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      “So, they’re both princes?”

      Jessica Kallson, Jess to her friends, sipped her drink and watched the small group of men on the other side of the room.

      Unlike Jess and the two women standing next to her, they weren’t human. Standing well over six feet apiece, with more muscles than she’d ever seen on a man, they were Lathar, the warrior race who had attacked and captured the frontier defense base she’d been stationed on.

      Since then, relations had warmed somewhat. Not quite captives anymore, Jess and the other women who’d been brought to the Imperial Court on Lathar Prime were now treated as honored guests of the emperor.

      The emperor with the very nice ass in his tight warrior’s leathers she was ogling as he greeted the two men in front of him—both his nephews. But her attention didn’t remain on Daaynal, the emperor, for long. Instead it was hijacked by one of the other men.

      Laarn K’Vass was identical to his brother, the husband of Jess’ best friend Cat, but where Tarrick’s hair was cut short, Laarn’s was long. Where Tarrick wore the red sash of a war commander, Laarn’s was the teal that denoted he was a healer. There were other differences as well. His eyes were green, not gold like Tarrick’s, and the body under the jacket Laarn wore buttoned to his neck was badly scarred. The scars were from his profession. She’d only seen them once, brutal marks that decorated his lean, hard body like artwork.

      “Hmmm… say what?” She blinked as Cat, standing next to her, clicked her fingers in front of Jess’ face.

      “If you can tear your eyes away from my brother-in-law for a moment,” Cat chuckled, amusement on her face. “I said that yes, they’re both technically princes. Their mother was Daaynal’s litaan, his twin.”

      “Huh,” Jess started a little in surprise. “I didn’t realize they had male-female twin sets.”

      “Yeah. At least, they used to.” Cat sighed. “But with girl babies dying in the womb… there haven’t been any born for a long time.”

      Jess nodded, silent at the reminder that for all their military might, the Lathar were facing doomsday as a species. She swirled the drink in her glass and continued watching the three men. Well, she continued watching Laarn as he stepped aside from his brother and uncle, leaving them to talk. She’d noticed that about him.

      Although he was as big-built and muscular as his brother, he often stepped back out of the way when Tarrick was talking, as though not wanting to take the attention. He wasn’t shy, though. She’d seen him training and interacting with the other warriors, and he had an easy aura of command they all obeyed. He was quieter, but no less alpha for it. It was more a quiet power, as he watched all around him with a critical eye, and it sent shivers down her spine.

      “He’s going to see you looking soon, you know?” Cat commented, her eyes alight with amusement as she looked over the rim of her glass.

      Like Jess’ it was filled with a Champagne-type drink, but lilac in color. And, unlike Champagne, she’d found it didn’t give her a hellish hangover in the morning. That wasn’t to say it wasn’t strong. Already she felt a little merry, so she always made sure only to drink one or two glasses. While they were “honored guests” of the court, there were more than enough dangers to watch out for…

      Unbidden, her gaze slid to the other side of the room where a large group of warriors had congregated. Most of them were drinking and laughing amongst themselves, and… yes, there was a fight going on in the far corner. Nothing serious by the looks of it, just a friendly bout between two warriors. In the middle, though, one warrior stood steadfast and silent, his light gaze fixed on her. Saal.

      Quickly Jess looked away, not making eye contact. Saal had been pursuing her since they’d arrived on Lathar Prime, the fact that he’d happily claim her for his own clear. But, handsome as the guy was, Jess’ attentions lay elsewhere. With a tall, handsome healer…

      Her gaze returned to Laarn, who also had a drink in his large hand. But he wasn’t drinking it. Instead, all his attention was on the pad in his hand. A sheet of flexible plastic, it was the Lathar equivalent of a computer and cell phone all rolled into one, but it could be folded up and slipped into a pocket.

      “I doubt he’ll even notice, or care much.” She buried her nose into her glass and took another drink, hating the hurt little sound in her voice.

      Laarn was a healer and dedicated to his work. He probably hadn’t noticed her, or the fact she was a woman. His entire interest in her was solely based on the fact she was Terran.

      She’d tried to chat with him when she’d been in the medbay, offering to spend countless hours in the high-tech hologram bed thing in there as he scanned her DNA over and over, but he’d only ever talked about medical issues. What was her medical history, had she had any diseases in her lifetime, had anyone in her family had anything unusual?

      He’d been fascinated when she’d told him about cancer, even though it had all but been eradicated, and about childhood diseases. As soon as she tried to get something personal out of him though, he clammed up, declared they were done for the day and left medical.

      She’d soon learned not to ask him anything personal, in the hope of spending more time with him. Perhaps if he saw her often enough, he might start seeing her as a woman.

      So far, though, no such luck.

      “Hmmm… yeah, he’s very focused on his work,” Cat admitted, a frown between her brows. The frown was noticed as they were joined by a third woman, her fingers laced through that of a tall, heavily built warrior. Jane Allen had been the Marine commander on the base but was now happily married to one of their former captors, Karryl.

      “Who is? What did I miss?” Jane asked, her gaze following the direction they were both suddenly not looking in. She sighed. “Laarn? Is he still being obtuse?”

      “Obtuse? What is this word?” Karryl looked around the small group, his expression curious as, obviously not satisfied with just holding Jane’s hand, he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her into his side.

      “It means he’s being dense,” Jane explained, her hand on the broad chest of her man. Jess all but sighed at the loved-up look the two exchanged. She wanted that, the all-consuming love and passion she saw between Cat and Tarrick and now Jane and Karryl. “It means he’s not seeing what’s standing right there in front of him. In this case, Jess.”

      Karryl blinked, the surprise evident. “But she isn’t standing in front of him. She’s standing right here.”

      “No, that’s not what I me—” Jane paused as she clocked the tiny curve at the corner of his lips. “Asshole. You know what I mean.”

      He grinned. “I do. But why do you think he doesn’t see her? Laarn’s a healer, but he’s as male as the rest of us. I think you’ll find he’s probably very aware of Jess.”

      “He is?” Cat and Jess asked at the same time. Then Cat gestured toward where the big healer stood, his attention still riveted on the pad in his hand. “How does that equate to being aware of Jess?”

      Karryl’s expression went blank for the moment in a neutral expression Jess had noticed a lot of the warriors used, usually when they didn’t want to talk. He shrugged. “A man is a man, whatever else he does.”
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      Laarn hated social functions. They were pointless. A waste of time that could be better spent elsewhere, doing something productive or in the training arena.

      He sighed as he looked up at the sounds of a fight. Seemed like some warriors had decided to bring the training arena here. A small group hovered around a pair who were going at it hammer and tongs. The betting had already started. By the looks of the combatants though, and the quick glances they kept shooting across the other side of the room, they were less interested in the winner’s cut and more interested in catching the eye of one of the human women.

      Bloody show offs, Laarn snorted to himself, but he couldn’t resist a quick look that way himself. There were nearly twenty of them at court now, and all delightfully feminine in a way the Lathar, without women of their own, hadn’t seen in decades. The fact that they were the descendants of a Lathar colony team only added to their allure.

      Even he could see the appeal. They were tiny but intelligent, and some were as fierce as any warrior. Not that all males found that kind of fierceness attractive. Some did. His gaze fell on the tall figure of his lifelong friend, Karryl.

      From the same clan, they shared blood on their father’s side and had grown up together. The big warrior had his arm wrapped around the slender waist of his new mate, the human warrioress, Jane Allan. Laarn had seen her in battle, and she was as ruthless as any Lathar. He’d heard tale that she’d shot the warrior who’d poisoned Karryl and tried to claim her point blank between the eyes, not a shred of mercy in her body. Karryl beamed with pride as he looked down at his mate, obviously head over heels in love, with his wrists bare to show off his mating marks.

      But, for all that he’d been brought up a warrior before going down the path of healer, Laarn didn’t want such a warrior woman for himself. His gaze slid to the side a little, to a slender woman standing between Karryl’s mate and his brother’s mate, Cat.

      Jessica Kallson.

      For a moment, he was frozen in place, watching in fascination as she turned to place her empty glass on the tray of an oonat, a waitress. The light conspired and highlighted the slender curve of her neck and jaw, his gaze riveting to the luscious line of her lips as she smiled at something Karryl had said.

      Jealousy ripped through him in an instant, his fists clenched at his side as he glared across the room. The only man she should be looking at, smiling at, was him.

      “She’s a pretty little thing. Isn’t she?”

      Laarn turned slightly to find Daaynal standing next to him. Slightly taller and heavier than Laarn himself, he had the same green eyes Laarn saw in the mirror each morning.

      “She appears to be attractive for her species, yes.”

      He returned his attention to Jess, immediately tapping down his reaction to the little human female. Daaynal might appear to most to be a big, dumb warrior, but Laarn knew better. His uncle was as ruthless as the day was long and far cannier than he appeared. He’d survived countless assassination attempts since he’d been on the Imperial throne, and many before that, when he’d been a crown prince. There were even rumors that he’d killed his first assassin before he was ten cycles old, saving both himself and his sister, Laarn’s mother, in the process.

      “Attractive for her species?” Daaynal snorted, burying his nose in his tankard and taking a deep swallow. “Have you heard yourself? Attractive? She’s beautiful. They all are…” He lifted his head to look across the room at the group of women, warm appreciation in his eyes.

      When he looked back, his gaze was sharp. He looked over Laarn’s shoulder for a moment, pointedly, and then back again.

      “Careful that the prize you want isn’t stolen out from under your nose while you’re not looking, sister-son,” he advised in a low voice. “Now, tell me of your research.”

      Laarn groaned inwardly. He’d hoped Daaynal wouldn’t ask, but he kept his expression neutral.

      “So far the genetic material confirms that the Terrans are descendants of the lost exploratory mission. There is some deviation, but after so long that’s to be expected.”

      “They’re still close enough genetically to us though?” Daaynal asked.

      Laarn nodded. “Yes, they are. Procreation between human and Lathar is more than possible, expected even. In fact,” he mused, looking across the room to where the two human-Lathar couples were standing, “since the bonded males can’t keep their hands off their mates, I’m surprised we haven’t seen a pregnancy yet.”

      He managed to keep the frustration out of his voice. Just. As the premier healer in the Latharian empire, he was leading the research project into the condition that caused all female young to die in the womb. Because without women of their own, they were doomed as a race. Even with the influx of human women, there was always the possibility that the same thing could happen to any human-Lathar children. If it did, gaining human mates for their warriors was at best simply a stay of execution. In less than a generation, they would be facing the same problem.

      And that wasn’t the worst of it. He’d been tracking the problem with their DNA for years, and it was speeding up. If his suspicions were correct, before too long it wouldn’t just be the female fetuses that were affected. It would be any viable fetus. And shortly after, the ability of any warrior to get his woman pregnant would be eradicated.

      “I just don’t get it,” he added. “It’s not progressing like any disease I’ve ever seen before. If I had to guess from the raw data, I’d say we were looking at more of a bio-genetic agent at work, but on a massive scale with no clue as to the method of infection.”

      He sighed, running his hand through his hair in a rare display of agitation. He was a good healer, a damn good one. Probably the best in the empire and, some said, better than even his grandfather, the last, near-legendary lord healer. Some said, but not all. More said he wasn’t as good as his grandfather, that the K’Vass line was muddied by the fact the lord healer had married a commoner. Never where any K’Vass warrior could hear, of course—no Lathar was that suicidal—but he knew what they said.

      He couldn’t heal them.

      “You’ll find something,” Daaynal said, belief in his voice. “Although, wouldn’t it be easier if you had a mate of your own… for close observational purposes, of course. You’d be able to monitor any possible pregnancy in real-time, wouldn’t you?”

      Oh, his uncle was good. Laarn almost found himself nodding in agreement before he stopped dead. Even the flicker of an eyelid might be taken by Daaynal to mean he agreed, and thus seal his… and Jess’… fate. He allowed his gaze to flick over to her. She was so tiny and delicate compared to him. When he was around her, he ached to claim her. But he couldn’t. And he couldn’t allow Daaynal to remove her choices either and make her mate him.

      He’d seen the looks on the human women’s faces when he’d removed his jacket during the journey to court. The shock and then the careful looks away. Or if any of them had to look at him, they ensured they looked him directly in the eye, no quick glances down to his body.

      For the first time in his life, he’d been concerned about how others viewed him. How Jess viewed him. Did she see the strength it had taken to endure the marks he carried? Or did she see him as a scarred monster?

      His jaw tightened. From the way the humans acted around him, it had to be the latter. He was under no illusions. He wasn’t pretty to look at. And, if their species treasured physical appearance so much, why would she want him when there were better looking warriors around?

      “Think about it,” Daaynal ordered, clapping him on the back and then moving away to circulate.

      Laarn stood where he was a few moments longer and then turned with a sigh. He should make an effort and talk to a few people. Then, at the first opportunity, he would make his escape and return to the lab.

      He had work to do if he was going to save them all.
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      Laarn had disappeared on her yet again.

      Jess sighed in frustration as she slipped from the ballroom unnoticed and made her way toward where she was sure he would be.

      His lab. She sighed. Seriously, the guy took workaholic to the next level and then some. Attached to the med-bay, he seemed to spend most of his time in there. So much so, she was sure he either had a pallet set up in his office, or he simply didn’t sleep.

      If she had to guess, she’d say the latter. Sometimes he looked bone-weary tired. Hot as hell, but tired down to his soul despite the determined aura that surrounded him like a cape.

      Biting her lip, she turned the corridor. She just wished he’d turn some of that determination on her, the way Tarrick had with Cat, or Karryl with Jane. With the latter couple, Jane had wanted nothing to do with Karryl, but the big alien warrior had persevered, stuck at it like a terrier with a bone and not given up on getting the woman he wanted.

      Now they were happily married… or mated… Whatever you wanted to call it, they were it. All she knew was that Jane had a ring on her finger and Karryl had tattoo-like marks around his wrists all the other warriors looked at with envy. It was a love story from beyond the stars… and her silly romantic heart couldn’t help sighing and wanting that herself.

      Her slippered footsteps were near silent in the high vaulted corridors. Like the Lathar ships, the Imperial Palace was built on a much bigger scale than anything she was used to, but then, so were they. She was getting used to it though. She’d always been a little bit claustrophobic in space, sometimes feeling the metal walls and bulkheads were pressing in on her, but not on a Lathar ship. Not with all the wide open spaces and high corridors.

      Yeah, she could get used to living in a place like this, leaving the dirt and dust of the crowded human colonies behind…

      As she looked up a tall, leather-clad figure stepped into the corridor, just before she reached the double doors to the medbay, and blocked her path.

      Saal. Again.

      She came to a stop, the long sweep of her skirts disguising the fact she’d almost skidded to avoid running into him. The Lathar were touchy-feely if they could get away with it, but mostly only if contact was initiated first. Bumping into, brushing up against, stepping close to… all counted as initiation, and she really didn’t want to go there with Saal. Like really didn’t want to go there. The keen look in his eyes and the determination said that would only end one way—with him trying to formally claim her in front of the court.

      According to the weird rules the Lathar worked by, she could only refuse a claim three times before it got ugly. Originally, when they’d first been taken, the human women had been warned they’d end up in one of the pleasure houses—prostitutes used over and again by any warrior that walked through the door. Now they were under Daaynal’s protection, she doubted it would come to that, but she’d probably be sent home. Away from the alien culture she was starting to love… away from Laarn.

      No way. No how.

      “Good evening.” She inclined her head, trying to imitate the cool elegance she’d noticed Cat use around the Lathar warriors. Her voice came out breathy and cutesy.

      Dammit, where was her inner bitch when she needed her? There was no way she could do what Cat did, her graceful manner a far cry from Jess’ bumbling ineptitude. They’d been friends for years, but at times she was envious of her beautiful, slender friend for her poise and grace. She loved Cat to bits, but she was so perfect… and Laarn was Tarrick’s twin, presumably with a similar upbringing and likely the same tastes. Probably why Laarn didn’t see Jess as a woman.

      “Good evening? It would be a good evening if you would allow me to spend time with you.” Saal smiled as he stepped closer. Jess resisted the temptation to step back. It would be an admission of fear and she knew better than to show fear to a predator. Even one that walked on two legs like a Lathar warrior… especially one that walked on two legs like a Lathar warrior.

      His gaze flickered over her hair, her face, and downward, over her figure encased in the floating robe-like dress of a Lathar woman. Pleasure flashed over his features. “You are the most beautiful female I have ever seen.”

      Probably one of the only females he’d seen in recent years, the snarky voice in the back of her head added.

      She ignored it, inclining her head in thanks for his compliment. Warlike they might be, but Latharian society did have rules and etiquette, and the human women had discovered the best way to deal with them at times was with politeness and formality.

      Saal stepped closer, almost into her personal space, and she froze as he leaned in. “I want you, little human female, and I intend to have you,” he murmured in a deep voice, his lips not far from her ear. “You can run as much as you like, but you will be mine.”

      The shiver rolled down her spine and she’d taken a step back before she could stop it. The feral smile that curved his lips said he’d seen the small movement. Fuck.

      “Not this evening, she won’t,” a cold voice sounded from behind him.

      Saal turned quickly to reveal Laarn standing in the doorway of the medbay, his arms folded over a broad chest. The look on his face was hard as he looked at Saal, but it softened somewhat as his gaze flicked to Jessica.

      “Miss Kallson, thank you for coming so promptly. The test we were talking about is now ready.” He stepped slightly to the side, sweeping an arm toward the open door behind him. “If you would step this way?”

      She could have kissed him out of sheer relief, sweeping past the hulking form of Saal where he almost filled the corridor and into the safety of the medbay behind Laarn. She turned just in time to see the look of fury that crossed the other warrior’s face as he squared up to Laarn. The temperature in the corridor dropped a couple of degrees. Although the healer hadn’t moved, the set of his body and the sudden tension in his frame said he was more than happy to meet violence with violence should Saal offer it.

      Holding her breath, she waited as the two men locked gazes, a tremor running down her spine. She’d seen challenge fights erupt between warriors over the slightest little thing, and they were always brutal. But fights over women seemed to be something else.

      She’d only seen one, when they’d first arrived on Lathar Prime and a warrior had taken a liking to Jane. The fight between him and Karryl had been furious and ruthless, and it had nearly claimed Karryl’s life when the other guy cheated. Karryl only survived because one of the women, not giving two hoots about the warriors’ honor code, pulled a gun on the challenger and threatened to blow his brains out.

      But the three of them were the only ones here, and she didn’t have a gun. Saal didn’t back down, taking a half step toward the big healer. The tension between them was electric. She wouldn’t have been surprised to see sparks flying between them as Laarn dropped his hands to his sides.

      “You want to do this?” the healer growled, his voice far lower and more dangerous than Jess had ever heard it before. The rough edge and tones shivered over her skin, the sound turning her on. Hell, what was wrong with her? A guy’s voice alone shouldn’t turn her on this much.

      Laarn lifted a hand, and the sound of tearing fabric filled the corridor as he ripped open his jacket, shrugging it off to dump it on the floor at his feet. Jess caught her gasp as his body was revealed, all hard, ripped muscle and scars over every inch of skin. The power there turned her on, even as what he’d been through made her heart ache. The scars were from his healer’s trials, where he’d suffered through every disease, ailment and surgery he would treat as a healer. In the Lathar tradition, the more pain a healer could take, the higher their level of training.

      Laarn was a lord healer… the highest level of doctor they had. The highest-ranking healer in the empire.

      Saal’s expression shifted as he saw the scars, his eyes widening imperceptibly. His skin paled a little as he inclined his head.

      “My apologies, Lord Healer. I meant no offense. I merely wish to protect Lady Jessica.”

      Laarn clenched his fists, white showing over his knuckles. “That duty is not yours to assume. Lady Jessica and the other Terran women are under the protection of the emperor, and by extension, his family. Me. Leave. Now. Before you overstep your bounds, warrior.” Laarn practically spat the words.

      Saal backed up before he started to step forward, ducking his head. “Of course, Lord Healer. My apologies,” he muttered, and turning, disappeared down the corridor.

      Jess sagged a little, her hip against the nearest diagnostic bed as relief washed through her hard and fast that it hadn’t come to a fight.

      “Oh my goodness, thank you.” Her voice was soft, heartfelt, as the double doors to the medbay shut at a wave of Laarn’s hand. She’d seen the gesture many times before, but not the one that followed it. The door turned red, indicating he’d locked it.

      “You shouldn’t thank me,” Laarn’s voice was a growl as he turned and she sucked in a hard breath at the look on his face. “All you’ve managed to do is shut yourself in with a worse danger. Me.”
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      Anger rolled through him, hard and fast, at the danger Jess had put herself in. Why she’d left the ballroom without an escort he had no idea, but it just proved how draanthing clueless she was about their culture.

      “You? Dangerous?”

      She laughed, but the sound was a little unsure, her eyes wide and wary as she watched his every movement. As expected, there was the little flicker downward of her gaze to his scars for a second, but then she fixed her eyes resolutely on his, as though by ignoring his scars they didn’t exist.

      “You’re not dangerous, to me…” She cleared her throat, a small cough to cover her unease. “Not to any of us. You said it yourself, we’re under your protection and that of the emperor…”

      Oh goddess, she really was clueless. Laarn bit back a growl as he started to advance. She really needed to be taught a lesson if she thought any Lathar warrior was harmless.

      “Not dangerous?” he asked, his voice light as he stalked forward. Her survival instincts must have kicked in because she backed up, keeping the diagnostic bed between them like a shield. “Sure about that?”

      “Uh-huh.” She nodded, but he could see the tremor that rolled through her tiny frame. Lust flared to life within him, his cock rock hard in an instant and ready to burst through his leathers. It had been a long time since he’d had a woman, a long time since any woman had interested him. But she did.

      All he could think of was pinning her against one of the beds, boosting her up onto its large flat surface, and what she’d look like beneath him, her hair spread out around her head like a dark cloud. The mental image brought a growl to his throat, and he stalked her around the bed.

      “Laarn?”

      Her voice was breathy. Soft. He could almost imagine what she’d sound like if she moaned. It didn’t help the state of his body any and his cock jerked savagely. He was hard enough to punch through steel, never mind through the well-worn warrior’s leathers he wore beneath his healer’s sash.

      She circled the bed again, but he was ready for her. Instead of going around it, he planted a hand in the center and vaulted over to land on her side. Her little gasp fed his arousal further, and she backed up with her hands out as if to ward him off.

      “Still think I’m not dangerous?” He couldn’t help taunting her, each stalking step forward slow and deliberate. “Think again. Every warrior is dangerous. Especially to you. Every warrior out there has spent a lifetime without a woman… Only the oonat.” He curled his lip in disgust. “Animals. Some of us won’t touch them… Meaning there are men out there who have spent a lifetime without knowing the soft touch of a woman, having felt delicate skin under a calloused palm, or the scent of her skin wrapping around his will like a siren’s call.”

      Her eyes widened as each of his descriptions matched a further step back until her back hit the wall between two support struts. He reached them, planting his hands either side of her head so she was corralled. Captive. At his mercy.

      Just where he wanted her.

      “And with men like that around,” he continued, knowing he was talking about himself as much as any of them. “Men half-crazy with lust and hunger, you still think it’s a good idea to walk around alone? Unprotected? Unguarded?”

      He inched forward with each word, until he pressed against her, her breasts flush with his broad chest. This close, he could see the flutter of her pulse at her throat, fast and wild… the shortness of her breath as she struggled to breathe, and the darkening of her eyes as she looked up at him.

      He had to be scaring her, but he didn’t care. She needed to know this. She needed to be scared, to be wary of any warrior. And who better to give her the lesson than a scarred monstrosity like him. A man she was already terrified of… and couldn’t bear to look at. Scaring her sent a lance of pain through his heart, but he steeled himself against it. Better him than another warrior. Any other warrior wouldn’t just scare her to make a point, he’d claim her, bind her to him, and then she would have no escape.

      Just as he wanted to… He fought that thought down, locking it away in the back of his mind. He wouldn’t claim her, couldn’t claim her because there was no way she would want him to. So he’d stick to just scaring her into being more sensible. Or, goddess help him, he’d kill any warrior who claimed her when she didn’t want them to.

      What happens when she does want them to? The little voice in the back of his head wanted to know. He ignored that as well, not even wanting to think along those lines. He would deal with it when it happened.

      “I’m not unguarded. You’re here to protect me,” she argued, her hands on his broad chest as she tried to push against him.

      The warning growl from the back of his throat put a stop to that and she looked up at him with wide eyes. They were the clearest blue, pale and piercing, and haunted his dreams. The round shape, so unlike his own slitted pupils, fascinated him.

      “Perhaps I don’t want to protect you.”

      His voice was blunt and rough as he slid a hand into her hair, cupping the back of her neck and hauling her up against him. He expected her to struggle, steeled his hold against it as he covered her lips with his. Hard and ruthless, he swept a tongue against her lips, prying them open to delve inside.

      But she didn’t struggle. Her lips parted as she melted against him. Her sweet taste exploded on his tongue, the softness he found almost bringing him to his end then and there. Soft hands went from pushing him to clinging, and then one of them slid up into his hair. Another growl broke from the back of his throat as her slender fingers tangled in the long locks, teasing and tempting him.

      It was just too much. He’d intended the kiss to be a warning, nothing more, nothing less. But feeling her surrender against him, her mouth soft and pliant under his kiss, as her curvy little body was submissive against his was just too much. Sliding his hands down her sides, he ducked down and hoisted her up to pin her against the wall with his body, wrapping her legs around his hips.

      She whimpered under his lips and the tiny noise sent arousal thundering though his veins like a drakeen tank-bot on a charge. His kiss turned from hard and brutal to slow and sensual. Expecting her to push him away at any moment, he concentrated on memorizing the taste of her, how she felt under his hands, the feeling of her hands in his hair. If he never had another taste of heaven like this, he wanted to remember every moment.

      But she didn’t push him away. Instead, her hips rocked against his and he groaned, his cock hard and heavy against the warmth of her covered pussy. His hands tightened on her hips and it was all he could do to keep them there. The long skirts of her robe swirled around them, trapped between them, but they were nothing more than a flimsy barrier. It would be the work of a moment to tear the delicate fabric from her, rip open his leathers and bury himself balls deep in her softness. Claim her as his own.

      And she would hate him for it. She couldn’t even look at him.

      Pulling away, he ignored her little sound of disappointment with iron control and looked down at her with a hard look.

      “See how easy it would be for me to take you?” he bit out, hands turning hard on her hips, holding her still before he lost all sense or reason. “I could easily tear this pretty little thing from you and fuck you senseless up against this wall, and there’s nothing you could do to stop me. Nothing,” he growled, shaking her slightly when she opened her mouth to speak. A roll of his hips had his cock pressing hard against her.

      “I could take you, use you any way I wanted to, and there would be nothing, nothing, you could do about it. You think all warriors are like Tarrick and Karryl?” He laughed harshly. “We’re not. They’re the good guys. You get that? They’re both honorable and nice. I’m not. Not many of us are. You understand me?”

      Her eyes widened, fear finally sneaking into the blue, and she nodded. Hating himself for putting it there, he let go of her and set her on her feet. “You’re lucky I came along to save you from Saal J’Qess,” he rumbled as he stepped away, trying to ignore the fact she was unsteady on her feet as she straightened her dress. “He’s an asshole. I’ve heard him boasting about his exploits. He’d claim you and keep you on your knees, your mouth, pussy or ass filled with cock.”

      Just the thought of her in the other warrior’s bed was enough to send fury ripping through him. Quickly, he turned away so she wouldn’t see his expression, the need and lust he knew had to be written on his features. She wasn’t for him, no matter what his uncle said, and the quicker he got that through his head the better.

      “Right, since you’re here,” he grumbled. “We might as well make use of the time. I have extra tests I can run, and then I’ll take you back to the women’s quarters.”
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