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      Sergeant Cat Moore walked down the corridor toward the bridge after an all important stop by the coffee machine. To say caffeine was required for the second half of her shift at the traffic control desk would be an understatement.

      The graveyard shift was always the worst, and this one was shaping up to be the one from hell. They’d already had a near-miss in the fighter bay, and two of the bigger troop transports were sporting brand-new paint jobs after both trying to head out on the same flight vector. She didn’t even want to think about the fact an Argos-class destroyer had also been assigned the same one. Forget paintwork. If that had come in at the same time, they’d be looking at a new docking arm and a casualty count that made her break out in a cold sweat just at the “what if?”

      Sighing, she lifted her mug and sucked down half the blessed java. The sigh of relief escaped her lungs as the hard-hitting stimulant, a compound-caffeine only served in the highly active areas of the base, hit her bloodstream. They did say things came in threes, so surely they were done for tonight?

      Wooogahhh-Ahhh-Wooogaaahhh. Wooogahhh-Ahhh-Wooogaaahhh.

      The sound of the sirens filled the corridor, lights flicking from white to red.

      “Shit.” Red alert. Apparently, they weren’t done for the night.

      Cat threw the half-empty mug at a recycling point, hitting it dead center, and set off at a run. She crashed through the double doors to the bridge and emerged into chaos.

      “Multiple ships, port side.”

      “Shields out, sector Four-B!”

      “Launch fighters! Sound all-quarters!” That last was the captain yelling orders. “Send a message to Earth that we’re under attack.”

      Who could possibly be attacking them? As Cat made her way across the bridge to her post, the sound of explosions filled the air, and the deck under her feet lurched, throwing her to the floor. More alarms blared behind her as she scrambled up.

      “Massive damage to sectors three, four, and seven. Hull breach in four. Shit…we’re being boarded.”

      “Marshal internal defenses,” the captain shouted. “Go into Foothold protocol.”

      Cat’s stomach dropped at the words, as she finally made it to her desk. Her hands shook as she logged into her console. Foothold situation was bad. It meant a superior force was attacking the base and had the numbers to take it. It meant they were in last line of defense mode and all sensitive information needed to be locked down.

      She met the quick glance of one of the other traffic control officers. Jessica looked as pale as she felt. They’d all trained for this, but with the only enemy in the area using basic surface to orbit technology, they had never expected to actually use them.

      “Who is it?” she mouthed, her hands working on automatic as she cleared all the recent flight logs out of the system. Any ship coming into or leaving the base logged their journey. Since most of them ended up or started from Sentinel Five, that meant any enemy could discover the location of all Terran facilities if they got hold of the database.

      “No idea.” Jess typed as quickly as she did, clearing records. “They must’ve been cloaked or something. One minute there was nothing, and then we were surrounded.”

      “Internal defenses offline in sector four.”

      “Mass breaches in sectors nine and twelve.”

      “Foothold defenses in sector four and seven compromised.”

      “Someone get me marines on the defenses,” the captain shouted, his deep voice making both Cat and Jess pause for a moment.

      “Too late, Captain. Foothold down. Enemy forces in the central ring.”

      “Divert all forces to protect primary areas. Get them up here!”

      Shiiiit. Whoever they were, they were in the middle parts of the orbital base. Cat blinked and renewed her efforts on the logs. She was two-thirds of the way down, her fingers on fire. It would make it so much easier if there was an auto dump on the system, but protocol insisted on manual deletion in case of data loss.

      “Shit, I got a lock,” Jess cursed, slamming her fist on the table. She looked up at Cat. “I’m still a quarter live. You?”

      “A third.” Her screen froze just at that moment, then her deleted records started to reinstate themselves in front of her. Crap. Crap. Crap. That was so not good. “Captain…” she called out in warning. “They’re in the system.”

      “Fuck it!” The bridge paused as Captain Gregson drove his hand into the arm of his chair. “Kallson,” he looked at Jess. “Try and lock them out. Moore, get your ass into the mainframe and cut all access to everything but the command consoles.”

      “On it.” Cat was already moving, clapping Jess on the shoulder as she passed.

      Adrenalin surging through her system, she yanked open an access panel on the wall behind the captain’s chair and climbed through it. There was only one way to get to the mainframe computer, by ladder from the bridge. It was a design feature meant to keep the computer systems protected in the event of an attack. That the computer core was also nestled alongside the main reactor, and that someone was firing at the base, was something she preferred not to think about as she started her descent.

      Rather than climbing down, she opted for the quick route. Holding the top of the ladder, she clamped the sides with the insides of her heavy combat boots and slid down it. Her feet hit the mesh plate with a crash, but Cat didn’t hang about. Rushing around the semi-circular platform, she grabbed the next ladder to slide down it. Then the next and the next. Four down, six to go.

      More explosions rocked the station, a particularly nasty one almost flinging her from into the shaft below. Heart in her throat, she clung to the railing for dear life.

      She needed to move faster. Much faster.

      “Nearly there,” she muttered, her feet hitting the platform. A sign on the wall said, “Nine Below.” Decks weren’t numbered in the bowels of the station core. They were assigned for their position in relation to the bridge.

      Before she could reach the next ladder, there was a crash and boom above her. Instinctively, she looked up to catch the tail end of an explosion. Metal fragments, remnants of bulkheads and ladders tumbled down the shaft, straight toward her.

      Her scream was one of fear and self-encouragement as she raced for the ladder. One more flight. The skin on her hands burned as she clamped around the rails and let go. She fell more than slid as the station lurched under her. Hitting the deck, she rolled, the tilt of the flooring allowing her to slide into the doorway recess for the computer core.

      Her head hit the bulkhead with a sickening crack and she fought to remain conscious. Her heart almost broke her ribs with its frantic pounding; she slapped at the access plate and fell through. Immediately she dived to the side and scrunched into a little ball. Metal crashed into the floor of the shaft as the doors slid shut, the narrow gap spewing a deadly spray of shrapnel.

      The barrier closed, and she was on her feet. Running across the deck was like trying to run on a carnival cakewalk. She slipped as the base rocked with more explosions, fervent prayers falling from her lips that one of those shots wouldn’t hit the reactor core above her head. At least if it did, she wouldn’t feel a thing. Death would be quick. Instantaneous. No suffering.

      She grabbed onto the computer console. For such an impressive system, the main control panel was surprisingly simple. Just three monitors and input panels.

      Something hit the other side of the door, hard.

      It sounded like claws screamed against the metal—fingernails down a chalkboard. Her blood chilled, but she kept typing, even when the door squealed. Whatever was on the other side was coming through. She drilled down, reaching the star charts and any other information regarding Earth’s central system. Metal clicked on metal behind her and her legs began to shake.

      What was it? She couldn’t look…not yet. A small moan whispered from her lips as, at any moment, she expected a laser bolt in the back. Records collated, she hit delete and cleared the system.

      Data-dump complete. No records found.

      She almost collapsed on the console with relief. Whatever happened to Sentinel Five, these assholes wouldn’t find their way to earth.

      The noises behind her stopped. There was no breathing though. Odd.

      Slowly, Cat turned.

      And looked right at a monster.

      A red “eye” in a smooth, flat face studied her. Manlike, it stood on two legs, but there the resemblance ended. It lifted its hand, complete with razor sharp claws and she screamed, the sound of her own terror the last thing she heard as she tumbled into darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Well?” War Commander Tarrick K’Vass demanded as his troop leaders surrounded him. The human base had fallen quickly, their defenses no match for Latharian technology. But then, not much was. In their many centuries of roaming the myriad galaxies, there were only a few species that could stand up to the Lathar.

      “Little to no resistance,” Karryl, one of his senior warriors, complained, his lips compressed into a thin line. “One look at the avatars and half pissed their pants, the rest ran screaming. Did come across some problems with some of their soldiers. One of the females—can you believe they let their females fight?—was rather…determined.”

      The hint of a smile crossed his face, and Tarrick shook his head. The big warrior loved to fight, always moaning he could never find an enemy worthy of his skills. The fact that he’d thought enough of the human female to mention her meant she was probably an army all on her own.

      “Gaarn? Jassyn? Talat?” He turned to his other commanders, ignoring the mass of humans the avatars were crowding into the defeated base’s flight deck. Some were bloody and bruised, others unconscious, he noted as an avatar laid a female in the same gray uniform as the rest on the deck. He frowned at the blood on the side of her face. If some fool avie-pilot had injured any of the females without good reason, he would be pissed. With no females of their own, the Lathar prized all females, even…Tarrick shuddered, the Oonat.

      Unfortunately, the Oonat, with their flat faces, were one of the few species genetically compatible with the Lathar. He’d never taken one to his bed, but with no offspring, he knew that day would come soon. It would be a one-time stand, though, not even a night. Oonat often fell pregnant immediately. And with multiple births, he would have the sons he needed to continue the Vass line.

      He paused for a moment to consider the unconscious female. Even unaware, she had curves that caught his interest and triggered something in his male psyche. He couldn’t see her face, but a quick scan of the other females revealed pleasing features, not unlike the Lathar. In fact, apart from their smaller physical size, they could be his species. Almost. Their eyes were different. Not the myriad colors of his people’s.

      “How about the rest of you?” he shot the question at the other senior warriors.

      “Same, Commander.” Jassen was the first to reply. Quietly spoken, he didn’t often speak , but when he did, others listened. “Little to no capable resistance, but a lot of courage. Technological they are eons behind us. The avies seem to terrify them.”

      Tarrick saw that for himself, watching as the remotely piloted avatar robots moved between the humans. They cowered, scrambling to get away from the machines or curling up on themselves when they couldn’t.

      “Have you found her?” he demanded, reminding them of their secondary reason for being here.

      The first was because the station had females, and the Lathar needed them. The second was because of one female in particular. The one that had sealed the fate of the rest on this little alien base. All his senior warriors had been present when they’d listened to recorded transmissions from this place and he’d heard it. A female’s voice, soft and melodious. It had struck a chord deep inside him, flipped a switch and changed him.

      “The avies are searching for her,” Karryl answered. “Trying to match a voice print, but nothing so far.”

      “Keep looking,” he ordered, planting his feet in a wide stance and folding his arms. “I want her found…”

      For some reason, his gaze wandered to the unconscious female again. Would this little creature with her mouth-watering curves be the one with the bewitching voice? If she were, he would even be content with having to bed an Oonat to bear his sons.

      Given the Lathar’s twisted history and genetics that had seen all their women die out and breeding with other species almost impossible, there was no way they’d be lucky enough for humanity to be compatible. But he could keep a more pleasing countenance in his mind as he rutted, then he could present her with his child to raise as their own.

      A smile curved his lips as he walked across the flight deck. A woman at his side and sons to carry on his name, what more could a warrior ask for?
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      “Cat! Cat! Oh, god, Cat, wake up.”

      Cat came to, slowly becoming aware someone was rocking her shoulder. Opening her eyes, she slammed them shut as agony sliced through her brain.

      “Ugh…”

      Carefully, she tried again to find Jessica sat over her, concern written on her features. A livid bruise covered one side of her face, a haunted expression on her face.

      “What happened?” Cat whispered, her voice barely more than a sliver of sound between them. Struggling to sit up, she nodded her thanks when Jess slid an arm around her. Hell, that blow to the head in the core had really knocked her about. Memory returned…the metal monster... and she gasped. “There are—”

      “Shhh,” Jess’s eyes were wide and fixed on something beyond Cat. “They don’t like us talking.”

      “They?”

      Thunk-whir-thunk-whir-thunk.

      The sound penetrated Cat’s consciousness a second before the red-eyed monster from the computer core shoved its face into hers. She gasped, scrambling backward and knocking Jess out from its reach, but it followed her. Dropping to all fours, its metal claws scraped on the deck before its “hand” shot out, grabbing her ankle in a punishing grip.

      She screamed as it dragged her beneath it, but her kicks and punches did nothing. It wrapped razor sharp talons around her throat and she went weak with fear.

      “Ohgodohgodohgod,” she whimpered, trying to get her fingers under the metal. If it tightened it’s grip, she was a goner.

      Its eye focused on her, moving over her face. Perhaps looking for the best target. She didn’t know. Finally, it spoke in a metallic voice. “Talk. More…words. Talk more words.”

      “Get your fucking freaky metal ass off me!” she yelled, and on instinct drove her knee up into its groin area. She yelped as agony flared through her leg.

      It swiveled its head on its neck to look down. “You damage yourself. Why?”

      She lost it, screaming back, trying to pry the fingers from around her throat. It was playing with her, taunting her before it killed her. Fuck. That. She wasn’t going down without a fight. Granted, resistance against a creature like this might be akin to an ant arguing with a boot, but she’d sure as hell try.

      Whirring and clicking told her more of the creatures had arrived and she screamed at Jess to run. The metallic sounds were joined by heavy boot-steps on the deck plates.

      A deep voice growled something that her ears couldn’t make sense of and instantly, the metal creature let go of her. Gasping, she scrambled backward, ignoring the complaint of her injured knee in favor of putting distance between her and it.

      Her hand met Jess’s boot and she all but climbed up her friends leg, trying to push them both away. When Jess wouldn’t move, she realized the body she had hold of was way too large to be either her friend or female. A strong arm wrapped around her waist, holding her securely when her legs shook. The silence almost deafened her. She turned her head slowly to meet the eyes of the man who held her.

      “Hmm…hi?”

      He wasn’t human. He looked it. Kind of. Like he was an upgraded, better version of homo sapiens. Taller than any guy she’d ever seen, his shoulders were broad and muscled, and the rest of him was plastered against was equally as hard. Hell, even his muscles had muscles. And that pressure against her stomach…oh shit. She blinked. That couldn’t be his cock. No way…no guy had equipment that…that…

      He wasn’t human.

      For all she knew he could have two cocks. Her head swam… his face wavering in and out of focus. What was wrong with her?

      He smiled, tiny lines appearing around his eyes and reached up with his free hand to touch her cheek.

      “Ve’lani,” he murmured and bent down to claim her lips.

      Which was when the concussion waiting in the wings decided that she’d been conscious long enough and dropped her back into the darkness.
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      It was her. The deliciously curved, little human female was the one they were looking for.

      As soon as the signal came through from an avie-pilot that he’d found a voice match, Tarrick had set off at a run across the flight deck. The human females scattered this way and that, but he ignored them. Now the property of the Lathar, they needed to get used to warriors running about, since most would end up claimed by one eventually.

      He reached the avatar-bot, and a surge of anger filled him. The pilot had the little female pinned down by her throat. That didn’t stop her fighting back though. Amusement rolled through him as she screamed right in the machine’s faceplate. She didn’t know it, but the high-pitched sound would overload the bot’s auditory sensors and give the pilot an earful of static.

      The bots weren’t sexual in any way, but he still didn’t like the sight of her pinned beneath it.

      “Let her go, now,” he ordered and the bot released it’s grip. The moment she registered the movement, the female scrambled away. She scuttled across the floor on her ass toward him, hand brushing his boot. She clambered up him, using him for balance as she stood.

      His protective instincts surged to the fore and he wrapped an arm around her waist. He hadn’t realized when she was lying down but pressed against him, he was aware of how small she really was.

      The violent trembles that raked her triggered his primal male need to protect and his hold tightened. She was fixated on the avie-bot, still crouched a few steps from them, the pilot no doubt in a panic that he’d angered Tarrick. His men both respected and feared him in equal measure. He was fair, to a point, but a man’s claimed female was an entirely different matter and to lay hands on one without permission…

      She looked up at him and all thoughts instantly wiped from his mind. Dark curls surrounded her small, heart-shaped face, falling around her shoulders in glorious disarray. Deep brown, with hints of red and black, it was a color he’d never seen before. But her hair paled in comparison to her eyes, a warm shade that reminded him of the forests near his home. Of the leaves of the Herris blossom tree at the bottom of his father’s garden and the smile of his mother, a fading but cherished memory.

      Blood still covered her temple and cheek, which worried him, but he couldn’t resist reaching out to stroke her soft skin, smiling to ease the fear he saw in her eyes.

      “Beautiful,” he whispered, wishing he knew enough of her language to reassure her everything would be okay. That she was safe in his arms…in his bed.

      Touch led to other needs and his gaze riveted to her mouth. The soft, plump curves. The urge to claim her, even in this small way, overwhelmed him. A willing slave to the impulse, he leaned down and brushed her lips with his. They were soft and warm, and her small intake of breath urged him on.

      A groan welled up in his chest as she softened. She welcomed his touch…immediately submissive. Triumph swelled within him and he tugged her closer to deepen the kiss. Then her head fell back, her body heavy in his arms.

      She’d slipped into unconsciousness again.

      “Fuck,” he hissed, gathering her limp form into his arms. “If you’ve damaged her in any way,” he growled at the crouching avatar, knowing the pilot could hear him. “Then you’d better pray to the gods. Hear me?”

      The bot tucked its head, movement relayed from its pilot to avoid looking Tarrick in the face. He strode past it, toward the troop carriers. “Alert Healer Laarn that his services are required, and start loading the females. Leave the males, they’re worthless.”

      His warriors scrambled to do his bidding as he ducked his head to step into the carrier, his precious bundle in his arms.

      “Back to the Velu’vias,” he ordered the pilot and settled himself into one of the jump seats behind the cockpit. He didn’t bother strapping in, not for the short journey. Not like anyone was going to attack with the might of a Lathrian war group surrounding the base.

      He looked at the female he held. She lay curled in his lap. A perfect fit, as though she belonged there, and again, he marveled at how small she was. How perfectly formed. Dark eyelashes fluttered against her cheeks and he could see the steady beat of the pulse in her throat. His panic over her collapse receded a little. Stress perhaps? Latharian females, when still in existence, had been delicate and prized, which explained the highly protective instincts of the male warriors. His little female need not worry ever again, he vowed, holding her carefully. She was his and he would do anything to protect such a precious gift from the Goddesses.

      The journey to his flagship, the Velu’vias, was brief. The pilot had no sooner engaged the engines before he was throttling back to bring the transporter to a soft landing in the main flight bay. Tarrick gathered his prize securely and stood, nodding to the flight crew as he exited the craft.

      His boots rang out on the deck as he headed through the corridors toward the healing bay. No one mentioned the fact he carried the human female in his arms, and any curiosity was carefully kept under wraps. As a K’Vass and the commander to boot, his actions were beyond question.

      Apart from for one person anyway…

      He strode through the doors and laid the female on the nearest diagnostic unit before lifting his head to yell. “Laarn! Get your lazy ass out here!”

      Like the rest of the ship, the healing bay was devoid of luxuries and decoration. Each bed was set in an alcove created by the internal bulkheads and support structures. Summoned by his shout, a tall figure stepped around the corner at the end of the room.

      Broad shouldered with the build of a warrior, he wore a warrior’s leathers, but with the teal sash of a healer. Except for the long hair and the fact his eyes were green instead of gold, Tarrick might as well have been looking in a mirror.

      “Lazy?” His twin raised an eyebrow as he strolled closer. “Do you have any idea of the delicate experiments your bellow just destroyed?”

      “Will you ever learn to respect your Lord, healer?” Tarrick demanded, but his lip was already beginning to quirk up into a smile.

      “When you learn to respect your elders, pup,” Laarn snorted his standard response. Born a few minutes before Tarrick, he often reminded his brother of the fact. Even as he spoke though, Laarn’s attention wasn’t on Tarrick, but on the still form of the woman on the bed. “What have you brought me this time? You really should resist picking up every waif and stray you find, you know.”

      “Asshole healer.”

      “Dickhead warrior.”

      The banter trailed off as Laarn stepped forward to the side of the unit. Recognizing the presence of the healer, the diagnostic unit flared to life. A holofield covered the form on the bed in an arc of shimmering blue. Symbols that meant nothing to Tarrick crawled over its translucent surface.

      “This is one of the humans?” Laarn asked as a diagram of the woman’s skeleton formed on the display. Leaning forward, Laarn tucked a long strand of hair behind his ear as he examined the skull area. Tarrick leaned in and breathed a sigh of relief when there was no apparent damage.

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re sure it’s fully grown?” Laarn’s fingers moved on the input panel and the machine scanned her bodily systems.

      “Have you actually looked at her? Instead of those dry readouts?” Tarrick raised his eyebrow. “Any idiot can see she’s an adult.”

      Laarn snorted. It was his default expression around his brother. “Yeah. Well, not every species expresses maturity in the same way. For all we know, what we consider a physically mature appearance might be a juvenile for her kind.”

      No. There was no way she could be anything but an adult. The fates couldn’t be so cruel as to present him with a female who finally interested him, tugged at his soul, for her to be a child.

      “No…they all looked like this. And some of them were warriors as well, so unless their species sends its children to war, she has to be an adult.”

      “Hmmm…Yeah, I think you’re right.” Laarn intently studied a list scrolling over the display. “All the hormones and neurotransmitters are very similar to ours, and would suggest she is mature.”

      Snapping off the diagnostic unit, Laarn moved around her, running strong hands down her limbs to check for breaks. Tarrick had seen him do this often with other patients. Even though he used the diagnostic beds all the time, Laarn always checked himself, saying no unit was as sensitive as a healer’s hands.

      Tarrick gritted his teeth as the urge to knock his twin aside and snatch the woman out of his grasp assailed him. He trusted Laarn more than he did any of his sworn warriors, so his jealousy was out of character.

      “And what were you doing when she passed out?”

      “Err,” Tarrick paused for a moment. “Kissing her.”

      Laarn stopped his examination to look up. “So…her base has been attacked by technologically advanced beings, she’s sustained injuries in said attack, then is captured by an avatar-bot…which, in case you failed to realize is probably the stuff of nightmares for her. Then you, an alien, kisses her…” He blew out a breath, blowing the bangs out of his face. “Goddesses, give me strength, were you born an idiot, or are you making a special effort today?”

      The machine beeped before Tarrick could reply, and Laarn’s brows snapped together when he read the message on the display. “That’s odd.”

      “What is?” Tarrick crowded forward.” Is she okay?”

      She had to be okay. He needed her to talk to him, needed to try to figure out why her voice called to him so much.

      “Get your fat ass out of the cleaner field. You don’t know where she’s been and I’m not letting her loose until she’s clean down to her skin.” Laarn waved him back irritably as he studied the machines readouts, and then grunted. “Nope. The machine is wrong. I’ll run it through maintenance routines later.”

      Stepping to the side, he prepped two medi-patches before pushing up one of her sleeves and pressing them in place. Within seconds, the plasti-squares turned translucent and dissolved beneath the skin.

      “Standard biotic in case she’s brought anything aboard or reacts badly to anything onboard. I’ve also added a shot of ker’ann; I assume you intend to bed her. She’s so small, she’ll need a little help if you expect her to take you,” Laarn said, his light eyes unreadable. “The second contains a neuro-translator. It’ll make its way to the correct area in her cortex and install our common languages. From the scans, we shouldn’t have any problems with linguistic compatibility.”

      “Excellent. My thanks.” Tarrick stepped forward, unable to wait to get her into his arms again.

      “You’re welcome. Are… are there more like her?”

      Tarrick stopped, his little human in his arms and halfway off the bed, to look at his twin. “There are. Why?”

      Although they were near identical, and Laarn was easily as deadly a warrior as Tarrick himself, he’d never once expressed an interest in females. Oh, he had all the male drives, but Tarrick got the feeling it had always been a physical function for Laarn, rather than a pleasure.

      Laarn shrugged, picking at an invisible speck of lint on his sash. “They’re different. New. Interesting. I might want one for study.”

      “Just for study?” Tarrick grinned, holding his female closer. “And there are, but you might want to get down to the holding cells quickly. More than one warrior has his eye on claiming a human.”
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      Cat hadn’t had many concussions in her life, but she knew what they felt like. This, when she awoke on a large, soft bed to see a steel beamed roof above her, was not what she expected. The fuzziness and weird feeling was there, but everything else, the pain and nausea, was absent.

      That blessing paled into insignificance though as she realized she was being watched.

      In a chair opposite sat the largest man she’d ever seen. With a gasp she pushed upright and scuttled backward until she hit the headboard. He studied her, an unreadable expression in his eyes. Hand shaking, she shoved her hair out of her face.

      “Who are you? Where am I?”

      Keeping him in her line of sight, she risked a quick look around. They were alone in what looked like a bedroom. Memory filtered back and her blood ran cold. The attack on the base, the metal monsters—robots she now realized—and…the alien who had kissed her.

      Him.

      “Tarrick.”

      “Say what?” She blinked in surprise, attention all on him again. He hadn’t moved, but only an idiot would think he wasn’t a threat. Danger clung to him like a second skin, inherent in every line of his body. With those golden, slitted eyes, so odd in a very human face, he reminded her of a big cat.

      Would he eat her all up? Heat hit her cheeks as she pushed the thought away. He was an alien, so who was to say his idea of sex would be the same as hers? For all she knew, she could be the appetizer for his main meal or something.

      “Tarrick,” he growled the word again, but before she could ask, he spoke again. “It’s what I’m called. Yours?”

      Name. He wanted her name.

      She allowed herself a small sigh of relief. Okay, that boded well. Most people didn’t introduce themselves to their meals. Then she blinked as she realized she could understand him. He was speaking perfect English. Fuck, she was so screwed.

      “Moore, Cat. Sergeant. Three-seven-five-alpha-four-seven-nine,” she replied automatically. She’d slipped up by asking him questions, Terran fleet protocol was to give out only the mandated information.

      He shifted, gaze still on her. Was that a hint of a smile she saw on his lips before they compressed?

      “Your people use numbers as names, Moore Cat?”

      She treated him to the “Moore look,” a gift from her grandmother, and lifted a hand to check her temple. She’d fallen, she remembered the feeling of blood running down her cheek. Her fingers came away clean. Okay…

      “My healer sorted your injuries, little Moore Cat. Does it still hurt?”

      She looked up to see him leaning forward, elbows rested on his knees. The leather top he wore pulled against the heavy muscle of his shoulders and arms, but it was his look that was more intimidating. Utter focus. On her. It was like being viewed under a microscope.

      “Moore, Cat. Sergeant. Three-seven-five-alpha-four-seven-nine,” she repeated, stubbornly. Alien dude might be the hottest thing she’d ever seen, even with those weird eyes and all muscled, but that didn’t mean he was getting any information out of her.

      “Really? You think I don’t know a standard response when I hear it?” His lips quirked again and he sat back. Amusement danced in his expression. “Little human, I’m not trying to interrogate you. I’ll have all the intelligence I want once my AI reconstructs your computer.”

      “Reconstruct?” She allowed herself a small smile. “Yeah, right. Hard to rebuild data that’s no longer there.”

      “Really? No longer there?” He rubbed his fingers against a jaw with just a bit of a five o’clock shadow. “Now why would that be a problem? Your systems are ridiculously simple, it won’t take the AI long to restore the destroyed data from the traces in the system.”

      Her blood ran cold. If they could get that data back…they could locate the other bases, even find Earth.

      “You can’t…it’s deleted,” she whispered. “I wiped it myself. Directly in the computer core.”

      “You? A female?” He blinked, apparently surprised, then smiled. “Do you take me for a fool? No commander would trust a female with such an important task, they are too delicate.”

      So sexy alien was a chauvinistic asshole. He lost some sex appeal for that.

      “Does it still hurt?” He nodded toward her head, a look of concern on his face.

      “No.” What could it matter if she admitted that? Not like it was giving away any secrets. “Your healer is excellent at his job. Normally I’d have a headache after a knock like that.”

      Anger tightened his features, and she was reminded even though this chat was pleasant, he was an alien. And a kind she’d never seen before. She’d been briefed on the more primitive species the fleet had discovered in its travels, but humanity had gotten used to being the top dog in the area.

      Until today.

      “I regret that you suffered an injury,” he said tightly.

      She drew back, wariness running down her spine. With the danger that emanated from him, she didn’t want to risk his anger turning toward her.

      Crap, was there a way out of here? Trying to be inconspicuous, she studied the room. There were doors to the left, but they were narrow and set into the walls. Perhaps closets? There was a larger door, big enough for even his shoulders to fit through, to the right.

      “Rest assured, the pilot who caused such pain will be disciplined,” he closed his eyes, lifting a hand to run through the close-cropped hair. It was all she needed. Heart pounding in her chest, she leaped off the bed and made a break for the door. A stifled yelp broke from her as she skidded and collided with the doorframe, but her flight was spurred on by the shout and sounds of pursuit behind her.

      She found herself in another room with a desk and bigger doors opposite. A cry already forming in the back of her throat, she hit them running and fell into the corridor beyond.

      Right into the middle of two of the robots.

      “Shit…no!” She twisted, trying to wriggle between them before they could stop her, but they were too quick and blocked her path. Rising to her feet, she retreated slowly, in case any sudden movement would make them attack.

      Her back hit something warm and solid. She froze.

      “On a scale of one to ten, how dead am I?”
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      Tarrick wasn’t easily surprised, but his little human had managed it. He’d barely closed his eyes before she sprinted from the room with an unexpected turn of speed. Bellowing a warning to the bots on guard, he followed her, but she was fast, damn fast, already through the doors to his office before he was halfway across.

      He caught up with her in the corridor. Arms wide, she was backing away from the bots. Neither had touched her, their metallic arms spread wide to stop her escape as he’d ordered.

      “Dead?” Her words didn’t make sense. “Why would I harm a female?”

      “Huh? You don’t hurt women?” She turned, a look of surprise on her delicate features. Impatient, he waved the avatars back to their posts. Now she knew she couldn’t get away, he doubted she’d try to run again. She was intelligent, unlike other species the Lathar had come across. The Oonat were passive, but not his little human. That pleased him.

      He’d seen the flash of anger and other emotions in her eyes as she’d refused to answer him. Oh, undoubtedly her intelligence levels would be well below his, but there was a chance he might have a decent conversation with her. That possibility interested him, and if he was honest, was more than a little arousing.

      “No, little Moore Cat.” His voice deepened, her presence bringing out the rougher edge, as he reached up to slide his hand into her hair. She flinched, and tried to step away to put distance between them, but he had her. He cupped the back of her neck and he held her still. “Calm yourself. I won’t harm you.”

      “Really…” She held herself rigid, subtle resistance to his touch. He whispered his thumb over her cheek. Laarn had healed her, so she wouldn’t faint if he kissed her again.

      “Try it, alien, and I’ll bite your face off,” she hissed, snapping her teeth together.

      He couldn’t help the soft chuckle that escaped him. Bending his head, he touched his lips to hers. The slide of skin over skin caught him in its seductive coils, teasing his senses. Unable to stop, he tugged her closer.

      She put her hands on his chest, trying to push, but it wouldn’t work. She was his, by right of conquest. He angled his head and demanded access with a sweep of his tongue.

      She held still for a moment, frozen against him. Then her fingers curled into claws, clutching for purchase on his leathers as a delicate shiver raced through her. So his little human wasn’t immune to him. Pulling her flush against him, he used his free hand to press her hips to his. The thick bar of his cock pressed against her softer belly and she gasped. He took the opening and deepened the kiss.

      Her taste exploded on his tongue, and he groaned, resisting the urge to crush her to him and explore more fully. She tasted of Jenin berries and starla water, tastes of the exotic but so familiar he couldn’t remember them ever not being part of his life.

      Her tongue brushed his, tentatively, and he paused. Waited. Was it a mistake, or had she meant that? The shy touch came again. He growled, and let the male animal free a little to kiss her again. Deeper. Hotter. Twining his tongue around hers, he stroked and teased, letting her see his passion. A glimpse of what she could expect in his bed.

      But this was not the time, or the place. Breaking away, he allowed himself a final taste of her lips before looking down. Her eyes were wide and dark, hazy with desire. Just the sight made his cock pulse savagely.

      “Don’t look at me that way, Moore Cat, or we’ll finish this here and now.”
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      He’d kissed her like there was no tomorrow.

      “Yeah? Over my dead body.” Breathing heavily, Cat pushed away and added a glare for good measure. Where had that come from? As soon as he’d touched her, all common sense left the building.

      He folded his arms, looking all intimidating and growly. “You will not refuse me, little Moore Cat.”

      “Cat. It’s Cat,” she corrected him. Anything to get him off the subject of where ever that had been heading. Stepping back, she nearly collided with one of the robots. With a squeak she jumped forward again. “What the hell are those things?”

      “The bots? They’re avatars.”

      Reminded of their presence, she drew closer to him. The danger he posed was infinitely different to the metal monsters. At least with him, she wasn’t worried he’d rip her limb from limb.

      “Like a physical representation of something?”

      He nodded, a look of surprise on his face. “Exactly. They’re operated via a neural link by specialist pilots.”

      Pilots. So they weren’t mindless killing machines. She turned to study them with interest. That made sense. The one that had pinned her on the flight deck seemed unsure of the language.

      “Pilots like you?” She slid him a sideways glance. That he was military was undeniable, she recognized the manner and bearing. “The same species as you, whatever you are.”

      “We are the Lathar.” His voice rang with pride and he extended a hand to indicate she should precede him. She stepped forward quickly, moving past the creepy robots. Down the corridor was not back into the bedroom, which was good… Okay, she had to argue with her ovaries on that one, since all her feminine instincts were clamoring for her to climb tall, alien, and handsome like a frigging tree.

      “And no, not exactly,” he continued, falling into step beside her. Automatically he measured his steps by her shorter stride, a consideration she hadn’t expected. “Pilots are warrior level. I am War Commander. In charge of this ship.”

      She arched her eyebrow, detecting the note of command in his voice. “Then you’re not a warrior?”

      He shot her a look, ignoring the two leather-clad men who passed them. They wore sashes as well, but in a different color to Tarrick’s. “Not just a warrior, no.”

      “Huh.” She fell into silence, wondering where he was taking her. So far, this alien attack wasn’t at all what she expected. Her questions were soon answered when they reached the end of the corridor and a set of double doors opened in front of her. She stifled a gasp and spun behind Tarrick.

      The room was filled with warriors, all with different colored sashes. Most were congregated on one side, next to floor to ceiling windows that looked out onto something she couldn’t see from this angle.

      A smaller group of men stood near the glass, and as the door opened, one of them turned. His face split into a smile.

      “Tarrick! Come join us, we’re studying the humans, deciding which ones we want.”
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      The chill emanating from his little human warned Tarrick that Karryl’s comment was not popular. He watched her in his peripheral vision as they approached the group of senior warriors. Her back was stiff, like she had a support strut for a spine, and her expression so blank and forbidding that if he hadn’t seen emotions playing over her face earlier, he’d have suspected humans didn’t have them.

      He knew the instant she spotted the human females in the holding cells below. With a gasp, she rushed to the window. Below were ten cages, for want of a better word, each containing at least twenty females from the base. Just the youngest and fittest. The older ones would be shipped off and sold as servants throughout the Latharian empire.

      “Oh my god, what are you doing to them?” she demanded, her small hands on the glass as she watched a couple of avatars stalk between the cages. The females in the cells shrank back as the bots passed, fear on their faces.

      She turned, pinning him with an overbright glare. “Let them out. Now!”

      Karryl grunted in surprise but didn’t say anything. The rest of the room was likewise silent, a fact she became aware of slowly. She looked around, her gaze darting to some of the warriors before returning to him, and her skin paled.

      “Until they have been claimed, they will remain in the cells.” His voice was quiet but firm, carrying easily.

      “Claimed?” She frowned but didn’t relinquish her position by the glass. Her concern for the other females was evident. “What do you mean?”

      She knew what he meant, he knew she did. It showed in the looks she shot the warriors around him, incensed and protective at the same time, and in the way she backed against the window. As though putting herself between the warriors and the females below.

      “You’re not stupid, Moore Cat. Each female below will end up in one of my warrior’s beds. Why do you think we took your base?” He folded his arms over his chest. “You have nothing else we want. Your technology is primitive, I’m surprised you got out of your own system, and your military capability is laughable. We didn’t need half our combat-bots to break your base wide open.”

      She shook her head, but he carried on anyway. “Your females, little human. That’s what we were after. A prize more precious than jewels or rare minerals and ores.”

      He stalked toward her, not paying attention to the other warriors in the room. This was between them. She backed, pressed against the glass, but he didn’t stop until he could feel the heat of her body against his. Tucking his fingers under her chin, he made her look up.

      “You are ours, you all belong to the Lathar. The quicker you accept that, the happier your lives will be.”

      Her skin was still pale, but her eyelids fluttered down as she dropped her gaze. Approval rolled through him. She knew her place already. This was good, perhaps these humans would integrate quickly and easily into Latharian society. Such a boon he hadn’t expected. Most new species had to be broken and retrained.

      “Females are prized in our culture. All of you will be treated well.”

      “Yeah, as long as we fuck on command, right?”

      She lifted her head and enmity glittered in her hard gaze. He had less than half a second’s warning. Her hand shot out and she slapped him across the cheek, the sharp crack ringing through the room. A gasp followed, several warriors taking a step forward, hands on their weaponry.

      He held up a balled fist to stop them, struggling to contain his anger. No one struck a war commander, not if they valued their lives.

      “I’ve been patient with you so far, Cat.” Leaning in, he invaded her personal space, voice low and dangerous. “But do not push me. Believe me, you and your females are in a much better position than if another species had found you first. The Krin, for example, view the flesh of other races as somewhat of a delicacy.”

      He reached out to run a finger down her arm where the fabric of her uniform was torn away. “I can only imagine what they would make of such soft skin. They’d hunt your kind into extinction.”

      She shivered, biting her lip, her skin even paler than it was before. He knew he was scaring her, but he had no reason to conceal the facts. The truth of the matter was that her species would be safer with the Lathar as their masters. At least then they would survive as a species rather than become a fading memory on an interstellar menu.

      Looking up, she met his eyes. “So we prostitute ourselves for protection, is that it?”

      Something in her dark gaze struck at his heart, an organ he’d thought shriveled and empty long ago, and he reached out to stroke a thumb over her cheekbone.

      “It doesn’t have to be that way. Your females will get a choice in the claiming, on one condition.”

      She frowned, her expression wary. “Define choice, and what condition?”

      Tarrick bit back his smile. His little human was shrewd, but he had her right where he wanted her. Her concern for her fellow humans was the web he’d use to trap her.

      “By choice, I mean they can accept or refuse a warrior’s claim.” That much was already written into law, not that she’d know that. “Up to three times. If they refuse a third time, they will be sold to the pleasure houses to prove comfort for many. I would advise any female against that. If they have the choice, being a warrior’s female is far preferable.” From the shudder that ran through her, she appeared to agree.

      “And the condition…you, my little Moore Cat, do not get that luxury.” He held her gaze, sliding his hand into the hair at the nape of her neck. Bending his head, he whispered his lips over hers. “You are mine.”
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      Cat had never been so scared in her life. The silence from the other warriors around them told her there was no help from that quarter, and inches of thick glass separated her from the women in the hold.

      She was alone, utterly alone, and helpless.

      She lifted her chin and met his gaze. No, not helpless. Never that. She was a Moore through and through and her parents hadn’t raised a quitter. So what if her current situation sucked donkey balls? She did have one—no two—advantages.

      The first, according to Tarrick, was that his species prized women. And secondly, he wanted her enough to make her acceptance of him mandatory. Rather than be pissed that he’d taken away what little choice she had left, she found it flattering. Kind of. He was big, sexy, and obviously the boss. She could work with that.

      “I have your word that none of my women will be harmed?” Her voice was low, just between them. Even though she kept a straight face, heat at his closeness surged through her veins and pooled between her legs.

      His gaze shifted, searching hers, but then he nodded. “You have my word.”

      She sighed, closing her eyes, and her next words sealed her fate. “I accept your condition.”

      He didn’t speak. Instead, he captured her wrist in one large hand and pulled. They left the room, the warriors parting before them like water on the prow of a boat. She avoided eye contact, heat rising in her cheeks. After that little altercation, there was no question of what was happening. Where they were going.

      Sure enough, within a minute she could see the doors to his quarters, still with the robotic guards in place. He pulled her past them without a word, bundling her through the outer room and into the bedroom. His sharp bark at the door closed it behind them, an extra click telling her it was locked.

      She tried to pry her wrist loose, but it was no good. His grip was harder than steel. Her breath coming in short pants, she looked up at him to find his feline eyes fixed on her. The irises were wider, more rounded now, like hers. Desire and need shimmered in their depths.

      “You have beautiful eyes. Like a cat’s.” The words were out before she could stop them.

      “Really? What is a cat?” he asked softly as he pulled her closer, fitting her against his large, hard body. He was big, all over. Even… She swallowed, nervousness filling her at the feel of his huge cock pressed close and personal against her belly.

      “I-it’s a small animal on earth,” she managed, her voice stuttering as his hand slid around her waist again. Strong fingers began to pull her uniform shirt from her pants. Hurriedly, she reached behind her to stop him. “Domesticated. We keep them as pets.”

      His lips curved, amusement coloring the darkness of his eyes for a moment. “Why? Do I look like a pet to you?”

      He bent his head to kiss her, but at the last minute she turned her head. She couldn’t make this too easy, despite the fact need hummed through her veins in time with her pulse. Not when he and his kind had kidnaped them all to use as damn sex slaves. Her evasion backfired when his lips found the soft skin of her throat, leaving a trail of white-hot kisses.

      “Pet?” She bit back her gasp as he escaped her grip. “Yeah, you do a little.”

      “I’ll show you pet.” He yanked her shirt from the back of her pants and slid his hand beneath. At the same moment, he claimed her lips and the rush of heat that hit her stole any other thought out of her mind.

      She moaned, the sound lost under his lips as he parted them to delve within. The touch of his tongue on hers was electric. He kissed her like a starving man suddenly presented with a banquet, determined to gorge himself before the treat was taken away.

      All her protests were scattered as the driving need to get closer to him filled her. A gasp breaking from her lips, she pulled at his sash, seeking the fastenings on his jacket with a desperation she'd never felt before. It was all consuming. She had to touch him, more than she needed to breathe. With a sigh of relief she slid her hands within to find no barrier to his skin. He wore nothing beneath.

      He wasn’t idle. Breaking the kiss for a second, he yanked her uniform shirt up over her head. Rather than fight him, she helped, watching his expression as he looked down at her.

      Awe and reverence tightened his hard, alien features and she could have sworn his golden eyes glowed.

      “Perfect,” he muttered, taking in the plain cotton bra she wore. It wasn’t satin and lace, but it was new, and the pushup design emphasized her cleavage. Reaching out, he snapped the clip between and freed them for his perusal. His thumb whispered over her nipple, which beaded immediately as though begging for his attention. “Just perfect.”

      She bit her lip as the bra hit the floor, the heat rolling through her becoming harder and more insistent. She needed him, like really needed him. Needed sex more than she’d ever needed it in her life despite the fact she was a prisoner and he was her alien captor.

      He caught her gasp and looked up quickly. His hand closed around the back of her neck and he pulled her closer. “Shhh, it’ll be okay, little Cat. It’s normal, you were always meant to be mine. Your body knows that... And our healer gave you a ker’ann shot. To make you more physically pliable. So you can take me.”

      Her head shot up, fury battling the arousal running rampant through her veins. “You drugged me?”

      He walked her backward toward the huge bed, unbuttoning her pants as they went. She whimpered, trying to fight, but it was no good. No sooner had she told herself she couldn’t allow this, now that she knew her responses weren’t her own, than she found her own hands pushing his jacket from broad shoulders.

      “No. Not really. Didn’t need to. This is all you… us...” He kissed her neck again, his stubble scraping along her shoulder in the most delicious way. What would it feel like between her legs? Her knees weakened at the thought.

      “It’s not me at all,” she argued, but she felt the truth of what he said. Down to her bones.

      “If you didn’t find me attractive, you wouldn’t be drawn to me. Wouldn’t—” He cut off, sucking in a breath as she cupped him through his pants. “Have my cock in your hand like that.”

      “Perhaps I plan to rip it off,” she panted, wriggling to get closer even as she stroked the thick, hard length under the leather. “You really have no idea how we humans mate, do you? For all you know, human females could eat their mates after sex.”

      “True.” He toppled her backward onto the bed, fumbling with the zipper of her pants. When he couldn’t undo the button, he growled and yanked, ripping the fabric in a casual show of strength that stole her breath. He threw the ruined garment behind them. Her panties took even less time to remove. “Do they?”

      “Ohhhhh…” He slipped a big hand between her thighs, strong fingers parting her pussy lips and finding the slick wetness there. He stroked, collecting the juices of her arousal and used them to circle her clit.

      Then he stopped, braced over her and looked down. “Do they, little human?”

      “Huh?” She had to blink and refocus on the question. Her hips ached to move, to rock against his hand and claim the stimulation he’d just denied her. “What?”

      “Do human females eat their mates after sex?” he asked again, wickedness dancing in his strange eyes.

      “Or am I safe to do this?” He rubbed over her clit, sending sparks through her body. But he stopped after two strokes, leaving her more frustrated than before.

      “No… don’t stop,” she whimpered, arching her back and trying to rub herself against his fingers. She needed him to touch her. Now. Sooner. Her arousal was alive, tearing at the inside of her veins to be free.

      “Am I safe?” he insisted, a smile lurking at the corners of his lips. This was a game of control. One she’d started, but knew she would lose. Had already lost.

      “Yes…” Her words ended on a moan. She’d give him whatever answer he wanted. “Just please, touch me.”

      “How? Like this?” He bent his head to watch as he rubbed her clit. She bit her lip, her legs parting wider at his urging, a flush covering her cheeks up to her hairline.

      “Perhaps this as well?”

      At that, he slid his hand down to push two fingers deep within her. Pumped in and out slowly. The whimper broke free before she could stop it.

      “Oh god, yeah. That. More of that.”

      He gave her more, adding the pad of his thumb over her clit as he worked her body. Drove her arousal higher until she writhed and whimpered in his hold. She couldn’t take any more. Needed to…

      “Oh, oh…I’m coming.” She turned her head and buried her face against his shoulder as her orgasm hit. Shattering apart, she came over him as he finger-fucked her, not slowing, but adding pressure against her g-spot that made her eyes cross even as sharp-edged bliss cascaded through her.

      “That’s it, little Cat, give me your pleasure. Make yourself slick and wet for me,” his deep voice murmured in her ear as she rode out the waves.

      Then he pulled his hand free to move over her. The sound of leather giving whispered on the air and something hard and hot nudged at the entrance to her pussy. Her eyes snapped open and she looked up to find him watching her.

      “Mine.” His growl was low and possessive and he pushed forward, bearing down into her. She gasped as his thick cock met resistance. Shit, he was so big. She’d never take him all. Panic hit her and she started to struggle, but he held her still easily.

      “Shhh, it’s okay. The ker’ann …it helps. It makes your body more…supple?” he reassured her and smoothed the hair back from her face. Pushing again, he groaned when she parted to accept him, his cock sliding into her half an inch.

      “Oh god.” It felt good. So good she didn’t know what she’d been worrying about. On his next push, she arched up to meet him. Then again, and again, until inch by inch, he’d worked himself all the way inside her.

      Hips against hers, he paused, eyes closed and lines of tension etched into his face. Lifting a hand, she stroked his cheek. He shook his head, growling a response. “Hold still, or even the ker’ann won’t help you, little human.”

      Stuff the ker’ann, or whatever it was called, she needed him now. Biting her lip again, she rocked her hips. Her moan echoed his as sensation shot through her. Hard pleasure spiked, rolling through her body like a dozen automated wrecking bots on a frenzy. Unable to stop herself, she did it again, feeling his cock slide within her, feeding all sorts of interesting sensations to nerve endings she didn’t know she had.

      “Oh yes, more…”

      He growled, grabbing her wrists and hauling them over her head. “If it’s more you want, little human, more you’ll get.”

      With that, he drew back, his shaft stroking her inner walls as he withdrew and almost making her come there and then. Hard and fast, he impaled her again. He pulled back and thrust in until he’d built up a rhythm that had her gasping and arching against him. “Yes… Oh… Fuck. I’m—”

      She shattered apart again, the pleasure intense and blinding. Hard granules of ecstasy, like shards of broken glass, burst through her. For every surface they touched, they splintered again, and again. A never-ending cycle of pleasure.

      Through her release, she felt him speed up, heard the growl of need as his thrusts got stronger, faster until…

      He surged one last time and stiffened. Throwing back his head, he roared as his cock jerked and pulsed inside her, bathing her inner walls with his white-hot seed.

      She’d never felt when any of her previous lovers had come, but she felt his, as though it were another way to remind her that she was his now. Branding her as his property.

      He let go of her hands and collapsed over her, not crushing her, but protectively curled around her as their breathing returned to normal. For long moments, she lay there, just listening to him breathe.

      “Tarrick?”

      He looked up at the sound of his name, golden eyes sated, and his sexy as sin lips curved into a smile. “So, little human, since I’m still alive, I guess this means you don’t eat your mates after sex.”

      “You found me out.” She shrugged, walking her fingers over one broad shoulder. “But I have to warn you, we have quite the appetite. You might have bitten off more than you can chew.”

      He laughed, sliding his hands down to her hips. In a flurry of movement, he turned them both until he was lying on his back and she straddled him. Her groan as he impaled her on his thick cock echoed around the room.

      “Really? And I was just getting started as well.”

      Biting her lip, she closed her eyes and began to ride him.

      She’d fucked her very first alien and it wasn’t half bad. Okay, scratch that, it was absolutely freaking awesome.

      Perhaps being captured by aliens wouldn’t work out so badly after all…
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      The alien invasion force had five ships. That wasn’t many at all.

      Cat stood by a large window in the big room behind the bridge of the alien flagship and studied her captors. She refused to think of them as humanity’s masters. They might have won a battle by capturing a remote base and enslaving all its personnel, but the war hadn’t even started.

      Heaven, or whatever gods they worshiped, help them because they thought by sectioning off human women, it would make them docile.

      They would learn.

      Hand on the cool metal by the window, she glanced over her shoulder. A group of alien warriors clustered around a large table in the middle of the room. They were all big, with more muscles than any man had a right to, and all as handsome as hell to boot.

      It was the stuff of one of her greatest fantasies… ripped, leather-clad aliens were so her thing. You’d only have to check her digital-reader to know that. The virtual shelves burst at the seams with alien romance. But that was all it was. A fantasy. The reality of being claimed by an alien warrior… sorry, an alien warrior lord... was sexy, but if she had anything to do with it, short-lived.

      “So you’re saying they should never have left their own system, never mind made it this far?” Tarrick, her captor and would be “Master,” asked, his hands resting on the holographic display table in front of him.

      She paused for a moment, her attention caught as his muscles pulled at the leather of his jacket. A uniform she knew he wore nothing under. Heat uncoiled to loop through her veins, her intake of breath more a shiver. As a species, the Lathar were big and muscled, but there was that little something extra about Tarrick that hit her on a primitive, female level. If she’d met him in other circumstances, he’d have held her interest for sure.

      Down girl, she reminded herself and folded her arms. We’re making plans to bring about their downfall, not to climb their leader like a tree.

      Infiltration, that’s what it was all about. And what better place to do that than from their leader’s bed? She flitted a little closer, her steps silent in the delicate sandals she wore.

      “I’m surprised they even made it out of orbit,” another warrior, Jassyn, replied as he looked over the schematics displayed on the table.

      They were records from the Sentinel Five computer, the ones she’d deleted before the alien combat-bot had captured her. Wiping the computer was standard operating procedure to ensure all data and star charts didn’t fall into enemy hands. But they hadn’t counted on facing a technologically superior opponent like the Lathar. From what she’d gathered, they’d ruled the galaxies for generations. One primitive little species like homo sapiens trying to pull a fast one would never work.

      Not unless they were very inventive...

      “But somehow, they got out of orbit and spread like wildfire.” Jassyn’s hands moved over the console in front of them, flicking documents out of the way to show star charts called from the reconstructed records. Swift movements of his fingers drew lines over the star maps and highlighted the edges of an area. She drifted closer until she could feel the hum of the holographic field over the table. It was human-held space.

      “They have quite a sophisticated network here. From what I can work out, they also have a subspace communications array with relay points here, here, and here.”

      Crap… how had they figured that out? Far from being the beefcake grunts she’d assumed, Tarrick’s warriors were scarily intelligent. Don’t judge a book by its cover. Her grandmother had been fond of saying that.

      Tarrick looked up, his gaze focused on the men around him and not noticing her by the edge of the table. “I thought they just had conventional communications? Subspace is a different matter. Does that mean their central command knows of our presence?”

      With any luck, yeah… If Earth knew about the attack, they’d already have mobilized destroyers en-route to the base. Five ships shouldn’t stand a chance against the joint might of the Terran fleet.

      “No, I don’t believe so.” Jassyn shook his head, his long hair dancing on his shoulders. This close she could hear the faint creak of leather when he moved. “Our suppression fields knocked out any outgoing messages as we attacked. Overwhelmed the signal, and before it came back online we had control so nothing’s gone out. We’ve been getting regular pings on the relay since though.”

      He pushed the star charts to one side and brought up what looked like a communications log. The rest leaned forward to study it, cutting off her view of the table.

      “They’re assuming technological malfunction? And what's this stuff… the dots and dashes?”

      “That I don’t know yet. It seems to be a layer below the primary communication. Perhaps an echo or some kind of repeater pattern?” Jassyn shrugged, his expression saying he had no clue.

      She blinked, hiding her surprise. Morse code. She was stunned aliens with such a high level of technology hadn’t worked out the simple system. Why hadn’t their super-duper computer picked it up? Either way, it was an advantage she’d take, even if she didn’t know how to use it at the moment.

      “They haven’t encountered an advanced species yet so they weren’t expecting us. So yes, they seemed to assume malfunction so far,” Jassyn continued. “But they will want to find out what happened. Given their level of technology, I would expect a ship or two to come and investigate soon. From the records we pulled…” He moved the star chart back to the center of the table. “They have ships here and here. Either of these could make it here within twelve hours.”

      She smothered her intake of breath. That wasn’t a lot of time for her to find a security lapse to exploit. Not when she was with Tarrick or he had those monster remote piloted robots watching her. She flicked a glance sideways to the door. The metallic arms of the two guards outside were clear to see through the glass. They were always on watch.

      “Okay, monitor the communication relays for movement from those ships. I want to know the instant anything changes. Even if they go dark… Especially if they go dark,” Tarrick ordered, flicking a glance at her.

      “Moore Cat?” he called out, still mangling her name even though he knew its real format. It seemed to amuse him. Asshole alien.

      Blanking her expression, she turned toward him. Irritation flashed in his golden eyes and she suppressed her smirk. He didn’t like her poker face. Good.

      “You belonged to your species military.” He motioned her forward so she took another step, her stomach brushing the edge of the table and looked at the documents laid out. “What should we expect, by way of response?”

      Her eyebrow lifted into a delicate arch and it was a moment before she spoke. “Well, it’s rather hard to say, to be honest. Our great leaders would have to consult the oracles before plotting a course of action.”

      “I recall no mention of oracles or prophets.” Jassyn’s brows snapped together and he rifled through the documents again, looking for further evidence. “In fact, humanity doesn’t appear to be have a main religion.”

      “Depends on the situation.” She shrugged. “When in doubt, you can always refer to one of our standard religious signals. I’ll show you if you like?”

      All eyes in the room turned to her as she lifted a hand, fingers curled into a fist facing away from them. Then she extended her middle finger and smiled.

      “And that means ‘screw you.’ You really think I will help you?”

      There were two snorts and Tarrick’s eyes narrowed. She’d insulted him in front of his senior warriors. That had to bite. No, that had to burn.

      The healer standing next to Tarrick snorted with amusement and his face split into a broad grin. “Ha! I like her.”

      “Humans,” Tarrick hissed, his hard expression promising retribution. She refused to acknowledge the shiver of need that wormed its way up her spine and smiled back. What would he do if she stuck her tongue out and blew a raspberry at him?

      “Tell me about it.” The growled complaint came from the big warrior at the end of the table.

      The look in his eyes hovered somewhere between anger and frustration. “The males were easy to deal with. We worked over a few, showed the others the error of their ways, and they’ve been quiet as a gethal since. The females… argh! Half are refusing to eat, at least five keep trying to escape, and all of them refuse to acknowledge any warrior’s existence.”

      The healer nodded, leaning forward. His smile disappeared, replaced by concern. “He’s right. I’ve had to sedate a couple and I’m a little concerned if the fasting continues. None of them will say why they’re not eating, so I’m not sure if it’s a cultural thing with them. I’m reluctant to let it continue…so perhaps we should force feed them?”

      “You do, and they’ll make themselves vomit,” Cat broke in.

      Tarrick looked up, meeting her eyes. “Oh?”

      “It’s called a hunger strike.” She moved away from the table, her movements graceful. Her own clothing was gone when she woke this morning, replaced instead with a thin dress that looked more like a silk nightie. Far from feeling half-naked though, the inner layer of fabric molded to her figure, revealing nothing as the outer layers swirled around her. The effect made her feel as if she were a fairytale princess and she had to resist the urge to twirl just to swish the skirts.

      Small pleasures, she reminded herself, don’t fall prey to the bigger concerns. Deal with them, don’t panic.

      “Humans aren’t stupid, and we have a pathological allergy to being enslaved. We’d rather starve to death than be slaves. Force feed them and they’ll expel whatever you make them eat.”

      The warriors exchanged startled looks around the table, but it was the big guy who spoke, his lips curled back to display his disgust. “They’d rather die than accept the shelter we offer. How twisted and barbaric is that?”

      “It’s called free will and choice.” She shrugged again. “And you’re a fine lot to talk about barbarism. Not a benevolent superior race, are you? Rather than helping a less able species to defend itself… Rather than guide and aid…you storm in and enslave. Humans, for all our primitive and barbaric ways, outlawed slavery centuries ago.”

      The warrior snorted and she rounded on him, anger surging through her. “What if it were the other way around and you were the slave. Would you find it so acceptable then?”

      Fury flashed in his eyes and he stood to his full height, glaring down at her. “You go too far, human!”

      “Go on then, hit me.” Her lips curled into a snarl, but she refused to back down even though he was larger. Just one punch and that would be it. She didn’t care. Let him try, she’d go down fighting. Maybe quickly, but it would still be fighting. “Do whatever you want. I’m a slave, remember? No choice, no opinion. Nothing other than a soft body to fuck. Not like we’ve got brains to use, now is it?”

      “Karryl…” Tarrick’s voice snapped out in warning, and the temperature in the room dropped several degrees. Karryl flopped into his seat, his expression unreadable, and Tarrick transferred his attention to Cat. Great, she’d pissed off the big-bad.

      “Go to my quarters, wait for me there.”

      “Yes, my lord.” She mock-saluted him, spun on her heel with a satisfying swish of her skirts and swept out of the door. Two bots peeled off to escort her, with metallic clicks against the deck plating, as she did her best to storm down the corridor in soft sandals.

      Asshole aliens, the lot of them.
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      Laarn blew out a breath after the human woman left the room and broke the silence.

      “Anyone else think they’re a lot more like us than we bargained for?”

      “Seems that way, yes.” Tarrick sighed and shook his head. It had been less than a day since they’d taken the base and already he was realizing dealing with humans was fraught with headache. His.

      “Okay, Karryl, try and get the females in the cells calm. And leave them in there for now. Until Fenriis arrives with his war group. I don’t want the men distracted.”

      “Huh, just you then?” Laarn, as always, got the jibe in at light speed. “And how did your night with the little human go? I see she’s dressed as befits the mate of a war commander. She accepted your claim, I take it?”

      Tarrick clenched his fists, resisting the urge to strangle his brother. He had a point though. They’d all been without females for far too long. To have them within reach but not be able to touch them would be utter torture.

      “Explain that we have to quarantine them for the moment, to ensure their health and safety.” The mere mention of a threat to the females, of any kind, would have his men toeing the line, no matter how eager they were to claim one for themselves. “Laarn, run full level tests on them to make sure they are all fit and well. That should placate the warriors.”

      “Of course.” His twin’s eyes gleamed at the prospect of being able to gather more data on the new species. Tarrick shook his head. Sometimes he didn’t think Laarn was male in the traditional sense of the word.

      “The rest of you, back to your stations. I want full level readiness drills run in case the humans arrive before Fenriis. Dismissed.”

      The warriors filed out, but Tarrick remained in place. Dropping his head, he closed his eyes for a second in frustration.

      They were ready to move onto the next target. The next base in the chain. All the data showed it was larger than the one they’d already taken. Larger meant more females. More spoils. But they couldn’t move yet, not without ships to secure the sector.

      But he couldn’t hold the entire area with just one war group. It meant bringing in another war commander, his cousin Fenriis, and sharing any spoils the sector might yield, but that was preferable to losing it to another clan. It had happened before, and it would happen again. But not this time. Not on his watch.

      But first, he had a different problem.

      Pushing off from the table, he left the briefing room and headed toward his quarters. The two bots he’d assigned to Cat stood in the corridor. He nodded to them as he passed, his thoughts filled with the woman within.

      His little human. Cat.

      As soon as he entered the room, her scent surrounded him. Exotic, erotic, and familiar, all at the same time. She stood by the window again. He drank in the sight of her, all sensual curves and softness. Her uniform was gone, replaced by the traditional robes of a Latharian woman.

      Gray silk clung to her body, jeweled straps twinkling on delicate shoulders. The garment dipped low at the back to show the curve of her spine. Clips set with gems held up her hair away from her neck, and bangles glittered on her narrow wrists. Not finery from the K’Vass family vault, just generic ornamentation. It was all he had. He couldn’t wait to take her home though, and dress her in the starlight sapphires that had marked his clan for centuries.

      Unbidden, the image of his mother’s bonding necklace flashed through his mind. The most ornate piece of jewelry a latharian woman owned, bonding necklaces were intricate and detailed. His mother’s had been modeled after Herris Blossom’s, wrought in tri-pladium and set with sapphires. When she wore it, the jeweled flowers looked alive against her skin. They would look even more beautiful against Cat’s skin.

      He knew she was aware of his presence from the slight intake of her breath and the stiffness that invaded her limbs. She didn’t look at him though, and every line of her slender figure radiated tension.

      “What was that about?” Crossing the room, he gripped her arm and turned her around to face him. She yanked herself free, leaving red marks from his fingers.

      “What was what about?” Turning with all the grandeur of an Empress, she gave him an innocent, yet haughty expression. “Back there? Just the truth. Sorry if it hurts.”

      “You’re sad.” The realization startled him. Reaching out, he tugged a strand of her hair loose and wound it around his finger. He loved her hair. The vibrant color and the feel of it against his skin was like silk. A sensual delight he hadn’t expected. “Why are you sad?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. You can’t be that dense, surely?”

      She tried to pull the lock of hair back, but he held on. A short tussle ensued, one that ended when he slid his free hand into her hair and tilted her head. The delicate bones of her neck felt so fragile in his large, warriors hand. He gentled his grip and leaned in to kiss her, heat simmering in his veins, but she bared her teeth in warning.

      He sighed.

      “I thought we were past all this resistance.”

      “We are?” Her lips pursed into a stubborn little pout. He wanted to lean down and kiss it away. “No, that would have been the fact you drugged me. It’s worn off. Otherwise, I’d have been climbing those warriors in your office like a tree.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment. Damn stubborn humans.

      “Ker’ann doesn’t work that way, Moore Cat. It eases…the differences between our physical sizes, but it can’t create something that’s not there.” He opened his eyes again. “And this…between us? It is there. Any idiot can see you find me attractive.”

      “Asshole. I think I like the healer more. He kinda looks like you...”

      Anger flared without warning. His hand tightened in her hair. She squeaked, her face paling and he eased his grip again.

      “Never look at Laarn again.” Jealousy dictated his responses. The thought of her in another man’s arms triggered a rage so deep it scared him. “The only man you will notice is me.”

      “Whoa, whoa…calm down,” She stroked her hands over his forearms. Her touch was like cool water after the heat of the Arakaas deserts he’d visited as a boy. “I was joking.”

      “Don’t.”

      The order was short and hard before he pulled her into his embrace. His mouth had barely covered hers before she tore away.

      “No!”

      Pulling back, he looked down at her. “No? Why no? We are compatible…you accepted my claim over you.”

      “Not like I had much choice, did I?” Her voice was sharp and her eyes glittered with angry tears. Why did the sight of them make his chest ache?

      “You took mine from me to give to them. Not that they have much of one either. Fuck a warrior or become a whore. Did it ever occur to you that humanity has been looking for other advanced races? That human women might find you guys attractive and come voluntarily?”

      He stilled, his expression setting into unreadable lines. She’d called him out. He hadn’t considered that.

      Shoving at his shoulder, she demanded. “You didn’t, did you? You just barged right in with bigger guns and took what you wanted.”

      He shrugged. “That is the Lathar way.”

      “Well, the Lathar are idiots,” she huffed. “You’re an idiot.”

      He ventured a small smile. “It’s been said before. Laarn still maintains I was dropped on my head at birth.”

      “Huh. Makes sense.”

      Sensing a thawing in her attitude, he leaned down to brush his lips over hers. She didn’t move or respond. He didn’t like her lack of response. Humans were far more complicated than he’d thought. Last night had been filled with passion and a responsiveness he’d never imagined and he wanted more. She hadn’t pushed him away though, that was something.

      Under Latharian law, he was more than within his rights to take her as and how he desired, but he found he didn’t to take. He wanted her to open up to him, to give herself to him.

      She lifted her chin. As a signal, it was tiny, but he had nothing else to go on, so grasped it like a lifeline.

      Instead of pushing, he seduced her with soft touches and kisses. His lips learned the shape of hers, teasing at the corners, all his senses alert for any reaction from her. She relaxed, a slight weight against him and he eased her closer. She fit into his arms so perfectly that it had to be by design. The ancestors had to have designed her just for him. There was no other explanation.

      Tilting her head back farther, he teased her full lower lip with his own, adding a small nip. She gasped, her lips parting. Softly, softly, he warned himself, not rushing in as he would have before. When she didn’t close them all the way, he kissed her again, stroking his tongue against the parted seam in a request for access.

      Her response was a small moan and then, finally, she kissed him back. Triumph and relief hit hard and fast. A rumble of need and pleasure in the center of his chest, he deepened the kiss. Tasting her again was as good as his memory, wiping out all other thought. All that mattered was the two of them, her touch, as the rest of the universe whirled around them with a rapid beeping sound.

      She pulled away, frowning. “What is that noise? It sounds like an alarm.”

      He blinked, shook his head and focused.

      “Fuck. It’s the red alert.”
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