cleaning bucket in hand, she moved on to the kitchen, cleaning it quickly before pulling out the ingredients for her foster parents’ evening meal. The clink of dishes and the sizzle of frying meat filled the air as she prepared dinner, her movements automatic after years of performing the same routine.

      Her stomach rumbled, but she ignored it. This food wasn’t for her. Even if the meat was the lowest quality artificial meat and the vegetables were genetic clones and had been force grown in the nearest factory, at least they were food. Not like the tasteless nutri-blocks that Mr. and Mrs. Morgan bought for her. They didn’t even buy her an adult’s weekly ration… no, she had to make a child’s weekly ration last. Ducking down, she looked in the cupboard to see how much she had left and sighed. Two blocks for four days. She’d be going to bed hungry again tonight.

      The sound of the front door slamming made her jump, and she almost dropped the plates. Heavy footsteps stumbled down the hall accompanied by muttered curses. Mr. Morgan was home, already, and she wasn’t done yet.

      Her heart raced as she set the table quickly. She could hear Mrs. Morgan’s shrill voice from in the living room. “You’re late again! And drunk, as usual. Do you even care about this family at all?”

      Mr. Morgan’s slurred response was too low for Jade to make out, but the anger in his tone was clear. She busied herself at the stove, plating up dinner and hoping they didn’t bring their argument into the kitchen.

      Those hopes were dashed when they burst through the doorway, still bickering. Jade kept her back turned, plating as quickly as she could before they noticed her.

      “I told you I was working late,” her foster father growled. “Someone has to pay the bills around here.”

      Mrs. Morgan laughed, the sound bitter. “Yeah, right…working late at the bottom of a bottle, you mean. We’re barely scraping by, and you waste what little money we have on booze!”

      “I gotta have something. You think I like living like this?” Mr. Morgan snapped. “At least I’m trying to do something about it!”

      They stopped speaking, the silence so thick you could cut it with a knife. The skin between Jade’s shoulders crawled, and she knew they were looking at her. She hunched her back, wishing she could disappear into the peeling wallpaper.

      “And I have,” Mr. Morgan said, his tone suddenly calm. “Get your coat, girl. We’re going out.”

      Jade turned, trying not to show her surprise. “Now? But… dinner’s almost ready…”

      “Did I ask about dinner?” Mr. Morgan snarled, his face turning red like it always did when he was mad. “I said get your coat. Now.”

      Jade glanced at Mrs. Morgan, but the older woman’s face was a mask of indifference. “You heard him,” she said, her voice cold. “Go on, make yourself useful for once.”

      She tried to keep her face as neutral as possible as she skirted around the kitchen and retrieved her worn jacket from the hook on the back of the door. Where were they going? Her foster father had never taken her out before, not even when she was a kid.

      As she followed Mr. Morgan to the door, Mrs. Morgan’s voice called after them. “Maybe now we’ll see a return on our investment.”

      A chill rolled down Jade’s spine. A return? What did that mean? But she knew better than to ask, especially with the tight set of Mr. Morgan’s shoulders. She kept quiet as they left the grotty apartment building and stepped out into the cool evening air. Jade cast one last glance at the rundown apartment and hurried down the street after Mr. Morgan.

      He didn’t say one word to her, instead walking straight to the metro station three streets away and purchasing two tickets. She moved so she could see what destination he was getting for their tickets, hoping to get a clue as to where they were going, but frowned when he brought two of the cheapest zone tickets. So, they weren’t going far then, just within the same zone as they lived in. Which was huge… so if it was at the other side, she definitely didn’t want to walk that far.

      They made it down to the platform, Mr. Morgan snarling at her to keep up, just as the train rumbled to a stop. Its engine grumbled tiredly as they boarded. She chose a seat near the window, wanting to keep her distance. They pulled away from the platform, and her nerves formed into a hard knot it the pit of her stomach.

      She slid a glance sideways, but the tense set of Mr. Morgan’s jaw and the smell of alcohol on his breath reminded her to stay silent. She clenched her hands in her lap, her nails digging into her palms as she tried to calm her racing thoughts.

      Wherever they were going, she knew one thing for certain. No change in her life had ever been for the better.
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      She’d never been this far into the city.

      Jade sat rigidly in her seat as the train rattled along tracks that definitely needed repair work, her eyes darting from the passing scenery to her foster father’s grim profile. The sharp stink of stale cigarettes, cheap whiskey, and urine permeated the carriage’s interior, making her stomach churn.

      Her eyes widened at the towering buildings and bright lights as they passed by. She couldn’t remember ever traveling beyond their neighborhood, and the contrast was exhilarating and terrifying all at the same time. She got as close to the window as possible without pressing her nose against it. Who knew what had been smeared on the inside of the glass in the past? She wasn’t going to risk it.

      But then she forgot all about that as she looked at the neon signs flickering in shop windows, their garish colors reflecting off the rain-slicked streets. Tiny people hurried along the sidewalks below, their faces hidden beneath umbrellas or the upturned collars of their coats.

      Her gaze lingered on a young couple walking hand in hand and laughing as they dodged the puddles until the man turned and pulled the woman against him. She threw her arms around his shoulders. Even though Jade couldn’t see their faces, the movement and their body language spoke volumes. A pang of longing shot through her. What would it be like to have someone look at her with affection instead of contempt?

      “Stop gawking like a fucking idiot,” Mr. Morgan growled, his words slightly slurred. “Anyone would think you’d never seen a city before.”

      She quickly sat back in her seat, staring down at her lap. It didn’t matter that they were in public. Mr. Morgan was just as likely to lash out here as he was in the privacy of their own home.

      “Sorry,” she murmured, her voice barely audible over the sound of the carriage on the tracks. “I’ve never been to this part of the city before.”

      “No reason you would’ve been.” He snorted, and she shrank further into her seat. “Nothing here for a nobody like you.”

      The words stung, but she’d learned long ago to hide her reactions. She kept her face carefully neutral. If there was nothing here for her, why were they here now?

      “Where are we going?”

      Mr. Morgan’s hands tightened on the metal bar by his seat. “Didn’t I tell you to keep quiet? You’ll find out when we get there.”

      She fell silent again and tried to focus on the city around them without him noticing and berating her again. They’d passed through the area with the shops, and this area looked more industrial. The skyscrapers had given way to squat, utilitarian buildings, and the sidewalks were nearly empty. Only a few pedestrians hurried along with their heads down.

      “This is our stop,” Mr. Morgan grunted, heaving himself to his feet and disembarking as the train pulled into the next station. He didn’t bother to check that she was following him, but then she realized he didn’t need to. Where else would she go?

      The Morgans had been her family since she and Jared had been sent to them when they were tiny. Even though she was over twenty-one now, they’d managed to get her registered as a dependent so the payments didn’t stop. Unable to keep up with basic-level schooling. Unable to live alone… She’d seen the reports that had sealed her fate and kept them in control of her life.

      Those reports couldn’t have been further from the truth. She’d passed all her basic schooling thanks to the public library two blocks away, not that she’d been able to print out her certificates and take them home. That wouldn’t have done her any good anyway because she hadn’t even been able to register in her own name in case the Morgans found out what she was doing. It would blow apart their carefully constructed lie about her inabilities, and they’d lose their care payments for her.

      She trudged after Mr. Morgan, hunching her shoulders as it began to rain. Her jacket was thin and old, doing nothing to protect her from the wind and the rain, but she shoved her hands in her pockets anyway. Tucked away in the corner was the only thing of value she had—her twin’s old ID that she’d kept when they’d gotten rid of everything else of his. It was worn and old now, the photo showing him when he was five. The ident-strip would have been deactivated when the Morgans had registered his death, but she kept it anyway.

      “Keep up, girl,” Mr. Morgan grunted as they turned the corner.

      Her blood ran cold as she caught sight of a sign at the other end of the street.

      “Latharian Mate Program,” it announced in bright lettering.

      “No,” she whispered, her eyes widening in horror as she tried to backpedal. She’d thought they were picking up black-market booze or food from one of Mr. Morgan’s drinking buddies. Not this… “No, please, you can’t⁠—”

      His hand shot out, wrapping around her upper arm in an iron grip.

      “Shut your face,” he snarled as he yanked her up nose to nose with him. “You’re an ungrateful little bitch. Do you know how much it’s cost us to keep you all these years? It’s about time you paid us back.”

      Her mind reeled as she leaned back to get away from his whiskey-rank breath. She’d heard whispers about the Latharian Mate Program. Everyone had. The newsfeeds painted a wonderful picture of lonely alien men looking for human women to fall in love with, but rumors on the street said it was little more than human trafficking. Girls who went into those offices were whisked away and never seen again.

      “Please!” she begged as she pulled on her arm, tears stinging her cheeks. “I promise I’ll be good. Don’t take me in there!”

      “Oh shut your fucking whining,” he snapped as he dragged her along toward the door. She stumbled against him, her heart hammering against her ribcage like a trapped bird. She couldn’t break his grip. He towered over her, his well-fed gut straining against a sweat-stained sweater. He might be a drunk, but compared to her, he was a well-fed drunk.

      Even so, his breathing was a little labored before they got halfway there.

      He looked her up and down, his lip curling in disgust. “Fuck, you’re getting fatter by the day. Lucky for you, that don’t matter where you’re going. All they’re bothered about is that you can pop out babies.”

      She froze at his words, trying to wrap her arms around herself protectively, but he still had hold of her left arm. His gaze raked over her curves where her clothes had twisted against her in her struggle to escape, and a predatory gleam that made her skin crawl entered his eyes.

      “You know…” he said, each thought clinking against the next like a line of slowly falling dominoes. “If the aliens don’t want ya, one of my buddies was interested in taking you on. Said he’d pay good money for a plump little thing like you.”

      Her stomach churned, bile rising in her throat, and she swallowed. Hard. Mr. Morgan chuckled, obviously enjoying her fear.

      “But turns out, we can get even more for you at them LMP offices,” he said. “So you should think yourself lucky, girl. You’re about to become mighty valuable.”

      She tried to prize his hand off her arm, looking around frantically. If she could get away from him, she could run, lose herself in the city streets…

      “Don’t even think about it,” he growled, his fingers digging into her flesh as he hauled her up against him again. His fetid breath washed over her face, making her flinch. “One wrong move, or if’n you embarrass me in there, and I’ll take you back to Ron instead. Understand me, you little bitch?”

      She nodded as she stumbled along, her legs weak with fear. She’d met Ron a few times, enough to know she absolutely did not want to be in a room alone with him. Ever.

      The building loomed before them, the bright sign reflected in the puddle on the sidewalk in front. As they approached the door, she caught sight of her reflection in the window. A pale, frightened face stared back at her, eyes wide with terror.

      This was it. This was really happening. She felt like she was watching from outside her body as Mr. Morgan herded her through the door in front of him and approached the reception desk. The receptionist, a middle-aged woman with washed-out brown hair and a pinched expression, looked up from her computer screen.

      “Welcome to the Latharian Mate Program. How can I help you?” she asked, her tone bored as though she had better things to do than deal with customers. Jade frowned. Were people coming in here considered customers, or was that the aliens? How did it work? Did they get to pick a woman from a book, like picking a set of shelves from a catalogue?

      Mr. Morgan leaned in, lowering his voice. “Yeah, I’m here to see him. He knew I was coming.”

      The receptionist’s eyebrows raised slightly. “Oh, I see. And you have a… package for us?”
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