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      “I thought these B’Kaar were the top dogs when it came to technology?” Jay Stephens asked, looking around the small training hall with interest. They were surrounded by groups of cyber warriors, training both in and out of their kasivar exosuits.

      “They are,” Cade replied as he rolled his shoulders and took up a guard stance.

      Jay might be human, but in the time they’d been training together, Cade had learned to respect the other male’s skillset. “Why? Is that a problem?”

      Jay shook his head, snapping back to business and focusing on Cade with an intensity that said bruises would be found in his near future. It didn’t matter. They wouldn’t last long anyway. They never did on him. Even for his species, he was tough.

      “No, no problem. I was just wondering why this ship looks like every other Lathar vessel I’ve been on.”

      Cade didn’t take his focus off the Terran to look around. He knew what he’d see. Dozens of cyber warriors, all trying to ignore the fact that he existed. Which was pretty impressive considering they were also looking at him like he was the second coming of the Tanel. But then, given his bloodlines, that wasn’t entirely surprising. No one alive had ever seen a member of the Tanel. The vicious, warlike race had been wiped out by the first emperor, Kayan Vorr, but the Lathar had a long memory and all of Kayan’s descendants had been tarred with his "crimes."

      “I wouldn’t know,” he admitted in a low grunt as he circled the human. “I’ve only ever been on this ship. Well, apart from the Skev.” He referred to the small jump ship they’d used to escape his planet as it was destroyed.

      Jay stopped right in front of him, his guard down and his jaw slack. “What? Seriously? I thought you guys all had to serve on ships as part of your army or whatever you call it?”

      “Not all of us have the right temperament to be imperial warriors,” he said with a shrug and threw a punch at Jay’s ribs.

      The human easily blocked the blow, moving instinctively. It was impressive. Although he knew Jay had been a highly trained warrior in the human empire, something else had to be going on. Movement like that didn’t come from training. It came from deep within… from the primal part of the soul.

      If he didn’t miss his guess, Jay was just as much of a predator as he was, just in a different way—one that he also kept hidden, similar to the way Cade hid his talents. Easily done, when revealing them could result in his summary execution, especially with so many trigger-happy cyber warriors in the room.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Cade grunted, twisting to bring his elbow down to block a vicious roundhouse kick to his side. Like the best warriors, Jay fought without signals, leaving Cade only split seconds to react to anything the human threw at him.

      It was exhilarating, and the best fun he’d had in years. No one back home would fight him, not properly anyway. They all knew what he was and what he was capable of. Spoilsports.

      “Cade Vorr. I need a sample from you.”

      Every muscle in Cade’s body went rigid at the voice behind him. Forcing himself to relax, he turned, schooling his features to a wide smile over a blank canvas as he greeted the massive B’Kaar warrior behind them.

      “Berrick.”

      Even without his suit, Berrick B’Kaar was a monster of a male. Tall and broad shouldered, he was easily as big as Vaix, the largest Vorr in Cade’s village… Correction, ex-village. The cabals' orbital weapon had rendered it all to so much char and ash. A lifetime, and lives, lost because some malfunctioning piece of technology had held a grudge for centuries.

      Even without his suit, Berrick was huge. In it… Yeah, the male was a draanthing army all on his own.

      “You ain’t gonna make him piss in a bottle out here. Are you?” Jay cut in, making the B’Kaar frown in confusion. “Because I don’t need to see alien junk this time of a morning. Or like… ever.”

      “Why would I need his waste products? I need to analyze his DNA, not study what he drank last week…”

      The banter between the two gave Cade the few seconds he needed to gather himself.

      “Why? You already have my genetic information from the standardized tests.” He kept his body language loose and unconcerned as he met the B’Kaar’s gaze with a level one of his own. “That should give you a complete map of my DNA.”

      All Lathar were required to undergo testing shortly before the end of childhood. It was mostly to ensure they didn’t carry any genetic mutations, especially given the fact that their species had been heavily modifying their own code for generations. These days it was mostly to check for the Izaean mutation.

      If it showed up for any youth, they were packed off to Parac’Norr so they could be trained correctly. No one wanted to deal with a berserker going into blood rage unexpectedly.

      Like everyone else, he’d taken the standard tests, and he hadn’t flagged up for the Izaean strain. He hadn’t expected to. No Vorr had ever displayed the berserker mutation. But those tests were simple and only looked for certain specific genetic markers.

      “We only have the baselevel on file for you. I’m going to need more detail than that.”

      Berrick's voice was a deep rasp that sounded like he’d had an argument with a garrotte and lost. But there were no scars over his throat. Nothing that would indicate he had sustained an injury, not even the micro-thin scars left by some of the lower-level, less-experienced Latharian healers.

      Of course that didn’t mean much. He was second-in-command of a clan, so he would have access to some of the best healers in the empire. But surely they would have taken care of any internal damage at the same time they’d healed the external?

      “I’m busy training,” he argued, indicating Jay. As the only two non-B’Kaar aboard, he and the human had grown closer during the long journey back to Jay’s home planet. He wasn’t about to cut his friend off, just for the cyber warrior's trallshit tests. “I’ll come down for a scan later.”

      Given enough time to meditate, he could ensure that anything he didn’t want to show up on the scan would remain hidden. He didn’t precisely know how it worked, just that it did. The trick had been handed down through generations of Vorr to evade the empire’s tests. If they knew exactly what was hiding on the Vorr planets, the response would make the cabal weapon look like a walk in the park.

      Berrick shook his head and moved his hand. In it he held a blood collection tube.

      Cade froze in surprise. He’d only ever seen one on a historical recording. It was strange to see, especially considering that the B’Kaar prided themselves on being the most technologically advanced of all the Lathar clans. Surely they had gone beyond stabbing people with sharp objects to get what they needed?

      “We need more data than the scans will give us,” he said, stepping forward.

      The hackles on the back of Cade’s neck rose and he stepped back. Berrick’s bushy eyebrows disappeared into his hairline.

      “What’s the matter, kid? It’s only a little prick. Perfectly safe,” he said, totally misreading the reason for Cade’s apprehension.

      “That’s what she said.” Jay grinned, one shoulder resting against a nearby wall as he watched the interplay. Cade had noticed the human did that whenever he could; slouched to minimize his height and rounded his shoulders to disguise their width.

      It would have been an effective tactic if all the B’Kaar on board weren’t trall-scared of him already. Not only was his father-in-law the emperor’s champion and his brother-in-law the empire’s foremost assassin, but Jay himself had apparently stormed their ship and blown away some crazy scientist intent on bringing back a dead war commander. So his attempts at camouflage were utterly pointless with them and even more pointless against Cade. Any being who could wrestle with him was as tough as old ve’cichzen.

      Berrick rolled his eyes at the snappy comment and Cade's grin grew broader. Jay had brought him up to speed on the mate program and the fact that Berrick’s match was Jay’s biological mother—a female he’d never met.

      “He must be a blast at clan feasts,” Cade commented, eliciting a groan from Berrick.

      “Lady goddess, kill me now,” Berrick growled, a scowl on his bearded face. “I hope he takes after his father.”

      “Nope,” Jay replied cheerfully. “My father even called me a changeling at one point because I’m nothing like him. Always thought it was odd he didn’t accuse my mother of having an affair… But then, adopted brat. Makes sense.”

      “Why do you even need a blood sample anyway?”

      Cade eyed the archaic device with distrust, like it would suddenly leap out of Berrick’s hands and bite him. A scan was one thing but how was he going to fool a blood test?

      “It’s more accurate. Allows us to look at all the markers and plug them into the algorithm for the new mate program.”

      The breath left Cade’s lungs in a rush. “Oh, that’s fine. I’m not ready to be mated yet.”

      He was… more than ready, but he couldn’t take the risk of them finding what hid in his DNA.

      Berrick scoffed. “This from the male who did a victory lap with a bouquet?”

      Cade shrugged, his arms folded across his broad chest. He glared at Berrick until he put the device away in his pocket.

      “Fine,” he rumbled. “Plenty of others who want to be in the first round for the mate program.”

      Cade didn’t move as the cyber warrior walked away, watching him until he left the training hall. Then he realized Jay was looking at him, confusion written on his face.

      “It’s a proprietary thing,” he tried to explain. “They’re not my clan. I can’t trust them.”

      “Oh it’s fine.” Jay pushed off from the wall as they both walked from the training hall. “It’s cool man. You don’t like needles. I get it.”

      That wasn’t what bothered Cade, and Jay knew it. The unquestioning acceptance warmed Cade’s heart as they headed down the corridor, just far enough from Berrick in front of them that he couldn’t hear their conversation. Jay was about to speak again when the B’Kaar stopped suddenly and looked over his shoulder.

      “Hey, human… The war commander is having a dinner tonight. You in?”

      Cade registered the slight stiffening of Jay’s frame and answered before the human could. “He can’t. I’ve already got dibs on him and his mate tonight.”

      Berrick’s expression didn’t change. He nodded before turning and clumping away.

      “Thanks for that,” Jay muttered as they took the next left and headed down toward the guest quarters they’d been assigned.

      Cade inclined his head. He knew the background between Jay’s mate and the B’Kaar… that she was a former AI and they’d like nothing more than to take her apart to see how she worked. Only the fact she was the champion’s daughter stopped them from actually doing that.

      But that didn’t mean they couldn’t make things difficult for her and question her relentlessly during social interactions. No being deserved to be persecuted for being different or for the circumstances that had brought them into being, so he was happy to run interference.

      “No problem,” he said as they reached the door to Jay’s suite and he turned to walk the other way.

      Besides, Jay’s little mate wasn’t the only being aboard keeping secrets.
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      “This would be so much easier if you’d actually let me meet the damn aliens, you know?” Elise commented. She leaned back and eyed Cameron Murphy, president of Earth and all her colonies, over her coffee.

      Even though it was barely 8 a.m., it was her fourth of the morning, and she was seriously considering sneaking some vodka in it from the decanter on the unit over on the other side of the office. Heaven knew she loved Cam to bits but sometimes he could be an utter asshole to deal with. Scratch that, he was an utter asshole which was why he’d gone through seven PAs before she’d stepped in. No one else could deal with her brother.

      Their relationship wasn’t common knowledge, and they weren’t in fact biologically related. Nothing in either of their records hinted at any link between them. As far as the public record went, Cameron Murphy had picked out Elise Beaufort as his personal assistant from a list of viable applicants.

      Cam gave her the "Murphy" look, the one that had even the most hardened generals pissing their pants and quaking in their boots, ready to do whatever he wanted them to. Normally he masked it with what she called his president suit—the Murphy persona—but he pulled out the big guns when he needed to intimidate somebody. The problem, for him, was it didn’t work on her. She’d known him since he was Campbell Shelby, she was Eleanor Walker, and they were both unwanted gutter rats in an Anselm Kids Home.

      “You know why,” he said curtly, reading through the file in front of him on the desk. She watched him for a moment, his features as familiar as her own.

      They actually did look a lot like each other, to the point that she’d harbored a little hope that genetic testing would reveal they were indeed related. Maybe the cast off by blows of the same guy.

      She’d even fleshed their "father" out in her mind. Some up-society businessman or politician who had gotten his mistresses, or more likely a couple of house staff, pregnant. It wouldn’t have been street girls. Not that Elise had anything against sex workers. Everyone had to put food on the table after all.

      However, a pregnancy would have put a street girl's earning capacity at risk, so there was no way any of them would have carried a baby to term. There were plenty of backstreet abortionists and other doctors willing to carry out the required procedure if you knew where to look.

      She had a mental picture of their "father" in her mind. He would have been tall and leanly muscled like her brother, not short and sparse like her. He would have been handsome like Cam, with their shared pale eyes. That way of rolling their shoulders that both of them had, and probably the same dodgy right knee. No doubt he would have had a dangerous aura around him just the same as Cam had… The one that drew all the women to him like flies to the honeypot.

      Although, from an adult perspective, she now realized that Cam had only developed that dangerous edge by protecting her in the group homes. Then he’d gone into the special forces. She’d like to say the man who came back—the harder, darker version—was a different man, but he wasn’t. All the training had done was cut the rough away and reveal the deadly diamond within.

      Guilt washed over her and she let the fantasy slip away. Her brother had become a monster to save her and she would never be able to repay him. Especially as the full genetic tests they’d had as soon as they could afford them had revealed they weren’t related at all.

      “Cam?” she said gently, waiting until he looked up and she had all of his attention. “I’m not going to get carried off by any of them. I’m done with guys. You know that.”

      His expression tightened, his features becoming something near feral. With her he didn’t pretend or wear the "prez" suit he wore with everybody else.

      “Landon is a fucking idiot.”

      She snorted. Trust Cam to put it so succinctly.

      “Yeah, you don’t need to tell me that. And that just proves I’m not falling for any little green men. I’m safe,” she assured him. “I promise.”

      He smiled and shook his head. “Yeah, right. It’s not you I’m worried about. I’m saving their asses.”

      She frowned in confusion. “I thought things were good with the Lathar? How are you saving their asses?”

      He looked at her in that way he had, eyebrow raised slightly and a look of incredulity in his eyes, almost as if to say, "Are you serious right now?" Or, "Wrong answer, try again." She’d seen battle-hardened politicians break down under that look.

      “What?” she demanded, seriously considering dumping the contents of the water jug over him, just to put him back in his place. They might be adults now, and he might be the special forces version of the bogeyman who some idiot had put in charge of the entire planet, but sometimes he needed reminding that he was her brother and she didn’t put up with bullshit like that.

      “El, I say this with love… but you need to look in a mirror.” Cam’s voice was a low growl.

      Panic filled her, and she half stood, looking around toward the mirror on the opposite wall. “Why? Do I have a bird’s nest for hair… Oh shit, I’ve got spinach in my teeth. Haven’t I?”

      But the reflection that looked back at her was just as polished as the one she’d seen in the mirror before she had left her apartment this morning, and she looked at him in confusion.

      “El, you are stunning,” he told her. “And the instant any of those aliens get a look at you, you will be over one of their shoulders before you can blink and I’ll have to kill them.”

      She froze in place, shock rolling through her system as she looked at him. Cam never remarked on her appearance. Like ever. Not even when she had a punk rock hairstyle in her teens or pierced her nose in her twenties. Any kind of flamboyant dress sense completely passed him by.

      In fact the only thing that ever got a rise out of him was if he didn’t think she was covered up enough. And by covered up… Yeah, nuns wore less. She wasn’t even sure he’d actually registered the fact that she was female. Not that that bothered her. He was her brother, genetically related or not, and she had never once thought of him that way.

      “Seriously?”

      He nodded, the expression in his eyes chilling. “They don’t have divorce. If one of them bonds you, it’s for life. No escape. What happens if he’s an asshole? Beats you?”

      Her reply was swift and sure. “You’d kill him. As slowly and painfully as possible.”

      She knew that for a fact because he’d killed the pimp who had tried to rape her when they’d been forced to live on the streets as kids. They’d been fourteen, just escaped from the group home and within a day he’d put a body in the ground for her.

      “Exactly.” He nodded and looked at the file again. “So, by keeping you out of their way, I’m preventing a murder, an intergalactic diplomatic incident, and possibly a war. One that, I don’t need to remind you, humanity can’t win.”

      She sat down with a thump.

      Even though she was only his PA, Cam didn’t keep anything from her. She knew the precarious position Earth and her colonies were in against the massively better armed and more powerful Latharian empire. The aliens could wipe them out without breaking a sweat, without even committing a fraction of their estimated forces. It was a sobering prospect.

      “It’s all good,” she gave in with good grace. “I’m not interested in another relationship anyway. I’m totally over men. Who needs love anyway?”

      “Exactly.” He briefly glanced up to smile, and for a moment she saw the charming little boy he had been. “Besides, I could do without the bitching when you break one of their pretty boy little warriors' hearts.”

      It was an out and they both knew it. Her marriage to her ex-husband had been a cluster-fuck of epic proportions. The only reason Josh Landon was still alive was not because she had begged Cam not to kill him, but because he was an experienced intelligence officer and Cam might still have a use for him. Her brother never did anything, or killed anyone, without a reason. But still, she took the out and grinned at him.

      “Okay, so are you sure we should take the little green men to the zoo?”
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      “Any idea what this is all about?” Jay whispered to Cade as they stood assembled in the main hall of the B’Kaar ship.

      “We’re waiting for the emperor to pay a visit,” Cade replied in an undertone.

      Jay’s expression darkened as he looked down, plucking at his training uniform.

      “Dammit, I would have changed.” Jay scowled as he looked about. “Are you sure? It doesn’t look like this lot are flying the flag.”

      Cade inclined his head, pondering the quickest way to explain the complex structure of the Latharian empire to the human. It wasn’t a secret, but it wasn’t considered polite to discuss in public.

      “Let’s just say that the B’Kaar and the K’Saan aren’t exactly friends?” he leaned in to murmur.

      “The B’Kaar used to be allied with another clan, the K’Daar,” he explained quickly. “They were one of the other royal bloodlines and held the throne for generations. But then their heir disappeared, and the K’Saan rose to power. The B’Kaar blamed the K’Saan… said they’d arranged to have the missing heir killed and therefore wiped the K’Daar out. Since then the two have never been allies.”

      “Holy shit.” Jay looked impressed. Or incredulous. Or both. It was hard to tell with human expressions sometimes. “I thought humans were bad for politics but you guys have us beaten hands down.”

      He looked up again, studying the hall around them. “So that’s why they’re all wearing their fancy suits then?”

      Cade snorted. “No. That would be because the emperor is a drakeen pilot. If the rumors are true, he is capable of operating four at once, as well as fighting himself. They’re trall-scared of him.”

      Jay nodded. “I don’t blame them. I once saw a Lathar pilot two of them at once. It about fried his brain.”

      It was Cade’s turn to look impressed. “Without training? And he survived? He’s lucky to be alive.”

      Jay grinned. “Yeah. Nyek’s utterly batshit, and so is his mate.”

      Cade looked up and around the great hall. This area of the ship was usually given over to the training halls. The circle markings were evident in the surface of the floor, as were the tracks where the walls had been rolled back to open up the cavernous space. High-vaulted ceilings reached above them nearly to the dorsal hull, the space intersected by walkways and gantries filled with row upon row of cyber warriors.

      The utter silence of the B’Kaar in their suits lent a surreal air to proceedings. He heard none of the normal coughing or feet shuffling of a large group of people. Just… nothing, except the sound of breathing and the awareness of thousands of pairs of eyes watching and analyzing his every movement. It was like being under a microscope, only worse. Normally a specimen under a microscope was only being observed by one scientist, not thousands of battle-hardened troops with onboard weaponry.

      “It’s like being watched by fucking zombies. Ain’t it?” Jay muttered, his words distorted by the way he kept his lips thin and flattened. For a moment Cade looked at him and then realized he was doing it so the B’Kaar couldn’t lipread.

      He wasn’t stupid. He might not have an advanced-level education. He'd lost that chance the moment he’d been ruled ineligible to train as an imperial warrior. The fact that Vorr weren’t permitted to travel from their home planets was another factor against it, but he wasn’t stupid.

      “So what’s the secret?” he murmured back, making sure to keep his expression level and his lips barely moving. They might know he was talking, but hopefully they wouldn’t have a clue what he actually said.

      “What do you mean?” Jay cut him a look and Cade snorted.

      “I’m not stupid,” he said, turning slightly toward Jay. “You’re concealing what you’re saying. And there’s no point in doing that if the B’Kaar can simply record and voice match the audio.”

      The human male grinned and gave a slight wink. “I have my ways and means. Stick with me, kid, and I’ll see you right.”

      Cade nodded as the music started to announce the arrival of the VIPs along with War Commander Risyn. He didn’t bother to correct Jay or explain that the Lathar aged differently to humans. He had no idea how old Jay was, but Cade had no doubt that he was, in fact, older than the human chronologically.

      “So if it’s all a show of power, why aren’t Risyn and Berrick in their exosuits?” Jay asked as the VIP group entered the hall to begin the inspection.

      They were an impressive group. Cade had to give them that. Risyn and Berrick were joined by the emperor as well as a heavily muscled male who had to be the emperor’s champion. A healer who looked like this inspection was his personal idea of hell and a dark-haired warrior also tagged along behind.

      They were flanked by the emperor's drakeen, each of the heavily armored combat machines fully armed and on alert. Risyn and Berrick walked with the emperor, unarmored and out of their kasivar exosuits. Neither looked particularly worried, nor was their ke’lath, the B’Kaar’s internal wiring, active.

      “To prove they’re not threatened by the emperor or his drakeen,” Cade murmured, nodding toward the small group. “Notice how Berrick is flanking the general while Risyn shadows the emperor. They’re ready to take them on at a moment's notice.”

      “Good luck with that. Have you ever seen Xaan in combat? I have. He’s fucking lethal.”

      The familiar way Jay spoke about General Xaandril, the emperor’s champion, reminded Cade that the human was mated to the general’s daughter, Keris. He shook his head.

      Jay grunted, his sharp gaze following the small group. “Okay, so who’s the own brand with them?”

      Perhaps as a result of his unusual bloodlines, Cade normally had no issues working out the strange way humans spoke. This one, though, completely eluded him and a frown of confusion creased his brow. “Own brand?”

      “Yeah… like the emperor but a cheaper version?” Jay explained with a lift of his eyebrow, motioning toward the younger warrior behind the emperor.

      Even though Cade had never met either K’Saan in person, he knew exactly who it was. Only one warrior in the empire would swagger around in such a manner in front of the emperor himself.

      “That’s Rohn K’Saan. Second cousin of the emperor. He’s third… No, fourth in line to the throne. Wait… actually, it would be fifth, if Isan of Izaea had accepted his place in the line of succession, but he refused.” He nodded toward the heavily scarred healer.

      “Izaean? That the dude who looks like he lost an argument with a wood chipper?” When Cade nodded, the human whistled through his teeth. “Fuck me, that training must be brutal.”

      Cade chuckled. “Izaean training is. It’s the worst in the empire, but that’s not what the scars are from. He is… was a healer. Now he’s his father, Raalt’s, ambassador at court. He and the emperor don’t get on.”

      “Wait… what? He refused a place in the line of succession? Does that mean he’s related to the emperor? Is this Raalt the big guy's brother then?”

      Cade shook his head, keeping his gaze forward as the group made their way down the hall, Rohn in front as though this whole thing was for him.

      “No. Isan’s mother, Miisan, was Daaynal’s litaan. His twin.”

      Jay’s expression suddenly went blank and closed over. It was such a difference in the normally talkative human that Cade frowned. Something was wrong. Before he could ask, though, a sneering voice cut through the air.

      “And just why have the B’Kaar decided to parade trallshit in front of our glorious emperor?”

      He turned to find Rohn K’Saan glaring down his nose like Cade was something obnoxious he’d just scraped off his boot.

      The temperature in the hall dropped as he stared the arrogant princeling down. He stood there, all puffed up with his own importance like he was the emperor himself.

      “I am a member of the Devan’kra crew,” he replied, resisting the urge to spread the arrogant draanthic’s nose all over his face. “With just as much right to be here as anyone else to honor our Emperor.”

      “Like I believe anything a lying piece of Vorr trall says,” Rohn growled, stepping forward. Cade hid his amusement. If the male was trying to use his bigger frame to intimidate Cade, he was barking up the wrong tree.

      “Just because your ancestor created the empire,” Rohn leaned in to hiss, his severe features twisted with anger. “Don’t you go eyeing up the throne, Vorr trall.”

      Cade scored his reactions, well aware he was surrounded by thousands of B’Kaar warriors, and that the emperor’s drakeen were mere feet away. Sure, all the rumors said that Daaynal didn’t like the jumped-up piece of trall, but there was no way he could get away with knocking him on his ass without being slaughtered on the spot.

      But he couldn’t let the prince’s words go unchallenged.

      He curled his lip back. “Doesn’t look like I’m the one with the eye on the throne. Careful the emperor doesn’t find himself a little human mate. You wouldn’t even be… What are you now? The spare spare spare?”

      Rohn snarled, his expression twisting with fury. Cade had less than half a second’s warning before the bigger warrior launched himself forward, fist wound back.

      But Cade didn’t need even that long. He twisted just as the blow was about to land, leaning back so Rohn missed his mark by a fraction of an inch. Committed to the blow, he stumbled as his momentum took him around.

      Cade exploded into movement, grabbing the prince’s shoulders and twisting to slam a hard knee up into his guts. Rohn doubled over, his breath exiting his lungs on a short grunt of pain, so Cade took the opening to plant a heavy boot in his ass, sending him sprawling to the floor at the emperor’s feet.

      The drakeen whirled around, their weapons leveled at him. Cade swallowed, the sharp tingle of fear rolling up his spine like a prickly-burr from home. Before he could blink, several B’Kaar stepped forward, their weapons systems all active.

      Shit… were they actually going to go up against the emperor and his drakeen?

      “He started it,” he said quickly, motioning toward Rohn.

      “Lies! He’s Vorr. They all lie!” Rohn hissed, clambering back to his feet. “He struck me without provocation! Arrest him!”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say without provocation,” Jay said lazily, folding his arms over his chest. In training leathers, he could have been a Latharian warrior, but as soon as he spoke there was no mistaking he was human. “You were the one who started the name calling.”

      Rohn glared at him, but Daaynal cut off any reply. “Is this true, Rohnat?”

      Cade schooled his expression when the emperor used the full version of the prince’s name. That was bad news.

      “He is Vorr,” Rohn spat again but with less venom as he looked around and realized no one else seemed to have a problem with Cade. “What is he doing here? This is not a Vorr ship.”

      “The Vorr have no ships,” Risyn said mildly. “Everyone knows that. Cade is here as an honorary member of the B’Kaar.”

      “Why?” Rohn looked between Cade and the B’Kaar war commander. “The B’Kaar have never had an alliance with the Vorr.”

      Risyn’s expression didn’t change, but Cade got the feeling he liked Rohn less than Cade did, if that was possible. “A blood debt. Which means he is one of ours, and we will protect him as such.”

      Daaynal nodded, the drakeen returning to their normal positions around him. “Of course, of course. Now, shall we continue? There’s a lot to be done before we arrive in the Terran system tomorrow.”
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      Earth was not exactly as Cade had expected.

      It was warmer for one thing, the air wrapping around him like a warm white blanket as soon as he stepped from the temperature-controlled interior of the landing craft. Blue skies stretching as far as the eye could see met his gaze and his leathers were stuck to his skin before he’d reached the bottom of the steps.

      He took a deep breath, tasting the air as he rolled it over his tongue and drew it deep into his lungs. Scent was an important sense for him, far more important than hearing or vision, not that he would ever admit it to anyone who wasn’t Vorr.

      The scent of Earth told him many things. Despite the blue skies and the tree-lined inclines that surrounded the landing pad, they weren’t in the countryside. The air was filled with a toxic smog of propellant fumes and chemical smells. A trace of effluent hung in the air along with the unmistakable smell of too many beings crammed into a small space.

      He scanned the scene around them automatically as he stepped off the boarding stairs. A group of humans waited for them in a small semicircle. They were mostly male, but a few were females. He had to stop himself gawking in outright fascination. He’d only seen three human females before and only two of them close enough to speak to. He hadn’t realized they all looked so different… or had so many different hair colors.

      The group was arranged in two lines. Two types of beings were present. The front line was comprised mostly of older beings in some kind of formal wear with the younger ones in Terran uniform standing behind them. Most of them, even the ones in uniform, he dismissed after a single glance. They weren’t a threat.

      The male in the middle, though, the one who stepped forward to greet the emperor with a smile, was different.

      “Your Grace,” the male said, his deep voice easily reaching every member of the group. “Welcome back to Earth.”

      Every instinct Cade had went on high alert as the male offered his hand to the emperor. He was dangerous. Cade felt that down to his bones.

      “Thank you.” Daaynal shook the human’s hand, which seemed strange to Cade, used to the warrior’s forearm clasp as a greeting. “May I introduce my senior staff? General Xaandril M’rln, Ambassador Isan of the Izaea and War Commander Risyn of the B’Kaar.”

      Cade grinned at the furious look on Rohn’s face when the emperor didn’t introduce him.

      “Who is that?” He leaned in to ask Jay, who had disembarked right after him, nodding toward the tall human. After yesterday’s altercation on the Devan’kra, they were flanked either side by the B’Kaar. Most were in their exosuits, but the higher-ranking ones weren’t.

      “That’s Cameron Murphy, President of Earth,” Jay replied in an undertone. As the champion’s son-in-law, he wore the leathers of the M’rln clan, the pattern and cut different to Cade’s mended and patched Vorr leathers. They’d belonged to his father and were still a little large on him.

      “He looks dangerous.” Cade kept his voice low as the two leaders exchanged pleasantries.

      “Yeah, Murphy’s as black as they come. Shark in a suit.”

      Cade sighed, giving up on decoding the human’s words. “What does that mean?”

      “I believe it indicates an elite level of military training.” Berrick had fallen back to join them.

      Jay nodded in confirmation. “Like, the baddest of the bad. You wouldn’t ever want to meet him in a dark alley.”

      “Meet who in a dark alley?”

      A new voice broke in, and all three of them whirled around to find out that Murphy himself had crept up on them. Cade blinked in surprise. It was hard to sneak up on even a normal member of the Vorr bloodline, and that went double… no, triple for him.

      The human looked at them expectantly, a neutral but pleasant expression on his features. The bland mask gave nothing away. Cade drew another breath in, automatically analyzing the scents rising from the group in front of him. The Lathar he ignored. He knew their scents and could discount them. He was more interested in the humans who stood in front of him.

      All interest Cade had had in any of the females in the group fled as soon as he registered the scent rising from the human male. It was delicious, wrapping around him and almost bringing him to his knees. Unusually for a male, it was light and floral with a core of something exotic that drew him like a moth to a flame.

      “And I do believe I see a familiar face. Major Stephens.” Murphy smiled, his pale eyes warm as he extended his hand for Jay to shake. “I was pleased to hear that you had been found alive and well.”

      “Thank you, sir.” A smile was drawn from Jay even though Cade knew his friend didn’t feel like it. It was there in his scent, the memories of pain and loss there for anyone to read if they had the nose. “It was… touch and go for a while. My unit didn’t make it.”

      Sorrow washed over Murphy’s face as he pressed his other hand over the back of Jay’s. “I heard. I am sorry for your loss. Your comrades will be remembered with honor.”

      Jay’s expression tightened, a feral little smile crossing his face. “Thanks, sir, but don’t worry. They got their comeuppance and then some.”

      There was an answering flash of darkness in Murphy’s eyes and Cade forced himself to resist the urge to draw closer. To bury his nose in the side of the male’s neck and breathe in the alluring scent. It was compelling, calling to him, and he knew instinctively what it was.

      The mate scent.

      Surprise rolled through him and he studied the male again. Was Cameron Murphy his mate? He’d never considered a male might be his mate before, and he tilted his head slightly to the side. The conversation going on in front of him was secondary to his observation.

      “You’ll have to tell me that story sometime.” Murphy cut the emperor a quick glance. “And no offense, but I’m glad to hear it.”

      Daaynal waved in dismissal. “No offense taken. The D’Corr were among the Dishonored.”

      Murphy’s eyebrow went up in question. He was a tall male but not quite as tall as Cade, filled with the kind of lean muscle that was never bulky. Dark hair was cut close to his scalp and even though the skin on one side of his face was smooth, the chemical scent rising from it told Cade something was amiss. That part of his skin was a mask for something, but what?

      “The Dishonored?” Murphy’s voice was deep and low, pleasing to the ears. It helped as Cade readjusted his mindset.

      He’d never really thought about his fated mate. Mostly because he’d never thought he would ever leave his own planet. But he had thought his fated mate would be a female. To find the mate scent rising from the male rocked his world. But then, Iaanto, Tecc and Vaix had been blissfully happy for many years before Tecc’s death. At the reminder, his mood took a nosedive, but he was still aware of the little glance the human president flicked toward him.

      “Former members of the Lathar,” Daaynal explained, “who have been evicted from our numbers for dishonorable acts, such as kidnapping humans when it is expressly forbidden. If we had known what the D’Corr had done, any imperial vessel would have made it a point of honor to rescue Major Stephens as well as his unit and wipe the offenders out. As it turned out, Major Stephens required no assistance in dealing with them.”

      Jay shrugged. “I did have a little help… from my wife.”

      Murphy looked surprised. “And that is definitely a story I would like to hear, as well as meet your lovely wife.”

      “That can be arranged,” Xaandril, the emperor’s champion, spoke for the first time. “Major Stephens is mated to my daughter and is an honored member of the M’rln clan.”

      “We will have to arrange a dinner. We have some light refreshment arranged for you before we get down to business.” Murphy offered Jay a comradely smile as he turned. “But please, excuse me for a moment as I greet the rest of your party.”
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