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      There was so much bling and testosterone in the room Madison was surprised she didn’t choke on it as soon as she walked in.

      “Madam Vice President,” General Hopkins greeted her as she took her seat at the head of the table. “Thank you for joining us.”

      “You’re more than welcome,” she replied, suppressing the quirk of her lips at his words.

      Somehow Hopkins always managed to make things sound as if he was doing her the favor. Like this meeting with the Lathar. She had called it, not Hopkins. He’d rather go all gung-ho and blast his way onto the alien ships to take their technology and wasn’t shy about stating that preference.

      The general had his head so far up his own ass he didn’t see what was right in front of him. Namely the fact that neither Earth nor any of its colonies had anything that could stand up to even these few Latharian vessels, never mind the fleet she knew they could field given the need.

      In short, Terra was in trouble and the situation sent shivers up her spine. They were looking down the barrel of a gun that could potentially end the human race and relegate their species to a footnote in an alien history book somewhere.

      Setting her conference folder down on the large table, she sat, smoothing her skirt down out of habit.

      “Ms. Cole, notes for this meeting,” her aide James murmured, sliding her a document. She cast an eye over it. It was a short summary of the current situation with the Lathar. Nothing she didn’t already know.

      “Excellent. Thank you,” she replied and looked up at the people seated around the table. She was the only woman and the only civilian. The rest ranged from Hopkins right down to a couple of junior colonels—a display of force. Again she suppressed her amusement. Who did they think they were kidding? She’d studied the footage of the Latharians in action. They were lethal. Old men in a conference room were not going to scare them off.

      “Are we ready to go live?” she asked, looking toward the communications officer at the side of the room. He would be responsible for the link with the Latharian ship as well as ensuring their technology played nicely with the alien tech.

      He nodded. “On your order, ma’am.”

      “Perfect. Thank you.” She turned to Hopkins. Even though her next words were forced, no one would have guessed. Madison was too well-versed at these games to allow any hint of her emotions or dislike to show on her face.

      “General, if you would take point here, please. I would like to observe how their representatives conduct themselves before engaging.”

      “Of course, my pleasure, Madam Vice President.”

      She ignored his slimy smile and leaned back in her seat, watching with interest as the comms officer brought their feed online. The consoles in front of each of them lifted, containing the cameras that would project their images over to the Latharian ship. At the same time the empty seats around the table filled with holograms of the Latharians.

      She sucked in a tiny breath at the sudden appearance of the large, very dangerous-looking men. If their clothing and eyes didn’t mark them as aliens, anyone could be forgiven for thinking they were human. Just much… larger. And every single one of them was packing serious muscle under their leather combat uniforms. Dayum. Not allowing that thought to show on her face either, she studied them more closely.

      The screen in front of her filled with information on the Latharians. The man almost opposite her was War Commander Fenriis, the captain of the lead Latharian ship. Tall and broad-shouldered, he looked dangerous and capable, his dark hair cut short. He was the only one with short hair, she realized, her gaze flicking to the other men. All of them had hair at least down to their shoulders, often with braids at the side.

      One of them, sitting next to Fenriis, looked right at her. He was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.

      She sucked in a small breath as their gazes collided. His eyes were dark, but she couldn’t work out the color from here. He was broader in the shoulder than Fenriis, which seemed almost impossible. What the hell did they feed these guys? He lounged back in his chair, jacket open to reveal a solid chest and hard cobblestone abs. A pendant hung on a cord around his neck, glinting in the overhead light. She didn’t think it was a fashion statement. It was more… utilitarian.

      Her gaze flicked down to the screen in front of her. He must be Danaar K’Vass, listed as Fenriis’ second in command. When she looked back up, his lips had curled into a small smile, as though he somehow knew she’d wanted to find out his name.

      “Gentlemen,” Hopkins gave a snake-oil salesman smile. “I am General Hopkins of the TDF. On behalf of Earth and the Terran colonies, I bid you welcome.”

      “Well met, General.” Fenriis nodded, his smile brief and gone quickly, but Madison didn’t get a sense of malice from him. Rather he had the air of cool, calm professionalism. “I am Fenriis K’Vass, representing his Imperial Majesty Daaynal K’Saan. These are my senior staff.”

      She listened attentively as the alien leader introduced his people. Her suspicion that the man sitting next to him was Danaar was borne out. She knew enough about the Lathar to know that the K’Vass part meant the two men were related. Indeed, she could almost see it, not in their features but in the way they moved, something about the set of their bearing.

      “Welcome to you all.” Hopkins smiled in reply. “May I introduce the senior staff of the TSS Defiant, starting with Vice President Cole. The gentleman to my left are…” Madison nodded and then tuned the general out as she continued to study the Latharians.

      She tried not to stare at Danaar too much, but somehow she found her attention returning to him all the time. Like most of the aliens, he had long hair, and out of all of them, he had the most braids, barely any of his hair still loose. She wondered what they meant. Nothing in her briefing files mentioned what they were about, but somehow she couldn’t see the highly masculine Lathar sitting around braiding each other’s hair.

      “First of all,” Fenriis continued, “since you have been good enough to meet with us, I’d like to reassure you that we are here to talk, not to conquer your planet.”

      “And how do we know you’ll keep your word on that?”

      She kept her expression level with effort at Hopkins’ sharp retort. Seriously, the guy was an idiot and, in situations like these, an absolute liability. His overconfidence and arrogance were going to cause serious problems in these talks. She could see it coming a mile off. Her gaze flicked to Fenriis.

      The Latharian’s face was neutral, but she was sure she caught a hint of annoyance in the lines around his mouth. “Because I have given my word, and the word of a war commander is good throughout the empire.”

      Hopkins frowned. “Ah, yes… but Earth is not part of your empire, no matter what you lot might think.”

      For a moment, she thought Danaar was about to argue with Hopkins, but just as quickly Fenriis shook his head and the big warrior relaxed again. The nonverbal communication was so swift she almost didn’t catch it.

      “Earth is currently under the protection of the empire—”

      Hopkins cut him off with a dismissive gesture. “Yes, you’ve said that several times. Putting us ‘under your protection’ is mighty convenient since you lot have your eye on our women. Isn’t that right?”

      She would have groaned but Hopkins wasn’t done yet. His tone was strident as he announced, “In fact, I think it would be in our interests to canvass species other than the Lathar. Their interests might be more in line with ours.”

      Oh. Fuck. Madison’s eyes widened. Hopkins didn’t have the power or authority to decide that. She sat up straight in her seat, about to bring him to task, when Fenriis spoke again, beating her to it.

      “Really?” The Latharian’s tone was incredulous. “You seriously want to approach someone else for protection? We’re the same damn species, you arrogant, conceited fool!”

      “No,” Hopkins’ expression was mulish. “We are human. You are Lathar. We are not the same.”

      “Oh well, that’s fine then.” Fenriis sat back in his chair, his gaze sharp as he looked at the human general. “Shall I list the other species and what you should expect from them?”

      The other warriors around the table had grim faces as Fenriis started to list them off. “We should start with the Ovverta. Those draanthic are into hunting. They make planet’s fall and wipe out every species on the surface. Not because they have a problem with them or they want the planet or anything. Not even because they’re hunting for food. No, they do it for fun. They wipe out other species because it amuses them. But no, you can’t approach the Ovverta for aid because they tried to wipe the wrong species out and were almost annihilated. They were chased to the very edges of the universe and even now if one shows its face, they are hunted to death.”

      Hopkins blinked and asked a sensible question for once. “Who did that to them? What species did they try and wipe out?”

      Fenriis grinned, but the expression held no humor.

      “Us.”

      The humans around the table started in surprise, even Madison. That the Lathar were powerful enough to wipe out an entire race was scary and a definite warning that, for humanity’s sake, they needed to get these talks right.

      “Then there’s the Krin,” Fenriis carried on. “They’re born in pods and are usually taller than the tallest Latharian warrior. Massively powerful and strong. And you know what their kink is?”

      Madison leaned forward, intrigued and slightly horrified. They’d had no idea what was out there, and it seemed that far from one of the more superior species as they’d arrogantly assumed, humanity was at the bottom of the food chain. She had no idea how literally apt that thought was until a few seconds later.

      “They like to eat other species,” Danaar supplied in a rough voice, the first time he’d spoken. His raspy, deep timbres sent a shiver all the way down her spine.

      “I once had to clear a colony that had been hit by one of their attacks. It was a party for them,” he snarled. “They’d arrived en masse and captured the colonists. Most were dead, their empty bodies cast aside like food wrappers, but some were still alive… barely. Broken remnants of beings missing parts of themselves they needed to survive.”

      Admiral Collins turned green and looked like he was going to be sick. “You mean… they were alive when these Krin ate them?”

      Fenriis nodded grimly. “The Krin say the screaming and pain adds flavor to the meat. They’ve developed ways to keep their food alive as they cut into them, even as they devour organs and systems necessary for life. They’ve become absolute experts at keeping other species alive. If those draanthic found Earth, you’d be the biggest all-you-can-eat buffet in history.”

      “Holy crap. We need to increase our defenses.”

      Danaar shrugged. “Won’t do you any good. The colony I went to? It was one of ours.”

      “Are those the only ones that are dangerous?” Colonel Fletcher asked, trying hard to conceal the tremor in his voice.

      “No,” Fenriis stated bluntly.

      “Let’s not forget the Seratovians. Shapeshifters,” he added at their blank looks. “You wouldn’t even know they were among you until one shifted and went on a blood-lust-fueled killing spree. Fortunately, they don’t often travel out of their home systems. Then… we have the Krynassis. They’re a lizard race almost as capable as we are. If a hive-queen takes a liking to your planets?” He shrugged and spread his hands. “Let’s just say that unlike the Krin, or Ovverta, they’re generous. She’d probably give you say… twelve hours to vacate the surface before her warriors started to wipe you out.”

      “Twelve hours… That’s…” Collins stuttered.

      “So what you’re saying,” Madison interrupted, “is that we need you.”

      She found herself the subject of interest from all of the Lathar in the room, but most especially Fenriis and Danaar. But while Danaar’s gaze made everything feminine in her sit up and take notice, she ignored it in favor of focusing on his boss. Fenriis’ attention was focused and businesslike, taking in every aspect of her appearance. He studied her not as a man studied a woman, but as a general in war studied an opponent.

      Her lips quirked. He was doing exactly what she was. Assessing, making a judgement, trying to figure out how to deal with her as she did the same to him.

      “Bluntly put, yes.” He nodded. “Given we are actually from the same stock species, we have a vested interest in ensuring the survival of the human race. So much so that our emperor, Daaynal K’Saan, has extended his personal protection to your entire species.”

      “Yes,” Madison smiled, latching on to that. She’d wanted to bring that up but was pleased she didn’t have to engage in any fancy verbal footwork to get there. Fenriis had a disarming frankness about him, and from the way he spoke, he was definitely a soldier, not a politician. Briefly she wondered if the Lathar actually had politicians. Or politics. With an emperor, they certainly didn’t appear to be a democracy.

      “Let’s talk about that,” she smiled. “What does that mean? We are aware of the women you took from Sentinel Five and some of your history regarding interactions with other races. Namely your habit of stealing women away…”

      There was the slightest pause before he answered and she got the feeling he was a little uncomfortable with the question. “As a race, yes, we had previously attempted to ease our reproductive problems by abducting compatible females of other species. But that practice has now ceased.”

      Madison tilted her head to the side. “And why is that?”

      “You,” Danaar broke in, his deep rumble making her transfer her attention to him. Directly opposite her, he hadn’t stopped looking at her since they’d “arrived.”

      “Me?” She pursed her lips at that revelation, not sure where he was going with that. Up to today she hadn’t had any direct communication with the Lathar, so he couldn’t mean her personally.

      “Yes…” Danaar’s voice was rough. “We only want human females now… and the emperor says you’re all under his protection. So we have to play nice. Then we might be allowed to court you.”

      She blinked at his words. They were direct, as though Danaar were referring to the two of them. Then she laughed a little. “Oh, come on, surely one man doesn’t hold that kind of power?”

      “Daaynal K’Saan is a warrior emperor,” Fenriis said flatly. “He is also a born emperor in a society where assassination is a viable career advancement option. Rumor has it he killed his first team of assassins when he was nine years old… and he has defended his throne longer than my lifetime.”

      She pursed her lips, impressed, but she was quick to rally. “Okay. So that means you lot aren’t going to land en masse and start rounding us up. Good to know. What can you tell me about the incident in Stanton? We have reports of your warriors on the ground and property destruction. Three women have been listed as missing: Jacqueline Wright, Amanda Kallson and Elizabeth Kallson.”

      Fenriis paused again and then spoke. “We received intelligence that there might be a non-Terran presence on the surface, so we dispatched a specialist team to check. Three females were found at the site, requiring medical attention. They were removed for treatment—”

      “You kidnapped some of our women?” Hopkins leapt to his feet, outraged. “This is preposterous! You will return them immediately!”

      “General!” Madison’s voice cut through the air like a whip, the glare she directed at Hopkins cutting. When the male sat down, she returned her attention to Fenriis, her look expectant. “War Commander?”

      He nodded, his expression neutral despite the general’s outburst. “Unfortunately, we will not be returning any of them in the foreseeable future. Two of the women have been sent to our healer’s hall on Lathar Prime as we do not have the facilities to treat them onboard.”

      She gave a soft smile in reply, thinking quickly. “Totally understandable. I thank you for taking them in during their hour of need. And the third female?”

      “Amanda Kallson will also not be returned. As she has agreed to become my mate, she is now Amanda K’Vass.”
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      The humans were late. The time they’d given for their arrival had come and gone, and they were still on their way. Danaar gritted his teeth in irritation. If they were going to insist on being here on short notice, the least they could do was arrive on time. He glanced down at the personal comm on his bracer.

      “They’re on final approach now.”

      Sure enough, almost before he’d finished speaking, the warning lights at the end of the bay lit up and the heavy door started to open. The shimmer of the adaptive force field took its place as it moved. His eyes narrowed as the ugly snub-nose of the Terran shuttle came into view. Seriously, it was like a box with none of the lethal elegance of a Latharian vessel. The blocky little ship maneuvered itself clumsily as it chugged toward the open bay doors. And chugged. And chugged.

      He ignored the slight shuffling of the warriors in the group around him. One of their shuttles would have landed by now, its passengers already disembarked. Finally, the shuttle made it through the bay doors, the force field parting to create an airtight seal. The roaring sound of its engines almost deafened them as it slowly lowered itself.

      “No suppressors,” Danaar had to shout over the noise at the looks of surprise from the warriors around him. It touched down with a clunk and a squeal on the metal of the deck, and the door on the side opened, lifting up to reveal a squad of human marines. Danaar’s eyes narrowed at the fact they were armed, but he didn’t go for his own weaponry. The humans’ weapons were all slung across their backs, but they were still tense and vigilant as they filed out of the shuttle to surround its airlock.

      The female who stepped out next explained the honor guard and took Danaar’s breath away.

      Madison Cole. The human vice president.

      Which, as far as he could work out meant she was a second choice for emperor, if the humans had had an emperor. But she didn’t look anything like the Latharian emperor. She was stunning. Tall and slender, she was obviously no warrior, and the way she moved was graceful and elegant rather than dangerous.

      Her clothing was fitted and concealing, with long sleeves and a skirt that fell to below her knees. The only skin he could see was her face, neck, hands and legs. His gaze focused on them, noting the pleasing shape and muscle tone—obviously, something required for the strange footwear she had on. Heels, he dragged the name from his study of the Terran database they’d taken from the Sentinel.

      “Vice President Cole,” Amanda, Fenriis’ mate, murmured. “She’s hard as nails… takes no prisoners. Been known to make her political opponents cry.”

      “Really?” Danaar replied in the same low voice, not taking his eyes off the stunning female as she walked their way without a hint of fear on her face despite the fact she was walking toward a group of heavily armed Latharian warriors. “She does not strike me as a female who is easily scared.”

      Amanda shook her head. “Former war reporter before she went into politics. She’s the real deal.”

      He had no idea what that was, but it sounded impressive. The unflappable demeanor and lack of fear made sense if she was used to operating in a theater of combat. Several uniformed males trailed her across the deck, and it was easy to see the female was in command. It was also just as easy to see that fact didn’t sit well with the males behind her. Their uniforms were decorated with shiny buttons and fancy cords. They looked ridiculous, like puffed up yotarians.

      They didn’t hold his attention for long, his gaze sliding back to the fascinating female leading them. He’d studied everything they had on her, so he knew she was unmated and without children. Apparently she was “married to her job” but he had no clue what that meant. Married was like mated for humans, but how a female could be linked to a position…

      Madison gave an easy smile as she reached them, her hand outstretched as she addressed Fenriis. “War Commander. A pleasure to finally meet you in person.”

      Jealousy hit Danaar hard and fast as Fenriis reached out and took the female’s hand to shake. He was forced to grit his teeth, the temptation to draw his blades on the other warrior for even daring to touch her roaring to life within him. He took a deep breath, reminding himself that Fenriis had a mate, the delicate Lady Amanda, and she was standing right next to him.

      “The pleasure is all mine, Madam Vice President,” Fenriis said, giving her hand a firm shake before letting go. “May I present my senior warriors.” He indicated the males surrounding them. “My second in command, Danaar…”

      Before he could finish his sentence, Danaar stepped forward. Unlike Fenriis, his manner wasn’t polite and solicitous. Instead, he was predatory and domineering, crowding the female before he could stop himself. He needed to be closer to her, fill his lungs with her scent, feel the heat of her body against his skin. She might have been tall for a human, but compared to him she was tiny and delicate. He felt massive and brutish next to her. He would have to moderate his strength when touching her or he could easily hurt her.

      Tension rolled through the humans behind Madison, but she stayed them with a small motion of her hand as she looked up at him. He dragged in a breath as he was treated to her full beauty up close. Her eyes had round pupils, which was odd to him, but he liked it, and the blue-grey color had tiny flecks of gold within, like a treasure only revealed the closer he got.

      “Well, aren’t you just a long, tall drink of water?” Her voice was low but controlled and she didn’t back down an inch, her gaze locked to his. She wasn’t scared of him. Not that he wanted to scare her. No… he had entirely other plans in mind for them, plans that really needed her not to be scared of him. But… he had expected a little wariness on her part. Not this blunt, bold assessment. If she’d been a warrior on the battlefield, she’d have been one he watched carefully.

      “Now, do you want to step aside, handsome, or do you have the brains as well as the brawn?”

      Danaar’s ability to frame a sentence disappeared over the event horizon as her lips quirked up at the corners in the sexiest little smirk he’d ever seen.

      Fenriis’ growl of warning brought him back to the situation at hand, and he stepped aside, his body tight as he realized just how close he’d come to throwing her over his shoulder and causing an intergalactic incident right there in the shuttle bay.

      “And this is my mate, Amanda K’Vass…” Fenriis continued, as if Danaar hadn’t interrupted, and urged his little mate forward to greet the new female.

      “Ma’am,” Amanda said and offered her hand regally, like the lady she was now. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Likewise!” Madison smiled as she shook Amanda’s hand, covering it with her own for a moment.

      “And congratulations on your… wedding?” she checked, glancing between the two of them.

      Amanda opened her mouth but stalled, looking up at her mate.

      “Bonding… the ceremony itself will be carried out at court before the emperor.” Fenriis smiled as he slid an arm around Amanda’s waist and pulled her against his side.

      “So you’re not really married then?” One of the males behind them sneered.

      It was an insult, pure and simple. Danaar’s eyes narrowed as he turned to study the human, wondering if he realized that every male in hearing would happily eviscerate him on the spot for calling their commander’s honor into question. That was nothing to say what Fenriis himself would likely do.

      “General Hopkins.” Madison’s voice was like a whip in the air, her displeasure with her own people evident. “We cannot attribute human cultural norms to an alien society. They can, and probably will, do things differently than us.”

      Fenriis inclined his head, but before he spoke, Danaar beat him to it.

      “Once a warrior’s claim has been accepted, it is binding,” he rumbled, looking down at Madison as though he were talking to her and only her. “The ceremony is simply a…”

      “Formality?” she offered, eyebrow arched. The male was dismissed to the back of the group with a wave of her delicate hand.

      “Not all couples have a ceremony.” He nodded, drinking in her small smile eagerly. “It’s not required by law. As long as the female swears she was not under duress when she accepted the claim… it stands.”

      The blood in his veins roared as she lowered her gaze. Her lashes swept down to flutter against cheeks that were tinted with a slightest flush. Any claim between them would stand. He would make sure of it.

      “So… it’s just down to two people deciding to be together.” Amanda exchanged glances with Madison. “Seems far more sensible than some Terran cultures. Doesn’t it?”

      “Oh, indeed,” the taller female replied, turning her attention to the warriors around them. “We still have a problem with some cultures… arranged marriages where the woman has no choice, child brides… that sort of thing.”

      “What?” Fenriis’ voice rang with the same surprise that filled Danaar. “You marry children to other children? For what reason? They’re children—”

      Amanda shook her head sadly, her hand on her mate’s arm. “Not to other children, love. Some men like their wives very, very young.”

      Fenriis looked at her in shock, and then his features twisted. “That’s disgusting. Those are not males worthy of the name. We would not allow such males to remain Lathar. They would become dishonored… if we allowed them to live at all. We will happily find and rout these males out, should your leadership allow us to,” he directed to Madison. The sentiment was echoed by all the Lathar present as they nodded in agreement.

      Madison inclined her head. “Thank you. One day I hope we will be able to combine our efforts on such an undertaking.”

      

      Humanity was in trouble. Serious trouble. But not as much trouble as she was.

      Madison kept a pleasant smile on her face as they were treated to a tour of the large Latharian vessel—large being the operative word. Everything about the Lathar was built on a bigger scale, including the warrior aliens themselves. She slid the big man next to her a sideways glance as they were shown into an impressive stateroom. He was taller than any guy she’d ever seen, and even in her heels she felt positively tiny next to him. Since she towered over most men, that wasn’t a feeling she was used to.

      “This is utterly beautiful,” she said with a smile, indicating the long room with its ornate columns and picture windows giving an unparalleled view of the stars. Given that the areas of the ship they’d seen so far were utilitarian with metal decks and obvious bulkheads, the splendor and elegance of the room surprised her.

      “The emperor’s hall,” Danaar replied, his hands clasped behind his back. It was so close to a soldier’s “at ease” posture she couldn’t help the small smile that curved her lips. He caught it, tilting his head in curiosity. “You find me or the hall amusing?”

      His deep burr of a voice did things to her that should be illegal, but she ignored them and focused on him.

      “Oh no, not at all,” she reassured him hastily while kicking herself mentally. Way to go, Mads, piss off the hot alien within minutes of meeting him. Then she smiled and shrugged, gesturing to him.

      “That posture is one I see a lot from the military. I was amused that it seems to have transcended species… err, planets,” she corrected quickly, remembering that the Lathar considered humanity an offshoot of themselves. She wasn’t sure about that, and the scientists had yet to give them a definitive answer on whether they were or not. Planets seemed the safer option at this point.

      “Ahh.” He shrugged and offered a smile, his eyes unreadable. At first she’d thought they were brown but they were actually blue, just so dark as to appear brown from a distance. The vertical pupils brought it home she wasn’t looking at a human, as if she could forget that little detail. No man she’d ever met was like him.

      “We are the same in build and…” he paused for a moment, as though searching for the right term. “Construction? Is that the correct word? My Terran is… not good yet.”

      “It’s close enough for me to understand.” She smiled. “In truth, I’m amazed that you speak English at all, but very grateful. With delicate situations like this, the fewer issues we have with miscommunication will avoid… errr… misunderstandings?”

      Somehow even though he hadn’t moved a muscle, he seemed to loom over her suddenly.

      “I would like that very much,” he murmured, his deep voice an auditory caress that made her shiver again. “I want communication between us to be… clear.”

      “I’m certain we can manage to keep the lines of communication between Terrans and Lathar open.” Her laugh was a little startled because of her compromised breathing. For gods’ sake, she berated herself mentally. She really needed to get it together. She’d dealt with an attractive man before. “This is an excellent start, allowing us onto your vessel.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t talking about our species...”

      He was suddenly closer, and she realized the rest of the group had moved on, leaving them alone at one end of the long room. He didn’t crowd her so much as use his big body to block her view of everything else.

      “I meant us. As in you and me.” His dark gaze roved over her face, studying her before returning to meet her eyes. His expression, so stoic before, softened into a half smile and the look in his eyes made her catch her breath again. “I want nothing to be misunderstood between us.”

      Oh hell. The dangers of the situation she’d managed to land herself in weren’t lost on Madison. She had been separated from the rest of her group with an alien man whose species she knew almost nothing about... but who made every cell in her body come alive and take notice of him. This wasn’t something that could pose a threat to her mission. The only person in danger here was her… in danger of landing in a sexy alien’s bed.

      It would have been so much easier if they’d been little green men. Or scale-covered... yeah, scales would have been good. She didn’t find lizards in the least attractive. Unlike tall, dark and growly here. Him she found very attractive. Too attractive.

      “Oh?” She tilted her head back to look up at him, her best innocent expression plastered over her face. “I don’t think we’re having any communication issues so far. Do you?”

      The slight hint of a growl as he leaned in kicked the butterflies in her stomach into a frenzy.

      “Not so far, no... remember that,” he murmured, his breath stirring the loose hairs that had escaped her elegant pleat. “You will need it later on.”

      Before she could ask what he meant, he stepped away, allowing her to see the rest of the room again. Their party was almost at the other end, near the door.

      “My lady.” He spread his hand to indicate they should proceed, his lips curving slightly. “I’m not a male you wish to be caught alone with.”

      Oh, she did. She really did.

      Biting back the reaction, she smiled at him as they continued walking. “Nonsense, Mr. K’Vass. Humanity have long since left behind the archaic notion that women require a chaperone,” she said in a firm voice. “Besides, your behavior has been perfectly polite and respectable. I have no concerns being alone with you,” she added in a lower tone as they rejoined the group and followed them out through the door.

      She’d always known the Latharian vessel was big, but knowing it and seeing it in reality were two entirely different things. Their tour took them from the emperor’s hall through smaller staterooms below, working down through the ship until they reached a huge set of double doors.

      She gasped as she stepped through, suddenly feeling as tiny as an ant.

      “The main training hall,” Danaar murmured at her side, even as she turned in a circle, looking up.

      For a moment the polished politician and the experienced war reporter was lost for words. The room was huge, bigger than any cathedral she’d ever seen. Vaulted ceilings rose sharply above them with walkways between the high arches. Warriors marched along them without looking down.

      The hall was well lit, but she couldn’t see any lighting panels. Rather the light seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, suffused in the very air itself.

      “Beautiful,” she breathed.

      “I agree.”

      She turned at the sound of his deep voice right by her ear and collided with him. Instantly, large hands closed around her waist, stopping her tumble backward to the floor.

      “Steady there, my lady,” he murmured, strong arms holding her securely against his broad chest. “Wouldn’t want you getting hurt. The commander will have my hide if you get so much as a bruise.”

      Oh god, he was as solid as he looked. Madison was struck dumb at the unexpected feel of his bare skin beneath her palm. Like most of the Latharians she’d seen so far, he wore a leather combat uniform, the jacket open to reveal his bare chest. That flash of carved chest and cobblestone abs would feature in her dreams a lot in the near future. She just knew it. Now they would be joined by what all that hard muscle under hot, satiny skin actually felt like.

      “You’re fin... I’m fine,” she corrected quickly. “I’m fine. Absolutely fine.”

      But she wasn’t fine. She was so far from it, it was unreal. Her heart rate had gone through the roof. Her heart was thumping in her chest and... fuck, yeah, her panties were damp.

      Please, god, don’t let them have the sense of smell of a werewolf or anything...

      “Of course.”

      After a long moment his lips quirked at the corners, and he spoke again, his voice conspiratorially low. “Much as I like this, you may want to release me? Unless you plan on... how do you humans say it... Unless you plan on making an honest male of me...”

      Her eyes widened. “I... oh shit...”

      She’d made a crack about humans being more civilized and women not needing chaperones any more. But she’d completely failed to think that Latharian culture might also have some rules about interactions between the genders, especially since they had no women of their own.

      She cleared her throat, lifting her hands and stepping away from him carefully. “I’m so sorry if I caused offense. I haven’t... we’re not...”

      “We’re not what, kelarris?” he murmured.

      Amusement danced in his dark eyes. A quick glance around confirmed that once again they were apart from the main group, and she looked up at him suspiciously. Was he trying to get her alone to try and “compromise” her?

      She folded her arms. “I mean... Have I caused you any issues with my conduct? Or done something stupid like married us without realizing?”

      Sure, the question was blunt, but she’d long ago learned that being blunt and honest was the best policy. It was the only way to cut through the bullshit and minimize misunderstandings.

      He chuckled. “No, Lady Cole, we’re not mated... married.” He inclined his head as he corrected himself. “For that you would have to accept my claim.”

      She arched her eyebrow as they continued to walk. The hall wasn’t empty, but rather different groups of Latharian warriors were training as they passed. Most seemed more interested in looking at her, though, meaning several of the sneaky beakers got dumped on their asses because they’d taken their eye off the ball. She hid her smile as Danaar sighed.

      “Please excuse them, my lady. It seems the simple sight of a female can cause them to lose all combat sense,” he said, raising his voice at the end of the sentence so they could all hear him, a burr of irritation in the deep tones. “But don’t worry. None of them will approach you. I’ll make sure of it.”
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