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      “You will cease this nonsense immediately!” Lord Varrik Varaant roared. “This wedding has been arranged for years, and by the gods, you will obey me.”

      Lynara sighed and resisted the urge to rub between her eyebrows. She had a headache forming, as she always did when she couldn’t avoid her father’s calls. “I can’t. You know I can’t.”

      “You might be a princess, but I am still your father, and you will do as you are told!” Her father clenched his jaw in fury.

      This was it, the heart of their endless debate. Because while her father was plain old Lord Varaant, she was Lady Varaant, a princess of the empire thanks to her late mother, and that fact was a constant thorn in her father’s side. She hadn’t asked for any of it, but that didn’t seem to matter to him.

      “I might be a princess,” she threw back. “But I am also a captain in His Imperial Majesty’s Navy, and just like any other officer, I have to follow orders.”

      Silence fell on the other end of the link. Her father’s jaw clicked closed, and he looked at her like she’d finally said something worth his attention.

      “Orders? You have orders?” His voice was lower now, a note of intrigue creeping into it. “What orders? We have been at peace for over twenty-five years.”

      “Not mobilization orders,” she told him in case he got the wrong idea and tried to talk to Admiral Verran again to get her assigned a desk job back at command. “But I’ve been ordered to report to the admiralty offices this morning.”

      She left it at that. Open-ended. Mostly because she had no clue what the powers that be wanted with her.

      Her father’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps they intend to offer you a command. Like your mother’s…”

      Lynara shrugged. Her mother had commanded a capital destroyer, one of the most powerful ships in the Imperial Navy. But she had been a general with a whole, long-hard war’s experience under her belt.

      Which Lynara was most definitely not.

      The only ships currently waiting for captains were all the higher prestige classes. There were none that she, a newly promoted captain fresh out of the second officer’s chair, would ever be assigned command of. But… a girl could dream.

      “We’ll have to see how it shakes out.”

      “Let me know,” her father ordered. “If you do not get command of a decent ship, you will return home and marry as ordered.”

      “I’m sor— hat was th—at?” Lynara stuttered as she kicked the table the comm-link sat on, making the screen fritz. Her father’s face was decorated in lines of static as he scowled.

      “Lynara! Don’t you dar—”

      “Really br-eaking up.” She shook her head. “Can’t hear yo—”

      She cut the commlink completely and the screen went dead.

      Leaning back in her chair as it swiveled slowly, she let her gaze idly scan over her quarters.

      The space was small, a standard issue for a mid-ranking officer of the Imperial Navy, and totally devoid of the grandeur that came with her title as a princess. The room was practical, functional, a far cry from the opulence of her family estate. Tinted steel-grey, the walls whispered of conformity and anonymity. An officer’s quarters were not designed for luxury but for efficiency and purpose. Hers was no different.

      She’d gotten used to living in confined spaces during her service to the Imperial Navy, so the tiny area was arranged meticulously. A compact console station sat against one wall while across from it, a narrow cot fit snugly into an alcove. It was more for functionality than comfort, but it was hers.

      A small kitchenette on the opposite end of the quarters held a few personal touches that distinguished her space from any other—a half-drunk bottle of Tratorian wine and a plate with the remains of her breakfast along with a collection of mugs bearing insignias of the different navy divisions.

      These were the small luxuries she allowed herself, small comforts amid the brisk efficiency of naval life.

      She loved it, though. The starkness of it spoke to a part of her that yearned for simplicity and routine. It was her sanctuary, a space that didn’t bow to her lineage but acknowledged her for what she was and what she’d always aspired to be—a naval officer, a captain, just like her mother.

      With a sigh, she levered herself out of the chair and turned toward her locker. It was built into the back wall of the room and took her less than four steps to reach. Opening it revealed a row of neatly pressed uniforms. Reaching in, she retrieved her uniform jacket. It was crisp and clean, the fabric cool to the touch.

      The new uniforms were thermo-regulating, a fact she’d thanked the gods for many times, especially on exercises that had seen her and other crew hiking across desert planets with little more than the uniforms on their backs, emergency rations, and their wits. She couldn’t imagine doing that in the heavy uniforms of her mother’s era.

      She smiled at the thought, looking up at the worn and faded image pinned to the corner of the mirror as she slipped her jacket on. Her mother smiled back at her. The image had been taken when her mother was not much older than Lynara was now. She was in combat uniform and sat in the captain’s chair. It looked like she’d been taken by surprise, and her smile was wide and genuine.

      Lynara had always wondered who’d taken the image, but she’d never been able to find out. Whoever it was, her mother had obviously liked them and felt comfortable with them.

      She settled the jacket in place properly and zipped it up. The faint scent of the detergent it had been washed in mixed with the familiar metallic tang of the ship wrapped around her, and she took a deep breath of the comforting smell.

      Reaching onto a shelf for her rank insignia, she stretched her neck slightly and pinned it to her collar. Her reflection looked back at her, the metal glinting in the overhead lights. Such a small piece of metal held so much significance. Next, she added another badge, that of an officer of His Majesty’s Imperial Navy.

      All officers wore the insignia to denote they served Kayan Vorr, emperor of the Lathar. But unlike most, hers wasn’t bright and sparkly new, given to her when she’d joined the navy. No… hers was old and weathered but well cared for. It had belonged to her mother and was one of her prized possessions.

      She smiled as she brushed her fingers over the cool metal, feeling the comforting connection to the past and her mother.

      Straightening up, Lynara examined herself in the mirror. She looked every bit the part of an officer, every detail of her uniform immaculate. A touch of nobility in a sea of uniformity. She allowed herself a small smile.

      “This is it, Mom,” she told the young woman in the picture. “They’re going to give me a ship today. I know it. Wish me luck.”

      With a final nod of approval at her reflection, she turned and left her quarters. Whatever the admiralty wanted with her today was going to be good. She knew it down to her bones.

      Today was the first day of the rest of her life, and she was going to make her mom proud.

      

      Lynara stepped out of her quarters and almost ran over a young woman waiting by the door.

      “Goddess’s tits, Adia!” she hissed, reaching out to right herself on the smaller woman’s shoulder. “I could have done you damage there! What are you doing waiting around?”

      Adia shrugged and offered a small smile. Originally Lynara’s body-servant when they were children, she’d joined the navy as a yeoman to stay with her mistress.

      “You have a meeting with the admiralty in half an hour,” Adia reminded her as she fell into step with Lynara. “Do you want to go through possible questions they might ask?”

      Lynara shook her head. “No idea what this is about, so what’s the point? I could just tie myself up in knots spot revising, and they could ask me something entirely different.”

      “Well…” Adia pursed her lips, her gaze on the ever-present datapad she had cradled in her arms. “I ran a statistical analysis, and given your length of service and your training, it’s likely they’re going to offer you a command… or an academy instructor’s position. You did graduate at the top of your class for flight training and ship-to-ship combat, which would automatically qualify you for an instructor’s position.”

      Lynara grinned. She had, much to her classmate Saar’s disgruntlement. She wasn’t sure if that was because he hadn’t made first in class or because she’d beaten him. Both the kids of war heroes, they’d been in competition most of their lives. Although perhaps Saar had it a little worse than she did; both his father and his grandfather had been heroes.

      But… that didn’t mean she was going to miss out on teasing him at every opportunity. Especially when that teasing often led to raised tempers, and hell was Saar a good vaark when he was angry.

      “That doesn’t mean they’re going to offer me either,” she argued although Adia was right. There wasn’t much else it could be. Her record as an executive officer was exemplary, and she’d passed her captaincy course with flying colors. They had to offer her something. She knew it down to her bones.

      “Well,” she said, taking a fortifying breath as they reached the admiralty level and walked through the huge double doors. A large arch rose above it, the words, Vylo rien, Nexa roth carved on it.

      “With valor, we prevail,” she murmured to herself, her fingertips brushing over her mother’s badge pinned to her chest. The motto of the imperial fleet, but she much preferred the one of her mother’s unit, Forged in Battle, Bound by Honor, inscribed on the flag below the insignia. She hadn’t been in battle yet, unless you counted minor border skirmishes, but she liked to think she upheld all the same ideals as her mother.

      “I’m sorry,” Adia murmured by her as they crossed the huge lobby toward the stern-faced military secretary sitting behind the desk. “Did you say something?”

      “No, no, you’re good. Wait for me over there,” Lynara ordered with a nod, indicating the seating area at the side of the room. It sat below large windows showing the landing pads outside. A sleek admiral’s yacht sat there, glinting in the sun.

      One day, she promised herself as her gaze caressed the sleek lines of the yacht in envy. One day she would have one of those. Just like one day she would achieve the rank her mother would have if her life hadn’t been cut short just before the end of the war.

      “Yes?” The secretary looked up as though seeing Lynara for the first time. Which was a load of trallshit and Lynara knew it. The woman had been aware of her and Adia the moment they’d walked into the room. A second later the computer system would have identified them and shown both their records on the screen in front of the secretary.

      Which meant she also knew Lynara had an appointment with the admirals… Which meant this was little more than a powerplay.

      “Captain Lynara Varaant to see the admirals,” she said, her voice smooth and professional. She could play the game as well. “I believe they’re expecting me.”

      Less than two minutes later, the battle-axe of a secretary led Lynara into a large, imposing room.

      “Sirs, Captain Varaant to see you,” she announced, closing the door behind her as she backed out of the room.

      It was wood-paneled and adorned with the flags and symbols of the empire. A long table stretched out before her, two figures standing at her arrival. She knew both of them instantly; any naval officer would. They were the joint chiefs of the navy and reported to the emperor himself.

      Admiral Verran, an older man with a stern look that mirrored the hard lines etched on his face, smiled as she approached the table. Admiral Illais, a woman in her mid-forties whose gaze dissected the world around her and found it lacking, regarded Lynara with a hard look.

      “Captain Varaant, thank you for coming,” Verran said, rounding the table and extending his hand.

      Lynara shook it firmly, nodding at Admiral Illais in acknowledgment. “Admirals. It’s a pleasure.”

      “We’ve heard a lot about you, Captain,” Illais commented, her intense look never leaving Lynara’s face.

      She felt like she was under a microscope, her every reaction and emotion examined and analyzed.

      “All good things, I hope,” Lynara said, raising an eyebrow slightly. She needed to show them that, despite their rank and status, she wasn’t intimidated.

      Admiral Illais nodded. “Of course. Please, sit.”

      Lynara offered a nod of thanks and took her seat, her fingers brushing against the fabric of her uniform to straighten it. The admirals exchanged a glance before Verran began speaking.

      “Your reputation precedes you, Captain. And we remember your mother well. But this is not about past laurels. It’s about the future,” Admiral Verran said, his voice gruff.

      He didn’t scare her, though. He had been one of Lynara’s academy instructors years ago. She knew Verran’s bark was worse than his bite. Admiral Illais was the danger in the room.

      “So,” he said, “I’ll cut to the chase here. We believe you have a bright future.”

      Lynara leaned forward, her intrigue rising yet matched with a cautious undertone. “And what might that future hold, sir?”

      Admiral Illais pushed a datapad across the table to Lynara, revealing the specs of a massive ship. “Meet the Elysium. A capital explorer, one of the largest in the fleet. We believe you are the person to command it.”

      Lynara looked at the datapad, her expression twisting into a blend of shock and awe. “An explorer?” Her voice trailed off, the concept so grand it was beyond anything she’d imagined.

      Verran nodded, understanding in his gaze. “We understand it’s a lot to process. But we are looking for someone with a long career ahead, with an impeccable command pedigree. Someone with top-tier academy stats.”

      “And most importantly,” Illais interjected, not missing a beat, “someone with drive and vision. Someone who can handle the responsibility of leading a mission to deliver an expedition to a new colony planet, facing the unknown. We believe that person is you, Captain Varaant. Are we correct?”

      She looked up and determination filled her. “Yes, ma’am. You are.”

      The words were so foreign to her own ears, almost like a far-off echo. An exped captain. She, Lynara Varaant, was going to be an exped captain. For a moment, the world around her seemed to dim. All she could process was the enormity of the words she had just spoken.

      The low hum of the room crept back into her awareness, and she realized the two admirals were talking over the logistics of what would need to happen before the launch. The stark details drew her back into the present, the datapad’s cool surface reminding her of the momentous journey that lay ahead.

      “You’ll be booked in for orientation tomorrow,” Admiral Verran said.

      She nodded as she read through the mission briefing quickly and then frowned before looking up at him.

      “It looks like launch is scheduled for the back end of next week. Is that a typo?” she asked, fairly sure it was. But then, the admiralty weren’t known for making mistakes. Not on something as important as expeditions. They were part of the expansion of the empire… part of the future of the empire itself. “Because from the looks of this, the colonists will require genetic modification. And… well, standard recovery time from even the simplest gen-mod is at least three weeks…”

      She let her voice trail off. The admirals knew that. Of course they knew that.

      “No,” Admiral Illais said, “that timeline is correct. The colonists will be undergoing the next generation of genetic modification. The changes to their coding will take place in the pod during stasis, which will mean they will be fully operational up to the stasis point and then already recovered by the time they come out of sleep near the target planet.”

      “That is…” Lynara trailed off, her mind racing. “Smart. Really smart.”

      Everyone dreaded gen-mod recovery. Even though it gave them great advantages both biologically and skillset-wise, the recovery period was brutal. The last round she’d had, she’d wanted to stretch so much it felt like her muscles were tearing off her bones while at the same time, she’d wanted to curl up into the smallest ball possible. Her body and reactions had warred between the two until she’d worn herself to exhaustion.

      “Our scientists are making great leaps and bounds all the time,” Admiral Illais noted with a small smile. “By the time you get back, who knows what will be possible?”

      Lynara blinked, her eyebrows rising in surprise. “I’ll be coming back, not staying with the colony?”

      Admiral Verran shook his head. “Captains of your lineage are few and far between, Captain. We do not want to lose you, even if there will be a few decades between reports. But we won’t put you on a charge for tardiness,” he said with a wink. “We will be assigning a ground commander for the colony expedition itself, and you will bring the Elysium back to us. Given the length of time this journey will take, a promotion to Commodore will be waiting for you on your return.”

      Her head spun. A decades-long journey at top speed… she couldn’t even begin to comprehend the distance. The thought of the trip back seemed even more daunting. But most of that would be in stasis.

      She bit back the smile that wanted to cross her lips. A couple of decades later, her princely betrothed would have moved on. It was hard to have kids with a woman on the other side of the galaxy, and a prince would need an heir…

      “Chronologically you will be around ten years older when you return, given the length of stasis sleep,” Admiral Illais said. “Which will make you both in line with that rank for your birthdate and also the youngest commodore in history. Which is fitting since your mother was the youngest destroyer captain in history in her earlier career.”

      Lynara inclined her head. “Then, I am honored, Admirals, and I would very much like to accept this assignment.”
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      “To the empire’s newest explorer captain!” Saar Cavaal roared with the same kind of raw energy as a launching starship. His deep voice cut through the chatter of the bar, and he raised his glass high. “I give you… the captain of the Elysium!”

      “The captain of the Elysium!”

      The jubilant cheers bounced off the plain walls, reverberating with the clinking of glasses and raucous laughter that filled the second-rate bar favored by fleet officers below captain.

      Lynara leaned back in her chair and smiled. They’d been coming here since they were snot-nosed cadets at the academy, and the scent of cheap liquor and old wood intermingled with the underlying notes of sweat and metal were as much a part of her as all the beastings and training she’d endured to earn the right to the uniform she wore.

      “Oh, give it over, you lot!” She laughed, her cheeks flaming a bright crimson as she waved her hands to try and get the group around her to shut up. “I don’t want to get barred before I leave!”

      “Oh come on, Lyn!” Elaira, her old roommate at the academy and a newly minted scout captain shipping out next week, grinned. “You were the last of us to be assigned, but you know what they say… save the best until last!”

      The warm flush crept up her neck, and Lyn’s heart expanded with pride and amazement. It still hadn’t sunk in. The Elysium was the very pinnacle of the empire’s starship engineering. And she was its captain. Not just a captain, but its first captain.

      “Vaark’s sake, Lyn, how the hell did you manage to pull off a coup like that?” Saar demanded. He and Aaril watched her like hawks, their eyes gleaming with envy.

      The four of them had gone through the rigorous training of the academy together, shared in the challenges and triumphs, and now here they were, all newly minted captains about to ship out.

      But she wasn’t like the rest of them.

      They would all ship out on shorter missions—Elaira on patrol while Aaril had scored a light cruiser captaincy. They would both be the rank and file of the navy’s might in battle. Quick and able but not packing as much as the big destroyers. Saar, meanwhile, was in Sector Seven, the empire’s most secretive special forces, so they didn’t even know where he was going, and he couldn’t tell them. With both his father and grandfather in the sector, it was no surprise that had been the route he’d chosen.

      It was weird to think they would be old by the time she got back.

      She shrugged and allowed herself a small grin. “I guess Command knew talent when they saw it.”

      “Vaark off!” Saar threw a beer mat at her, which she easily ducked and flipped him off. “There’s gotta be more to it than that.”

      “Yeah.” She nodded. “I slept with the admiral.”

      “No way!” Aaril breathed, his eyes wide as he leaned forward in his seat. “Verran? Vaark, he’s like… a hundred if he’s a day!”

      “Nope. Illais,” she threw back, knowing Aaril had a huge crush on the beautiful, if frankly terrifying, admiral.

      “Did she vaark!” Saar scoffed, cuffing Aaril around the back of the head and nearly making him fall off his chair. “She’s having you on.”

      Lynara gave her best innocent look but couldn’t hold it. She began to chuckle. “Hey! It’s not my fault he’s gullible as trall, now is it?”

      “But an explorer!” Aaril, none the worse for his near trip to the floor, leaned back as a grin spread across his face. “I’d give my left nut to captain a ship like that.”

      Elaira slid him a sideways glance, one corner of her mouth lifting in a saucy grin. “I’d rather you didn’t, love. I’m rather fond of that one.”

      Aaril’s response, a hearty guffaw, echoed around the bar, melting into the background noise as he leaned to the side and hauled the slender woman into his lap, kissing her soundly.

      The playful exchange had none of the formal reserve or pretense that Lynara was used to in the royal courts. She looked away quickly to give them privacy. They didn’t notice, but she did it anyway. She’d always been a princess trapped in the gilded cage of royal expectations, and she craved the freedom Aaril and Elaira had to choose a partner… to be in love.

      Her path had always been mapped out for her—a trophy wife for an asshole prince she couldn’t stand the sight of. She’d been betrothed before she’d been out of her cradle, so an academy romance like Aaril and Elaira’s had been out of the question for her. Romance was out of the question for her. She had to restrict herself to one-night stands and make sure even those were secret, or heads would roll.

      But tonight, she was free, and tomorrow she’d be lightyears away. It was the first step of the journey that would take her far, far away. She wouldn’t see her friends for decades, and when she did, they would have aged, but she wouldn’t have. She lifted her glass to take a sip, letting the cheap rotgut whiskey burn all the way down to her gut as she savored their companionship for the last time in a long time. Tomorrow, she would leave to become the captain of the Elysium. Tonight, though, she would have a last taste of freedom before her next few decades were taken up with duty.

      The evening’s warm atmosphere chilled as the door swung open, an icy draft slipping into the bar. A prickling sensation crawled up her spine as Saar murmured, “Heads up. Asshole at twelve o’clock.”

      She bit back her groan, refusing to turn around. She knew who she’d see.

      Prince Dariel K’Daar.

      The man she’d been betrothed to since the cradle.

      He was a towering specimen of the empire’s genetic superiority. His physique was a deceptive mix of brute strength and elegant refinement, clad in sun-kissed skin that drew the attention of every red-blooded woman and a fair few men in the room. His dark, curling hair cascaded to his shoulders, styled into an Imperial Court fashion rather than cut short according to unofficial naval norm—a deliberate choice to remind them all that he was, in fact, a cut above them.

      The group around her groaned softly, anticipating the confrontation that was sure to come. The man was an utter ass, a conceited prick who strutted around with an air of imperial entitlement, especially now his family name bore the coveted K signifier. Bestowed by the emperor himself, the gift elevated him from mere royalty to a demi-god status… or so he liked to believe.

      “Look at him, Lyn,” Elaira whispered, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Don’t you think he might not be so bad if we just gagged him?”

      Lynara snorted, almost sending her drink down her nose.

      “Vaark off. I’d want to throttle him rather than vaark him! Ignore him,” she added in a mutter, taking another swallow from her glass. “Maybe he’ll go away.”

      “Nope,” Saar rumbled, his knuckles whitening as his hand closed around his glass. His pale eyes flashed in warning when she glared at him, willing him to behave himself. “Contact in three, two… one…”

      Her heart sank as heavy footsteps sounded, and Dariel appeared in her peripheral vision. She slid him a sideways glance with overtones of “What the vaark do you want?” and “Vaark off and die.”

      The man was panty-wettingly handsome, a fact she hated with a passion, and his smug smile made it even worse. Genetically, they were a perfect match, a fact verified by the healer’s hall itself, so their offspring would be strong and intelligent—the very embodiment of what the empire prized.

      If she could ever bring herself to let the arrogant asshole touch her. His smug arrogance was so repugnant she would rather disembowel herself than touch him with a ten-foot pole.

      He looked at Lynara, his eyes gleaming. “Congratulations on the Elysium assignment, Captain Varaant.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” Lynara responded, the words tasting sour on her tongue. The silence hung between them, a palpable entity.

      “I thought I should make the effort and congratulate you—” he said, rubbing at his eyebrow with a well-manicured finger. She’d thought she’d capitalized on her rank by getting Adia into the navy as her yeoman, but Dariel had gone one step further, even having a full staff around him when going through the academy.

      “Congratulations noted and accepted,” she said, motioning the bartender for another round of drinks. Perhaps prince smug would get the message from her turned shoulder and vaark the hell off.

      “—especially since we’re going to be working together,” he carried on as though she hadn’t spoken.

      She turned and speared him with a hard look.

      “What did you say?”

      His grin widened, wolfish and triumphant.

      “Oh, didn’t they tell you? I’ve been assigned as the ground commander on your little… expedition.”

      

      Previously in Pursued by the Alien Lord

      

      They know.

      Cameron Murphy closed his eyes at the two-word message that appeared on his personal comm. It was anonymous, no sender identified, but he knew who it had come from. Only one person in the human systems could evade security systems so completely.

      Raven.

      Taking a deep breath, he stood as the Latharian emperor entered the conference room, flanked by two other males Murphy recognized. Traxx and Rohn K’Saan, both kin to Daaynal.

      “Good morning,” he said with a smile, hiding his emotions with the ease of long practice. He’d have liked Elise here to analyze their body language, but she was off with her new mate, Cade, who was an ally—at least he hoped Cade and his people, the Vorrtan were—against the might of the Lathar. Especially since he suspected he’d now pissed them off. He wasn’t sure exactly what Raven’s “they know” referred to, but he was going with everything. At least then he wouldn’t be surprised by something.

      “I am surprised you called this meeting. Perhaps you could tell me what it’s about?” he asked, indicating that the three alien men should be seated around the big table in the middle of the room. It was circular to ensure there were no arguments about who sat where and no battle lines could be drawn or inferred from the seating plan.

      “Emilia, would you mind getting the emperor and his kin something to drink?” he murmured to his new personal assistant, who was hovering in the corner of the room. She didn’t reply so he half turned to look at her. The girl’s eyes were wide, and she was barely able to tear her gaze away from Rohn.

      Murphy sighed. He really should check if she was signed up to the mate program. He didn’t want to train her up in the way he liked things, only to lose her to the first alien warrior who came along.

      “It’s quite simple,” Daaynal said as he sat down, diverting his attention to Emilia for a moment. “Black coffee, please. Strong as you can, with a splash of cold water.”

      He returned his attention to Murphy and the smile he’d treated Emilia to slid from his face.

      “We have discovered a distress signal from a ship. One of ours. Buried in ice near your north pole.”

      Murphy blinked. That had not been what he was expecting. But one of Raven’s reports had mentioned a signal from the north pole. So far his scientists hadn’t been able to isolate it, though.

      “So, this is about a rescue operation?” he asked. “When did the ship crash? We didn’t pick up anything on our planetary defense net…”

      Daaynal’s lips quirked in amusement. “That would be because, according to our records, this ship crashed before human recorded history. It’s the ship that brought humanity’s ancestors to Earth. And it’s still transmitting. Which means someone is still there…”

      

      | Now…

      

      “Holy shit.”

      The curse was out before Murphy could stop it, nor did he try to stop the expression of surprise that washed over his face.

      “So you’re telling me a ship that is hundreds of thousands of years old is buried in the ice, and somebody is on board?”

      The emperor nodded. “Yes.”

      Murphy blinked and looked at the holo-map on the table between them. It showed the entirety of the Arctic with a blinking red mark not far from the North Pole. Not far, but certainly far enough away that it would have been missed on any expedition to reach the Pole.

      “Well… that makes sense. It’s the only place on the planet a ship could go undetected all this while. It’s inhospitable, dangerous… The nearest human settlement is hundreds of miles away.”

      Daaynal nodded. “And if we have our dates correct, this is definitely the original expedition ship.”

      “It will be,” Traxx butted in. “The signal is from the right era and initial scans—”

      “Wait. What?” Murphy speared Daaynal with a hard gaze. “You took scans of the planet without clearing it with me?”

      For a moment Daaynal’s expression froze, and Murphy didn’t think he was going to answer. Then Daaynal nodded, no hint of a smile on his face.

      “Yes, and I apologize for that. We scanned immediately to ascertain the threat level.”

      Murphy tilted his head. “Why would you do that?”

      “The signal is the type used during the Tanel Wars. Since many of our ships were used by the enemy, we wanted to ensure that this ship was not one that had been compromised and thus proved a threat to Earth.”

      “The Tanel Wars?” He frowned. “That was the war that caused the formation of the Vorrtan if I’m correct? You genetically engineered supersoldiers to fight?”

      The emperor nodded. “Yes, indeed. The Tanel Wars were the very start of the empire. The first Emperor Kayan Vorr took control of the Imperial princes and forged one empire to fight the Tanel.”

      “So these Tanel… they’re a big threat?”

      Daaynal regarded him levelly over the table, his big frame relaxed. “Indeed so. You’ve seen Ambassador Cade Vorrtan in his battleform. The Tanel appear much the same.”

      Murphy thumped back into his chair. “Well, fuck me.”

      The three aliens watched him with unreadable eyes.

      “Okay, so your scans were warranted. I assume that this ship checked out?”

      Traxx nodded. “Had it not, a squadron of fighters would already have been dispatched to ensure its utter destruction. The Tanel are far more dangerous than either the Ovverta, or the Krin. We do not suffer any of them to live.”

      “Scorched Earth policy,” Murphy said with approval. “Makes sense. Don’t leave any of the enemy alive to shoot you in the back. So… it’s not a Tanel ship but an expedition ship? And someone is left alive on there? Is that even possible… wouldn’t they be hundreds of thousands of years old now? Can Lathar live that long?”

      “No,” Daaynal said, leaning forward to wave his hand over the display. It changed to a ship schematic like nothing Murphy had ever seen. Obviously Latharian, it was bigger than even the ship that had split open to become Devan station. “They’d have to be over two hundred and fifty thousand years old, by human chronological measurement.”

      Murphy shook his head, his mind reeling. As a species they’d only recently discovered that everything they knew about their origins was wrong. They were not unique, nor even native to Earth. They were descended from the Latharians, an offshoot adapted over vast expanses of time thanks to an accident.

      “What you’re looking at is the Elysium,” the emperor said, using motions of his hands to rotate the schematic. “It’s an explorer class vessel designed for colony missions over many decades. Which means this class was fitted with stasis tubes. We had a lot of competing theories about how Earth was seeded, especially with the… specific modifications we found in your genome, but now we’ve discovered the Elysium’s signal, we managed to home in on the how of it finally.”

      “Stasis tubes? So there could be people still in there? Like… our ancestors?” he asked, staring at the schematic without seeing it. The origin of the human race could be on that ship, lying asleep for eons. If they were… what would they be like? Would they be more like the Lathar, or would they be obviously human?

      Murphy flicked a glance at Daaynal, noting familiar features in his alien face. Once you knew what you were looking for, it was easy to see echoes of humanity in the Lathar, and vice versa. The shape of the eyes and jaw, the long limbs and tapered fingers… they were all hints of a shared lineage, albeit written in a much larger form.

      The differences were also marked, which meant that whatever survivors might remain in that ship would probably be far closer to Latharian than human. Even if they were, though, they would still have technology and weapons. The ship was ancient but even so long ago, the Lathar had had the capability to cross the galaxy. Humanity couldn’t do that even now, so whatever technology was on that ship would be far beyond what they had.

      Murphy took a slow breath, reining in his speculations and focusing on the matter at hand. “If there are survivors, it changes everything.”

      Daaynal grinned, the light of battle in his eyes. “There is no debate here. My people discovered the signal, the ship is Latharian… which means it and any survivors are ours to retrieve.”

      “The hell they are,” Murphy snarled, surging to his feet. “The ship is on Earth, which means it falls under my jurisdiction.”

      The emperor’s eyes gleamed in challenge. The argumentative asshole was definitely enjoying this. “You seem to forget humanity remained ignorant of that ship’s existence until we uncovered it, even though it has been here on your planet for years. More learned minds than mine might question whether humanity are fit guardians of such priceless history.”

      Murphy arched an eyebrow. The emperor wanted to play it that way. Did he?

      “And one might also question whether a species so dismissive of others should be trusted with technology and knowledge far beyond current understanding.” He fixed Daaynal with a hard look. “We stand as equals in this… or my people claim sole rights to that discovery.”

      A growl rumbled in Daaynal’s throat, fury warring with grudging respect in his alien gaze. Traxx shifted as if preparing to attack, halted only by his emperor’s raised hand.

      Silence reigned for a handful of heartbeats, but he refused to look away from Daaynal’s stare. The emperor was the most powerful warrior in the Latharian empire, a man not used to being told no. Until now. Like it or not, he might be dooming everyone with human DNA to a lifetime of slavery should Daaynal decide to take offense and just conquer Earth and her colonies, but he couldn’t… wouldn’t allow the guy to ride roughshod over him.

      Finally Daaynal’s fierce visage broke into a broad grin, and he laughed, the sound booming around the walls. The tension broke like shattered ice.

      “You have courage for a human. Hell, even for a Lathar. Not many males will stand up to me in such a manner. I can see the K’Daar blood in you. Very well…” He nodded. “We stand as equals in this.”

      His eyes hardened to chips of emerald fire as he stood, his kinsman standing at the same time. “But betray our trust, Mr. President, and… well, let’s just say the relationship between our species would become much… cooler.”

      Murphy’s lips quirked at the corner. “Are you saying you’ll take me off your Christmas card list?”

      Daaynal’s face split into a broad grin. “Something like that.”

      Relief and satisfaction surged through him, and he allowed himself a small smile. “In that case, Your Majesty, it seems we have preparations to make. The past awaits.”

      The emperor’s eyes gleamed with anticipation.

      “So it does. Shall we go unearth our ancestors and see what fate they herald for us all?”
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      Less than twelve hours later, Murphy and his team stood on the landing pads of Sharpe Hill base, waiting for their Latharian counterparts.

      “They’re late,” Major Dubois, the team’s survival specialist, grumbled. He slid her a sideways glance. Almost as tall as he was, with a whipcord-thin frame, he had rarely seen her smile.

      “I’m sure they’ll be here,” he countered, hands thrust into his pockets. He’d shed his suit, and like the rest of the team, wore black cargo pants and a sweater over a turtleneck with heavy boots. The cold weather gear they would need for conditions at the pole was packed in backpacks piled on one side of the landing pad along with the numerous boxes and crates of equipment the scientists had insisted they needed.

      “Are you sure we need them?” the major asked, squinting as she looked up, as if she could penetrate the clouds and spot the Latharian base and ships up there through sheer force of will alone. “I don’t trust aliens. I’d be much happier with our own helos. I know the capabilities of those machines inside out.”

      “I’m sure you do, Major,” he replied, unfazed by her questioning. Most people wouldn’t have dared to question him, but Dubois had pulled him and his team out of a mess during the Helsdown incident, so she deserved more leeway.

      “But given that the Lathar are years ahead when it comes to technology, I’m sure their transports can handle whatever the Arctic can throw at them.”

      “Hmm,” was all Dubois had to say, her expression still unconvinced.

      The roar of engines from above was their only warning as, a second later, the Latharian ships dropped through the clouds and hurtled down toward them.

      The Lathar called them drop ships, and they truly lived up to the description. The massive metal boxes were equipped with guns and oversized engines, and they dropped from the sky, relying on their brakes and reverse thrust to avoid becoming a mangled mess upon impact with the ground.

      He’d been in one once, and it had taken every ounce of willpower to remain composed as it hurtled toward the ground. Only the fact that the Latharian emperor, that asshole, had been watching him for a reaction allowed him to stand there, feigning mild interest in what he had been sure was their very imminent demise.

      “Fuck me!” Dubois hissed but stood her ground. “They’re not going to do that at the pole, are they?”

      He shook his head. “No, we’re strictly sub-orbit, atmospheric flight on this one.”

      He’d made sure of it, given the sensitive nature of some of the equipment they were taking. The scientists had already looked at him as if he had kicked their favorite puppy when he had instructed them to pack up and prepare to set up a mobile lab in the Arctic. Their dire warnings about sensor vulnerabilities and recalibrations still echoed in his ears. If he were to ignore them and allow an orbital flight, he’d likely face a mutiny.

      “They’re efficient, I’ll give them that,” Dubois admitted begrudgingly as the alien ships settled on the landing pad in front of them with a soft whoosh.

      The boarding ramp descended at the back of the nearest ship. Nothing was fancy about it; it was a dull grey box with brutish engines. There was nothing to draw the eye except for the emerging Lathar.

      “Big bastards, aren’t they?” Dubois commented, as if they were discussing the weather. “I wonder what they put in their food to get that damn big?”

      He chuckled, relieved that she hadn’t become overly fascinated with the aliens like the majority of the female population. Even Emilia, his new PA, had taken one look at them and signed up for the Mate Program the next day.

      “How’s Dave?” he asked her, fairly certain he’d remembered her husband’s name correctly.

      “Fucking his secretary,” she replied promptly, her eyes narrowing as she watched the Lathar approach. “Thinks I don’t know. I instigated divorce proceedings last week.”

      He froze for a split second. He’d forgotten how blunt Dubois could be at times. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Don’t be,” she retorted, flashing him a sideward glance. “Wanted rid of the asshole for years. Now I have a reason to get rid of him.”

      Before he could respond, the two Lathar reached them. Like the rest of their species, they were tall and heavily muscled with long hair that reached past their shoulders.

      They wore leather uniforms, open to reveal bare chests and chiseled abs, but the configuration of the stitching on their shoulders was unlike anything he had seen before, which meant they weren’t from any of the clans he was familiar with.

      “Good morning, Mr. President,” the one on the left with more braids in his hair spoke in clear, perfect English and extended his hand. “I’m Taavik V’aant, and this is my kinsman, Savaar. We’ll be heading up the Imperial historical evaluation of the site.”

      Murphy nodded, shaking Taavik’s hand firmly before offering his hand to his colleague. Despite his words, it was evident from his braids and manner that Taavik was the senior and in command.

      “A pleasure to meet you, gentlemen,” he replied. “May I introduce you to Major Anya Dubois? She’s a highly decorated military officer and an extreme environment survival specialist. She’ll be keeping us safe from dangerous conditions in the field.”

      “She’s a female,” Savaar blurted out, looking down at the major in surprise.

      “So good of you to notice.” The corner of Major Dubois’s lip twitched in what could almost be described as a smile, if you squinted and looked sideways at it.

      “A pleasure to meet you both,” she said, shaking their hands in a no-nonsense manner. “And if you and your team do exactly what I tell you, I’ll make sure to get all you pretty boys’ home.”

      Murphy kept his face impassive as surprise washed over the faces of the two Lathar. He doubted either of them had ever been called “pretty boys” in their lives, even though they were handsome in that glossy magazine model way most of the Lathar were. From his conversations with Daaynal, he knew they regularly altered their genetic code, which was a large part of the reason they no longer had women of their own species, but he’d never thought to ask if they did it for cosmetic reasons as well.

      Taavik recovered first, offering Dubois a small bow. “We will, of course, cede to the expert in the field.”

      “Excellent,” he broke in, before Dubois could say anything else and possibly offend their alien guests. “Then let’s saddle up and see what surprises the North Pole has in store for us.”

      “As long as it’s not a fat man in a red suit,” the major grumbled as she grabbed her pack. “Because if it is, I am definitely starting day drinking.”

      

      Murphy’s breath fogged up the window of the Lathar transport as he stared out at the vast, frozen expanse of the Arctic. Ice and snow stretched out for miles, untouched by anything but wind and time.

      He sighed as he leaned his head against the back of the seat and looked around. Both teams, human and Lathar, were crammed inside with their equipment with two more transports following behind. There was a distinct divide with the humans clustered near the front of the transport and the Latharians at the back.

      Each side watched the other when they thought they weren’t looking, but there was definitely more interest from the Latharians, especially for the women on the team. It wasn’t a creepy interest but more like fascination. Which was understandable given that he suspected most of them either didn’t remember women who looked like them, or their only memories were from very early childhood.

      “Have you traveled in one of our transports before?” Taavik, in the seat on the other side of the window, asked.

      Lounging back against the big jump-seat, he looked totally relaxed, and not at all like a historian. Instead he looked just as much of a warrior as every other Lathar he’d met. And big.

      Dubois had been right in her assessment of the two Lathar in charge of the alien team. Taavik was nearly seven feet if he was an inch and as broad as a barn, and Savaar was even bigger… Murphy had always been bigger than average and muscled for his frame, probably due to the fact he apparently had more Latharian DNA than most of humanity. But these two made him look tiny.

      “I have.” He nodded in reply to Taavik’s question. “I visited the station in orbit. Transport both ways.”

      He didn’t add that he didn’t remember the journey up due to the fact someone had tried and failed to blow him and the emperor up in a meeting. Just the memory of the way down was enough.

      He frowned as something through the window caught his attention, and he squinted to bring it into focus. In the distance a shape jutted out from beneath inches of frost-coated glacier, the lines unnatural among the softer shapes of nature’s frozen forms. It was like the prow of a ship rising from the frozen depths below. Except, if he could see it from this distance, it had to be much larger than any ship he’d ever seen.
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