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      I threw my sandwich wrapper and empty drink cup into the trash can and headed out across the quad. Only one more exam to go and I was free until next semester! It was going to be a fairly easy one, too, for my Earth Sciences class. I loped across the grass, nodding in greeting at people I recognized from some of my classes. Most of them looked stressed out, but then again I was a lucky guy. I only took classes on Tuesdays and Thursdays, while others spread out their course days. This meant a lot of them still had multiple exams to sit and papers to turn in between the rest of today and tomorrow, this being Thursday.

      My phone rang and I fished it out my pocket, I smiled, seeing it was my mom. She no doubt was calling to find out how I thought I’d done on my exams. She always forgot to adjust for the time zone difference, which was why I switched my phone off when in class and back on when I was out.

      “Hi, Mom,” I greeted her cheerfully.

      “He’s gone.”

      My good mood evaporated. “Who’s gone, Mom?” I had a bad feeling I knew who she was talking about, though. She had terrible taste in men, each one a bigger lame duck than the last. Still, I held out a shred of hope that she meant the cat had gotten out again.

      “It’s bad, Richie, really bad,” she sobbed. “I worked the night shift and tried to get gas on my way home and my card was declined. I checked the ATM and there was no money in the bank!”

      “You gave your boyfriend access to your account?” Please, God, tell me she wasn’t that stupid. She’s only known this guy for a couple of months!

      “He needed to be able to pay for things,” she replied, sounding defensive.

      “What things?” I asked suspiciously. Jeremy Lacoste was a mooch, occasionally working jobs for cash, jobs which he tended to be rather vague about the few times I’d spoken to his ass.

      “The house is empty. Only thing still here is Mr. Smoochy and his stuff.”

      “What?”

      “He took everything! Well, almost. Actually, he left the couch, too. And your old bedside table.”

      I stopped, pinching the bridge of my nose. “You’re telling me you went to work last night and came home to find out he’d not only cleaned out your bank account, but took all of the furniture?”

      “And the fridge, washer, and dryer!” she wailed. “I called Rent2Own and they said I’m gonna have to pay for all of it unless I can get it back. Not just the per week cost, either. I have to outright buy it.”

      “I hope you called the police.”

      “I can’t do that, Richie. Jer Bear is still on parole, they’ll toss him back in jail!”

      I swore. Parole? She’d never told me that! Though, it did help explain why he was evasive about looking for work and what kind of odd jobs he was doing. “Mama, he stole from you, big time, too. He should be in jail! What was he in for?”

      “Larceny. I’m so sorry, Richie,” she sobbed. “I should have known something was up when he told me I should move the money.”

      Ice gripped my heart.

      Larceny? “Move what money?” I asked her carefully.

      “Your tuition money. He pointed out that it was a hassle to always swap over the money from savings to checking when I paid it, so as long as I ring fenced it, it would be just fine in my checking.”

      I saw red. My mama was a sweet woman, but gullible. I would never have pegged her as being as gullible as this, though.

      “I really am sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t want to argue with him and well, the way he explained it and pointed out the cashback we’d get moving it all to this other bank because their debit card offered it, it just all seemed to make sense.”

      Fuck me. She’d even changed banks for this guy?

      “So you’re telling me that he took all the money my dad gave you for me to go to college?”

      My father was the eldest son of a rich man who’d knocked my mom up at a party. He’d paid her a lump sum at the beginning of my senior year of high school to cover my college education, enough for all four years at the state university. I remembered how excited she was when she told me he had done so, the two of us going to her bank and paying the cashier’s check into her savings account. And now it was completely gone.

      My mouth tasted of ashes, but I pressed on. “Well, did he?”

      “Yes,” she whispered. “But there’s a silver lining, baby.”

      Hope reared its head. “Yeah?’

      “Uh huh. The landlord said he’d wait on the rent and Mrs. Meekles next door told me about a scholarship you can get. All you have to do is go downtown and apply for it from the Mylos.”

      I knew the scholarship she was talking about and could not believe she had just suggested I go take a mate matching test instead of her calling the police to track down that toe rag of a boyfriend and get our money and the rest of our stuff back.

      “You don’t have to do it right away,” she hastened to add. “Jer Bear might have just found us a cheaper place to stay, not understanding we have to give thirty days notice even though I’m currently on a month to month.”

      I wanted to hurl my phone. She was still calling him by that pet name and holding out hope that he had not done her wrong.

      “And what about Rosie?” That was my eight-year-old sister, who lived with my grandmother as there was a good magnet school nearby. Mama sent Granny money every month to help with Rosie’s expenses.

      “She’ll just have to wait,” Mama said, her sobs starting anew.

      “I have my last test this afternoon, in about an hour. I am driving straight down to help you sort this out.”

      “You don’t have to do that!” she protested.

      “I’ll see you soon, probably by around seven.” I disconnected the call and turned off my phone, not wanting to have to deal with her again until I got there.

      If she hasn’t called the police by then, I certainly will. Not that he’ll still have my money, but anyway, it’s got to be done!

      I had three hours until my test, which was at four. I squared my shoulders. No way was I letting her messy love life fuck up my chance at completing my education. I had three more years to go to finish my bachelor’s. People often looked at me funny when they found out I was pursuing one in hospitality management, but I’d always dreamed of getting to work at some fancy hotel, resort, or cruise ship with the perks that would bring.

      I repocketed my phone and walked to where my piece of crap car was parked. I wasn’t going to wait. I was going right fucking now to apply for that Mylos scholarship because really, she was right. The enrollment period for next semester was now and I had no way to pay for it. And if I won the mate lottery? Well, at least I’d have the security of knowing my man actually would be my perfect match. To be honest, Mama’s luck with men is why I’d rarely dated.

      I snorted. Yeah, like you’ll end up matched. It’s like what? One in a million? One in a billion? Bigger odds than winning the state lotto, anyway. Hell, I might as well stop and buy a lottery ticket and some scratch offs along the way. More chance of winning something with those to give to Mama to send Granny than she has of him showing back up.
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      I looked around the conference room at my team.

      “That recaps what we know about the case so far. We’re still waiting for the use of cadaver dogs from the state, that’s supposed to happen later this week.” I gave them a tight smile. “I know we were expecting them last week, but with the Star Spangled Strangler admitting to burying five more bodies in the Kunowatchee State Park, they were diverted to comb the general area he indicated, hoping to find them.”

      “Did they?” Norlis, one of my senior officers, asked.

      “They found two bodies, both skeletal remains,” I confirmed. “They weren’t in close proximity to each other and only one had a flag wrapped around them. They are waiting to see if they can match the dental records so they can make a positive ID. The other body they think belongs to a hiker who went missing a few years ago.”

      My team shook their heads. The number of people who went missing without a trace on this planet was truly staggering.

      “I don’t know why they don’t just go ahead and let us scan the property. We’d find out if there was a body under her patio within minutes.” This was Norlis again.

      I pursed my lips. It was a major source of irritation for me that we frequently ran into obstacles like this. What I didn’t tell them was I already had run the scan, with Commander Gundar’s permission of course, so we would at least know and be able to try to use it while questioning our prisoner. There were two bodies, as it happened, under the patio of one of her previous residences. One human, one animal, which I suspected belonged to her husband and his dog, a small mixed breed. I’d held off on bringing this up to her yet, though, something telling me it was best to hold back. There was still the issue of the lawyer she’d used to fleece her nephews, too. His body had turned up at the house she’d stolen from her nephews. The man pretending to be the real lawyer was still in the wind so we’d not managed to get him extradited to the ship. My gut told me that once we did, we’d have enough leverage to finish cracking her.

      “On to other matters, we’ve had an increase in incidents around some of our Scholarship Centers. We’re also starting to see protests outside the bases during our visits to talk to the service members about our training and employment programs for veterans.” I gave a sardonic grin. “The latest reason for these is that we’re supposedly turning the humans who come up here into cyborgs, with microchips implanted into their brains so they will obey us. The end game is allegedly that we plan to release them all back onto Earth, and when we have enough, we will activate the chips and slaughter all who resist, thereby taking over their world.”

      “Where do they come up with this stuff?” I heard someone say.

      “It’s all made up so they get donations and money from ads when people watch their videos,” Norlis told him.

      “So scam artists?” Jolar asked, and I wished I still had the ability to feel as shocked as the rest of my team.

      “Unfortunately, their laws don’t allow them to simply arrest people for spreading propaganda in this way. Or depending on where they live, they might, but they are too busy with other crimes to bother unless it becomes a major headache for their government,” I told them. Which it might, quite soon. Our own Council was getting tired of having to deal with these fools. We’d already had people kidnapped, child custodies fought over, and even a few deaths, thanks to the propaganda machine and its believers. A line was about to be drawn in the sand, as the humans liked to say.

      My kunnarskyn buzzed and I glanced down to see who the message was from, in case it was from the Commander. What I saw had me staring at it in disbelief, despite my having seen people close to me receive the same message.

      “We’ll pick this up tomorrow,” I said, licking my lips. “I-I have to go. Norlis, have your team look into who is behind the propaganda sites and see if there is anything we can do to take them off the board. Tax evasion, anything. As long as they’re locked up and lose their broadcast license and access to the internet, along with credibility.”

      “Will do, but is everything alright, sir?” Norlis asked.

      I looked up, a genuinely happy smile on my face for the first time in many days. “I’ve been matched!”

      A hubbub of congratulations erupted. I hurriedly accepted them before dashing out the door. There was so much to do! I had to arrange for larger quarters and a bigger bed, for one. Deciding against calling the quartermaster, I instead hurried over to the nearest elevator and asked the AI to take me to the appropriate deck. On the way up, I finished reading the file on my mate.

      He was beautiful. Chocolate brown eyes and hair, naturally tan skin, Richie had certainly won in the looks department. The gold framed glasses he wore only made him look even cuter. Aged nineteen, soon to be twenty in a few short weeks, he was younger than me by just over a decade. His immediate family was listed as one mother and a young half sister who lived with their maternal grandmother. His field of study turned out to be in something called Hospitality, which when I looked it up, turned out to be something to do with hotels, restaurants, and other leisure related businesses. It was a degree that I was certain he would find a way to use while living here in the Fleet.

      I exited and strode quickly down the corridor, moving to get around slower warriors, who in turn made to get out of my way when they saw me coming. Before long, I reached the quartermaster’s office.

      “You already have larger quarters, with a sitting area and such,” the male observed. “I can have all your things moved to your new quarters immediately,” he assured me. “Do you want an entirely new bedroom suite?”

      “Might as well, but please place my existing one in the second bedroom. It can be used by visiting family,” I said, thinking of his mother and possibly his sister.

      “No problem. If you can spare a moment to take a look at the catalog-”

      “Just pick out whatever is the most popular,” I said, cutting him off. “Do that for everything, the pots, pans, et cetera as I’ve never prepared food at home.”

      “No problem. Xeranos can easily get that sorted,” the male said, referring to the ship’s AI. “You go on down and get your mate. I’ll send your new quarter assignment to your kunnarskyn. It’ll all be moved and set up for you by the time you get back.”

      I nodded, knowing he would have Xeranos pull a large number of males from today’s casual duty roster to make it happen.

      “Oh,” I said, suddenly remembering something from my mate’s file. “His favorite color is anything in the blue family and his favorite food is Italian.”

      He grinned back at me. “I’ll make sure to fill the chiller with suitable food, sir. And to make certain the textiles are all in shades of blue.”

      I nodded, satisfied. My couch was a deep green, but I was sure they could come up with something blue-ish to appeal to him. A throw or some accent pillows or some such thing. I took my leave then, eager to get down to him, my skin already itching as my instincts kick started the mating display.

      There was no time to delay! He was down there, waiting for me to come to collect him, and it would take a couple of hours to reach him by shuttle. I tapped my kunnarskyn to check if Xeranos had arranged for a shuttle and pilot for me. I knew he likely had, the AI was programmed to do so automatically the moment a match was made.

      “Geesh! Of course I have,” the AI told me. I shook my head. The more the AI interacted with the humans, the more relaxed he became when dealing with anyone, including during official business.

      “Rondell is waiting for you at Shuttle Five. I should inform you that your mate is requesting that you let him return to his university as he has a final exam to take.”

      “What time is his test?”

      “In forty minutes and it is a fifteen minute drive.”

      “Ask the officer there if he can spare someone to go with him and bring him back.”

      “It is highly irregular-”

      “Just do it.”

      Moments later, I heard, “Klarnell will escort him himself, as he has no further appointments and it is close to closing time. He suggests you land at the university as your arrival will coincide with the end of the exam.”

      “Thank him for me, please, and please contact the school and arrange for that.”

      “Will do! Xero out!” the AI chirped happily.

      I shook my head at his antics in amusement and hoped everything would go as smoothly once I arrived as it had thus far.
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      When Officer Klarnell congratulated me, I nearly fell over in shock.

      Maybe I really should have played the Lottery.

      Then reality hit me over the head when he reminded me that I was now not permitted to leave the building until my mate came to collect me.

      “I can’t do that! I have a final exam this afternoon! If I don’t take it, all my work for it this semester will have been in vain!”

      He looked pained. “I’m sorry. You really should have come after your exam or let your instructor know you were coming so he could have agreed to alternative arrangements should you be matched.”

      “Please,” I begged. “I swear I’ll come right back! “

      I didn’t mention my mom at all. I’d explain that mess to my new mate and get him to come with me to her house. The money to pay for the rest of my education was now secured, but there was still Mama’s rent, the bill for the rented furniture and appliances, plus the cost of replacing all of the missing stuff, food, Rosie’s upkeep, and probably stuff she didn't mention, like the light bill. My apartment was paid up until the end of summer and the rent included utilities.

      Thank God I had her pay up front for that.

      He checked his wrist, peering intently at something.

      “I’ve just received a message from Lieutenant Commander Sachuu. He’s asked me to escort you
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