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      “Those women turned ten million credits of construction equipment into scrap metal!” The human executive’s hologram jabbed an accusatory finger through the command table. “And now they expect us to write it off as a loss?”

      Zeke pressed his shoulders back against the cool stone wall of the command room, watching the translucent figures in front of him posture and preen. Their greed left a bad taste in his mouth. The corporate team had been arguing in circles for twenty minutes, each new accusation more desperate than the last.

      “The equipment was already damaged in the earthquake,” Kraath said, his deep voice a total contrast to the executive’s shrill tone. “Ms. Jackson and Ms. Trevor found a way to make it useful again.”

      A woman with pinched features and hair that looked like it was glued into place leaned forward, her hologram flickering at the end of the movement. “The construction equipment wasn’t meant to be ‘useful’ as weapons. It was meant for construction and development. Do you know how much those systems were worth?”

      “Much less than the lives they saved,” Kraath replied.

      The corporate team bristled. A thin man with nervous hands jumped in, his voice pitched high with indignation. “Look here! The equipment—damaged or not—was company property. They deliberately dismantled it!”

      The executives nodded in unified self-righteousness. Zeke gritted his teeth until he thought they would break off at the root. These pampered bureaucrats, sitting safely in their plush offices, had no concept of what it meant to fight for survival. To make hard choices when lives were on the line.

      “What Ms. Jackson and Ms. Trevor did,” Kraath said in a measured tone as though he was talking to small children, “was show initiative in a crisis. They took wreckage and turned it into a defensive line.”

      “Initiative?” The first executive snorted. “That’s what we’re calling it now? They destroyed⁠—”

      “They adapted,” Kraath cut in. “Unless you’re suggesting they should have left the broken equipment lying useless while the garrison was under attack?”

      Prince Isan hadn’t moved from his position at the “head” of the table, but Zeke noticed the slight tightening around his eyes. Anyone with eyes in their head could see that the prince’s patience was wearing thin. Zeke couldn’t blame him. The executives’ single-minded focus on their profit margins became more grating by the second.

      “The fact remains,” the female said, straightening her already perfect jacket with a pointed movement, “that millions of credits worth of specialized equipment is now nothing but twisted metal. They should have taken steps to avoid destruction of company property. Someone has to be held accountable for these losses.”

      “Accountable? Why?” Zeke pushed off from the wall with a snarl. “Even the garrison’s advanced sensor arrays didn’t detect that quake until it hit. Are you suggesting their civilian equipment should have performed better than ours, which is Latharian military grade?”

      The executive’s hologram flickered as she drew back. “That’s not—I mean—the issue here is about proper securing of equipment⁠—”

      “During an earthquake that your sensors couldn’t predict?” Zeke demanded. “Maybe you’d like to explain exactly how they were supposed to manage that? How do humans say it? With a ‘crystal ball’ perhaps?”

      “The point,” one of the male executives cut in, “is that if Ms. Jackson and Ms. Trevor had taken proper precautions⁠—”

      “The point,” Prince Isan’s deep voice sliced through the room, “is that you seem to have forgotten something rather important.”

      He rose slowly from his chair, his pale eyes fixed on the flickering holograms of the humans. “Which is that Ms. Jackson and her team are now considered Izaean citizens, and all Izaean citizens are blood-bonded. As I am also Izaean, and I am a K’Saan—the emperor’s nephew, in fact—that means Ms. Jackson and Ms. Trevor are part of the Imperial House.”

      His lips curved in a smile as warm as a razor. “So any complaint about them must go through the correct channels. Would you prefer to explain your grievances to my uncle, the emperor?”

      The executives’ holograms wavered as they exchanged panicked glances. The thin man opened his mouth, closed it, and then opened it again. “Your Highness, we didn’t mean to⁠—”

      The command room door burst open behind them, causing every warrior in the room to spin around. A young Izaean stumbled through it, red in the face and breathing hard.

      “Commander! Subcommander! Michelle—she’s been snatched by a feral!”
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      She fucking hated being injured. It made her slow, and people kept talking about her resting… which was boring.

      Michelle grumbled to herself as she pushed through the construction office's doors, her leg throbbing like a son of a bitch. The splint wrapped around her calf felt tight against the swelling, and each step sent a sharp reminder up her shin that she probably should've taken Zeke up on those painkillers he'd offered yesterday.

      Fuck that. The first time she'd taken them, they'd knocked her on her ass, taking her brain offline until all she could do was stare stupidly at the ceiling above her bed. No, thank you. She'd handled worse than a broken leg before, and she wasn't about to start popping pills like that now. Besides, bothering the handsome Izaean medic at—she glanced at her watch—four-thirty in the morning seemed like a dick move, even if he'd told her to wake him if the pain got bad.

      The admin office hummed with the low thrum of overnight systems, soft lighting casting everything in a pale blue wash. Liam Graham looked up from his console, coffee mug halfway to his lips. His pale eyes widened in surprise at the sight of her. Caleb Park spun around in his chair, nearly dropping the tablet he'd been scrolling through and looking as guilty as a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

      "Fuck, Michelle." Liam set his mug down hard, ceramic clicking against metal. "What are you doing up? It's not even five."

      "Couldn't sleep." She limped toward the central console bank.

      Caleb pushed back from his workstation, concern creasing his brow. "You should be resting. Doctor's orders and all that."

      "My leg is broken, not my head." She dropped into the chair in front of a console, biting back a wince. "And we've got work to do."

      She pulled up the reports on the secondary site, the screen filling with columns of data and survey readings. The data stared back at her—density anomalies, matrix fluctuations, and harmonic feedback patterns that didn't quite match the baseline numbers the Izaean survey team had taken months ago. Even accounting for data drift between the alien systems and theirs, there shouldn't be this much deviation.

      "What kind of work?" Liam rolled his chair over to look over her shoulder, bringing his coffee. The rich smell mixed with the admin center's recycled air and the faint ozone scent that always lingered around the monitoring equipment. "What're you looking at?"

      She scrolled through the reports, a frown settling between her brows. The system had translated most of the notes from the original survey… from Izaean, but their sentence construction was odd. It was as bad as when she’d had to translate a six hundred-year-old text from Late English for a construction project. Total pain in the ass.

      "The readings from the second site. Look at these density fluctuations… they're off by twelve percent from the original baseline. And these patterns..." She tapped the screen where red warning indicators clustered in the data. "Something's changed down there.”

      With the primary site completely fucked thanks to the Purist attack, shifting operations to the second site was the only thing they could do. But she wasn't about to stake their entire project on survey data that looked this wonky.

      "You think the readings are that off?" Caleb leaned over her shoulder, studying the display. His cologne was too strong this early in the morning, like he'd had a shower in the stuff, but she didn't have the energy to tell him to dial it back.

      "I think we need to get out there and check these ourselves." She frowned as she pulled up the survey maps, overlaying them with the recent readings. The discrepancies were subtle but consistent enough. It could mean equipment malfunction or environmental changes, but she didn’t know for sure. And she wasn't about to leave it to chance.

      "The scanners could be miscalibrated, or the underground structure could've shifted after all the seismic activity from the attack.” She shrugged. “We need to be sure which it is before we break ground. Will save us a lot of time and effort if we find out now if this site is screwed."

      Liam crossed his arms. "Does Ashley know you're planning a field trip?"

      Michelle's fingers paused over the keyboard. Ashley was all wrapped up in post-wedding bliss with her new husband, Sy, but Michelle was done feeling sorry for herself.

      "Ashley's got enough on her plate right now," she said, closing the reports. "Besides, this is standard verification. We're not doing anything, just rechecking the readings before we commit to anything."

      "So what's the plan, boss?" Caleb asked, already reaching for his jacket.

      She stood, testing her weight on the splinted leg. The pain flared, but it was manageable. "We take the survey kit out to site two, run a full check and compare the readings to what we have. If there's a real variance, then we come back and look for a new site. But if it's equipment error, we redo the survey so the first shift team has proper readings when they break ground."

      The two men nodded.

      "We'll need the survey scanner, spare power cells, standard comms, headlamps, and the basic toolkit,” she said as she limped toward the equipment storage area, Liam and Caleb falling into step behind her. “Include the drill and spare bits in case we need to take core samples."

      The equipment cage sat in the corner of the storage bay, a mesh-enclosed area filled with cases, tools, and monitoring devices. She punched in her access code, the lock clicking open with a soft electronic beep.

      Pulling out the survey scanner, she checked the status display. "Status green, power at ninety-six percent. Good to go."

      Caleb nodded, already filling out the job report. "Noted."

      She handed the case to Liam, then pulled out the spare power cells, comms units, and headlamps.

      "Caleb, you've got the power cells and comms. Liam, scanner, and tools." She grabbed a headlamp and tested the beam against the cage wall. Bright white light cut through the bay's dim lighting. "Grab your shit and let's move. If we can get this done before the start of the first shift, then we'll be ready to rock and roll if we need to use the site."

      They left the bay together, their footsteps echoing in the corridor. Her leg made her slower than usual, but she kept pace, refusing to let the injury hold them back. The garrison was quiet at this hour, most of the humans still asleep, and the Izaeans were on their own schedules that she still couldn’t work out.

      The transport bay opened up before them, a huge space filled with vehicles, equipment, and the smell of motor oil and metal. Low-level lighting cast long shadows between the parked trucks and construction vehicles. In the far corner, the all-terrain truck they'd finally gotten running yesterday sat ready for use.

      She headed for it, running her hand along its reinforced bumper. Built for rough terrain, it had heavy suspension, all-wheel drive, and enough ground clearance to handle the rocky landscape around the construction sites. They'd been fighting with its electrical system since landing, but Liam had finally traced the problem yesterday. A wiring loom had corroded. A simple fix… once you knew where it was.

      Climbing into the driver's seat, she pressed her lips together when her leg protested. The brace was doing its job while her leg healed. Which couldn’t be soon enough. But then, Zeke had mentioned they were expecting some new fancy medical equipment courtesy of Prince Isan and that it would fix her up, quick-smart. Apparently, the planet hadn’t qualified for that kind of medical equipment because there were only Izaeans here before, but now that humans were here, the Empire had agreed to release some new kit to them.

      Her jaw tightened as she turned the key, and the engine turned over, settling into a steady rumble that echoed through the transport bay. What she’d heard about the Latharian Empire left a sour taste in her mouth. There were kids here. What kind of assholes withheld medical equipment based on people’s DNA… or mutated DNA, or whatever.

      The panel lights on the truck were all out. She sighed. The wiring loom was still playing up. Great. Leaning forward, she whacked the side of the dashboard. Hard. The lights flickered to life, showing fuel, oil pressure, and system status all in the green.

      "Okay, we’re good. Load it up," she called to Liam and Caleb, who were already moving toward the truck bed with their equipment cases.

      As they secured them, movement in the shadows on the other side of the transport bay snagged her attention. An Izaean stood there, watching them. It wasn't Zeke, she knew that instantly. This one was taller, with long hair and scarring down his arms. His eyes reflected the low lighting with an unsettling red gleam.

      Not just Izaean, feral.

      She suppressed her shudder and adjusted her mirrors, checking the truck's systems before they left. The Izaeans kept odd hours, and it wasn't her job to go around questioning them, even if they were lurking in the vehicle bay. Perhaps he was the alien version of a truck spotter or something. As long as he wasn't interfering with them or stopping them, it was nothing to do with her why he was there.

      "Comms check," she said into her radio, testing the connection.

      "Liam here, clear signal."

      "Caleb, good to go."

      Putting the thing into gear, she drove them out into the pre-dawn darkness. The truck's headlights cut through the gloom, illuminating the rough track ahead. The suspension absorbed the worst bumps and ruts, but she still felt every jolt through her injured leg.

      The landscape around them screamed alien as soon as they left the garrison, twisted rock formations, patches of bioluminescent vegetation, and towering trees with bark that shifted color in the headlight beams. Strange, fern-like plants carpeted the ground between the rocks, their fronds moving idly. This wasn't Earth, that was for sure.

      "How far to the site?" Caleb asked, his voice slightly distorted by the truck's comm system.

      "About an hour at this speed," she replied, driving around a deep rut. "The access road's not great, but it's better than hiking with all the gear."

      "Hell yeah," Liam snorted and settled back in his seat, pulling his cap down over his eyes. "Wake me up when we get there."
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      "Commander! Subcommander! Michelle—she's been snatched by a feral!"

      Zeke's world tilted sideways as the young Izaean's words echoed in his skull.

      Fury detonated in his chest—not his usual controlled burn, but something wild that clawed through his veins like molten steel. His claws began to drop, the sensation automatic, a result of muscle memory from countless battles. But this time felt wrong.

      No.

      He tried to retract them, tried to force them back through sheer will, but they wouldn't obey. The razor-sharp talons slid free with soft snicks that echoed through the command room. Three inches of lethality steel had been honed through years of combat.

      The loss of control sent ice through his gut. In all his years on Parac'Norr, through every episode of rage and fury, he'd never lost his grip on his claws. They were weapons, tools to be deployed with precision. He controlled them; they did not control him.

      Draanth. Panic sliced through him as he tried again to force them back.

      A metallic taste flooded his mouth as adrenaline dumped into his system. His pulse hammered against his eardrums while the messenger's breath came in quick, uneven gasps.

      Silence stretched through the room like a taut wire ready to snap. The air was thick, oppressive, and charged with tension.

      One of the executives on the holographic display leaned forward, his face twisted with confusion and growing irritation.

      "What the hell is going on? We demand to know what⁠—"

      Prince Isan's hand slammed down on the communication console with enough force to make the entire unit shudder. The humans' holograms flickered once, their forms wavering before they vanished, leaving the room in sudden silence.

      Zeke stepped forward, looming over the messenger. He should wait for Kraath or Isan to take charge, but draanth that. Michelle was out there, and every second they wasted was a second she might not have.

      The messenger was young, maybe twenty standard years, with the lean build of a youth who hadn't yet reached his full adult size. His dark hair was cropped short, sweat beading on his forehead despite the cool temperature of the command room. The scent of his fear was sharp, cutting through the sterile air like a knife.

      "Report," he growled, deeper and more dangerous than usual. "Everything. Now."

      The messenger stammered and took a step back. Zeke followed, his eyes fixed on the kid's face. He towered over him until the boy had to crane his neck to meet his eyes.

      "She—she was with two male human engineers at the secondary construction site," the youngster managed, his voice cracking on the words. "We were on patrol, returning to the garrison when we heard screams."

      Screams. The word slammed into Zeke, knocking the air from his lungs. The image of Michelle screaming in terror and pain surged through him. His claws flexed, the movement sending sharp pain up his forearms. His temples pounded, and the taste of copper bloomed on his tongue; he'd split the inside of his cheek with his teeth.

      "Continue." The word came out harsher than he'd intended.

      "We smelled human blood in the air." The messenger's throat bobbed as he swallowed. "We ran to investigate and found two human males, brutally injured but alive."

      Human blood. His heart nearly stopped. He grabbed the messenger by the shoulders and lifted him clean off the ground. The kid weighed maybe a hundred and sixty pounds, nothing compared to Zeke's strength and his feet dangled uselessly as Zeke yanked him close enough to see every fleck of terror in his dark eyes.

      Not red. Not feral. Draanth. The kid had no idea of the danger he was in.

      "What about Michelle?" The words tore from his throat. "Where is she?"

      The messenger's mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water as his face went purple. He clawed and scrabbled uselessly at Zeke's forearms.

      Then a strong arm wedged itself between Zeke and the boy.

      "Stand down, Zeke. Now," Isan snarled, the sound cutting through the red haze clouding his vision.

      Turning his head, he locked eyes with the prince. Isan's expression was calm, but his stance was ready, coiled with power. The prince's blue eyes held no warmth, no sympathy. Only determination and the willingness to do whatever was necessary to maintain order. He'd seen that look before, usually right before Isan did something that left bodies on the ground.

      The message was clear—the prince would put Zeke down if necessary, friendship be draanthed.

      Slowly, fighting every instinct that screamed at him to shake answers from the messenger, he loosened his grip and set the boy back on his feet. His claws retracted with soft clicks, and he stepped back, tension vibrating through every cell in his body.

      He gave a short, sharp nod.

      The kid stumbled, catching himself against the wall. Rubbing the red marks on his throat with shaking hands, he shot nervous glances between Zeke and the prince like a prey animal caught between two predators.

      "Tell me about Michelle," Zeke demanded, forcing his voice into something resembling calm. The words still carried an edge, but at least he wasn't growling anymore. "Now."

      The messenger straightened with visible effort.

      "We found one of the human drilling tools covered in feral blood. It looks like the female... she fought back." A note of admiration crept into his voice.

      A grim tightness settled in Zeke's jaw. Michelle had fought back. Of course she had. The woman who'd taken on the Purists with construction equipment turned into weaponry and righteous fury wouldn't go quietly into the wilderness. But a drilling tool against a feral was like bringing a knife to a gunfight.

      "There was a blood trail," the youngster continued. "And signs of a struggle leading into the forest, but we couldn't follow it."

      "Why not?" Zeke snarled.

      The young Izaean flicked a glance at Isan. "We had to get the injured humans back to the garrison for medical attention."

      "Of course," Isan nodded, folding his arms across his broad chest. "Carry on."

      "Why the draanth was she even out there with her injured leg?" Zeke ran a hand over his shaved scalp. "She should have been in her quarters, resting."

      If he had his way, she'd have been in his quarters resting.

      The messenger shook his head, eyes wide. "I don't know. I wasn't assigned to watch her. The engineers said she insisted on going for a site inspection this morning before the humans started their first shift."

      Zeke spun toward Isan and Kraath, his temper flaring. "I need permission to pursue. Now."

      Kraath shook his head, expression harder than granite. "Not a good idea. The weather has been unstable since the legion weapon was fired. Sensors have picked up atmospheric disturbances and significant electromagnetic interference. Looks like we have a storm rolling in from the north, and it's going to be a bad one. We've got maybe six hours before conditions become impossible."

      Six hours.

      The words punched the air from his chest. Six hours while Michelle was alone in the wilderness with a creature that could tear her apart without breaking a sweat. Six hours while she bled, while she suffered. Six hours while she faced goddess alone knew what horrors.

      "Then we go now," he growled. His claws threatened to emerge again, so he curled his fists tight to stop them.

      "We move when I say we move," Kraath replied firmly. "I'll command the rescue party. You'll wait for assembly."

      Zeke's entire body vibrated with the need to act, to run into that forest and tear apart anything that stood between him and Michelle. The woman who'd smiled up at him when she caught the bouquet, soft and unguarded for a moment before her walls slammed back into place. Every muscle was coiled tight, ready to explode into motion. But the chain of command was the chain of command, even when every instinct screamed at him to ignore it.

      "Draanth!" he snarled, the sound echoing off the stone walls of the command room, but he stayed put. Each second stretched, feeling like a lifetime.

      Michelle was out there, and he was trapped here by protocol and procedure while she faced hell alone.

      The waiting would destroy him long before any feral got the chance.
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      Michelle snapped awake to slimy, wet bark cold against her cheek.

      Her wrists burned where thick vines bit into her skin, the bindings looped around a rough post that scraped her shoulder blades. White-hot pain detonated from her broken leg, and she bit down hard, tasting copper.

      Harsh male voices cut through the blur of agony. Laughter first, then crude promises.

      "I go first. Hold her still."

      "Keep her breathing till we're back. Then we break her."

      Pain slammed her back into memory…

      The second construction site, three hours before dawn. The hum of the generator and the diesel stink thick in the humid air. Survey cables snaking over churned mud like black veins. She'd been checking the sensor readings when a shadow fell wrong in the corner of her eye… one that didn't fit with the others. Too long… moving against the light.

      The bald head had emerged from the treeline first. Black plating crawled up half his face like an oil slick, crusted and gleaming. His elbow bent the wrong way as his arm scissored toward her—extra joints that flexed spider-smooth. Instinct driving her, she'd yelled a warning to the others and grabbed the first thing she could reach. The drill had felt heavy in her hands, twenty pounds of steel and torque.

      The feral had burst from the treeline like something unleashed from hell, twisted limbs eating up distance in impossible strides. Liam and Caleb had tried to stop him, shouting warnings and grabbing tools. But it swatted Liam aside with a casual backhand, sending him sprawling. Caleb lasted only a few seconds longer, swinging rebar that clanged uselessly off black plating before he was thrown into a concrete barrier. The sickening crack echoed across the site. Then those burning red eyes had locked onto her—she was the target.

      He reached her. Loomed over her, and all she could do was look up at him.

      When he'd twisted her leg, the snap had sent white light exploding behind her eyes, bile rushing up her throat. She'd screamed as she rammed the bit straight into his plating. It had penetrated deep; rust-colored blood splattering across her clothes, scalding and metallic as it dotted her neck. She’d gasped as the drill bucked in her hands, vibrating through her arms as it ground against armor. Heat saturated the cloth, making her fingers slippery. She retched, squinted through the splatter, and pushed deeper regardless.

      He'd laughed. Actually laughed. Then yanked the drill from her hands and lifted her like she weighed nothing, slinging her over his shoulder. A vicious twist to her leg had dropped her into blackness.

      Now her vision cleared and she saw she was in a clearing ringed by dense forest. Three figures moved in the corner of her eye. The abductor was the same… bald skull gleaming, black armor crusted over half his face and chest. His limbs stretched too long, joints bending in places that didn’t make any sense. His eyes burned a sick, inflamed red in the growing dusk as he looked over the fire toward her. Grim satisfaction filled her at the rust-brown flecks still dotting the black-thickened skin of his armor where her drill had found its mark.

      She didn't look at them. No eye contact. No talking. That would only make it worse. She scooted around, curling up as though she were leaning sideways against the post instead of having her back to it. To anyone looking, she was curled up and terrified.

      Which, to be fair, she was, but it didn't mean her brain had stopped working.

      Her gaze dropped to the thick vines binding her wrists. Three loops wrapped tight around the post behind her, rough bark scraping her knuckles as she tested the bonds. Shit. The knot was just out of reach.

      She twisted more until her arms screamed. And… there… she just managed to brush the knots with her fingertips, enough that she could work the angle out by touch.

      Crap. No way was she undoing them, not from this angle. She needed to cut the vines.

      Her eyes swept the area for anything sharp. The ferals lounged too far away to matter, and from what she could see, they didn’t have any blades anyway. Why would they need them? Those claws did all their cutting for them.

      Then she saw it: a sharp-edged rock half-buried in the loam, just within toe reach if she stretched. Inching her boot toward it, she waited for their laughter to spike and the wind to gust through the canopy. Pain exploded through her leg at the movement, and a small whimper slipped out before she could stop it.

      Three heads snapped her way.

      “Scream, little meat,” the mean one crooned, standing and taking a few steps closer. His voice was like gravel in a blender. “The rain eats it.”

      She went statue-still, her eyes fixed on the dirt between her knees. Shit, shit, shit. Don’t react. Don’t give them anything.

      She held her breath, every muscle locked in place as seconds crawled by like hours. The jumpy one’s eyes lingered on her face, then dropped to scan the disturbed earth around her feet again. Her lungs burned. Her heart hammered so hard she was sure they could hear it over the rain drumming on the leaves above.

      Don’t move. Don’t breathe. Don’t even think too loud.

      The feral’s nostrils flared as he tested the air, head tilting like a predator catching an interesting scent. One step closer and he’d spot the rock’s absence, see the fresh scrapes in the dirt where she’d dragged it toward herself.

      Finally, he turned away with a dismissive grunt, wandering back toward the center of the clearing where the other two waited. Shit... she let go of the breath she’d been holding and uncurled her fingers, revealing the rock in her palm. It had split cleanly down its center. One half was smooth river stone, the other a jagged blade where something had cleaved it apart. She tested the edge. Not much, but better than nothing. Dropping her hand between her body and the post, to where the vine wrapped around the wood, she began tiny, silent strokes, cutting when the wind masked the sound and pausing whenever it went still. The outer fibers fuzzed and shredded under the makeshift blade, but the core strands held tight.

      The jumpy one—all twitching limbs and darting eyes—had taken to the edge of the clearing. She froze as he headed her way again. His gaze swept the ground by her feet, noticing the scuffed soil, but she had the rock carefully hidden. Snarling, he kicked a rock into the brush. Like her abductor, his body moved differently, with extra joints and muscles that shouldn’t be there.

      “Pretty little thing,” he muttered, looking at her in a way that made her shudder.

      The leader didn’t even glance their way. Watching the treeline, he flared his nostrils as if he were tasting the air.

      “Touch her and I take your hand,” he snarled, his voice low and menacing. “Told you. She’s mine first.”

      The words sent ice down her spine. She kept her gaze down as the jumpy one huffed and wandered off. Keeping at the frayed place with what remained of the rock shard under her palm, she carried on cutting. Wet heat bloomed where the fibers cut into her wrists, turning the vines red. Good. Blood meant a marker.

      “Humans scream so pretty,” the mean one chuckled. “And imagine what she’ll sound like after I’ve had her for a day.”

      The others laughed, a grating sound that shattered the quiet night.

      “Gonna make it last,” he continued, his voice filled with malice. “Break her real slow.”

      “Bit by bit,” another agreed, smacking his lips in anticipation. Their words painted ugly pictures, each more disgusting than the last.

      The leader’s wrong joints flexed as he stood up. “Others near. We go.”

      Others. Her blood turned to ice. Shit. How many more were there?

      The ferals closed in with predatory grace. She had three seconds before they’d be on her. Her fingers scrambled against the rough bark, palming the jagged stone shard. The sharp edges bit into her skin as she folded her fist around it, tucking it tight against her palm just as calloused hands reached for the bindings at her wrists. The stone felt pathetically small in her grip, but it was all she had.

      She needed to keep it hidden. Keep it safe.

      The leader's fingers brushed her arm as he worked at the knots, and she forced herself to stay limp, not flinching away from his touch, even though every instinct screamed at her to fight.

      As the leader reached down to yank her to her feet, she squeezed hard to well blood between her fingers, letting it drop down the post in trails of bright red.

      Not an accident. A sign.

      The leader crouched down in front of her, his dull red eyes fixed on her face as he wound the coarse rope around her wrists. His breath washing over her face smelled metallic and wrong, like sucking on pennies and the rope bit deep into her wrists. The coarse fibers scraped raw against her skin, but she kept her face blank, even as the leader pulled the binding tight enough to make her bones creak.

      "Think she can even understand us?" The mean one leaned closer, his breath hot against her ear. "Maybe she's too stupid to be scared. Some of these humans are dumb as draanth."

      The scratchy vine came next, wrapping around her ankles with jerky, violent motions that yanked her legs together. Her broken leg screamed, but she bit down hard on her tongue. Blood pooled in her mouth again.

      The leader's head tilted as he studied her. "Smart meat," he murmured. "Knows when to keep her mouth shut."

      Then he moved and hefted her across his shoulder, the hard plates of his armor digging into her stomach. Every step jarred her broken leg into a white-hot flare that made her vision swim. Grinding her teeth, she breathed shallowly and fought the urge to be sick all down his back.

      His hand clamped across the backs of her thighs, and brush slapped past her face as they carried on through the forest. Working the only plan she had, she squeezed the sharp stone in her palm and let the blood fall in drops to the ground.

      Onto pale leaves. Flat stones. Light bark.

      The mean one walked close behind them, his breathing harsh and eager. The skin between her shoulder blades crawled. He was looking at her, she was sure of it, even though she couldn't see him.

      "When we get there, I make her beg."

      The leader whirled around and snarled at him. "You touch her, and I take your fingers."

      The mean one laughed, low and hungry.

      The jumpy one muttered from somewhere behind them, "Storm coming. Move faster."

      Fat raindrops started to fall, cool against her overheated skin. Shit. The rain would wash away the blood trail.

      But someone would come looking. They had to. Liam and Caleb would be found when the morning shift arrived. Her stomach lurched as her memory replayed the moment Caleb had crashed into the concrete and slid, boneless, to the ground. Tears burned the back of her eyes... hopefully they were both okay. Or if not, help got to them in time.

      Her vision started to gray at the edges. Too much blood loss, too much pain. Biting the inside of her cheek, she used the sharp pain to stay alert.

      I can't pass out. Not now.

      The mean one's hand snuck out to touch her arm, and she recoiled, every cell in her body screaming at the contact. The leader's hand shot back, and there was a sound like breaking wood.

      "I said no."

      The mean one snarled but pulled back.

      Thunder cracked overhead, close enough to make her jump. The storm was almost on them. Rain drummed harder through the canopy, washing away her blood trail drop by drop.

      She didn't know where they were taking her, didn't lift her head to check their direction. Counting thunder between breaths, she tried to stay conscious and keep marking the trail.

      Someone would find her. Someone would follow.

      They had to.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They were wasting time.

      The flyer's engines whined as Zeke strapped himself into the jump seat, his hands moving through the motions while his mind stayed locked on one image... the way Michelle had smiled up at him, soft and unguarded, when she'd caught those flowers at Sy and Ashley's mating ceremony.

      Now she was gone. Taken by some feral draanthic who'd probably already...

      He cut the thought off before it could finish. Michelle was alive. She had to be. Entertaining any other idea was a quick path to insanity, and gods alone knew he had enough issues on that front.

      He leaned his head back against the headrest. The flyer was one they'd brought with them when they'd fled the southern fortress, and the cabin reeked of unwashed bodies and weapon oil. Kraath sat across from him, checking his weaponry for the third time. Zeke barely glanced at him, his attention snagging on the third team member.

      A feral slouched in the corner seat like he owned the place, dark hair pulled back from his face. Zeke's lip wanted to curl back from his teeth just at the sight of him. He'd seen the guy around the garrison since the attack, and something about his posture—the way he swaggered—just screamed entitlement.

      "Listen up," Kraath barked over the engine noise as he unfolded a portable tactical display on his lap. "We're heading to the secondary construction site where the human engineer Michelle Trevor was taken. We'll start tracking from there."

      The feral in the corner shifted. "I saw her leave the garrison this morning."

      Zeke snapped his head around as Kraath leaned forward. "You were there?"

      "Saw the engineers heading out before dawn. The female with the broken leg was with them." The feral shrugged. "Figured it was human nonsense. Aka none of my business."

      Something cold and deadly unfurled in Zeke's chest. "Why were you watching the engineers?"

      The feral's red eyes met Zeke's.

      "Couldn't sleep. Was checking the perimeter."

      “You were checking the perimeter?” Zeke arched an eyebrow, they had automated defenses online to deal with that. Then what Raaze had said registered. "You saw her leave with a broken leg and didn't think to question it?"

      The feral shrugged again. "No orders to stop them. We were told the humans are free to come and go as they please. The injured human female was making poor decisions, if you ask me. Seen it before... people pushing past their limits for attention."

      The casual dismissal sent heat rushing through Zeke's veins. He moved, the harness straps shredding under his claws as he yanked the feral up out of his seat and slammed him back against the bulkhead hard enough to dent the metal.

      "She's not looking for attention," he snarled, forearm pressed against the feral's throat.

      The draanthic didn't struggle... he didn't even look concerned. Just stared back like the whole situation was boring him to death. "Everyone's looking for something. I had a million fans once. Didn't matter when I became inconvenient."

      A million fans. Something clicked in Zeke's mind. Draanth, he'd heard that some famous warball player had been shipped to Parac'Norr recently. A warball celebrity... They were revered like gods through half the empire. That explained the entitled attitude and complete lack of give-a-draanth about anyone else.

      "Look, I get it," the feral rasped, managing to speak despite the arm crushing his windpipe. "You went and caught feelings for the human female. But your feelings don't make her less dead, and they don't make this mission less pointless."

      Fury exploded through Zeke's chest again, his claws dropping. The soft snicks were loud in the sudden silence of the flyer cabin, but the feral’s expression didn't change.

      "Zeke." Kraath's voice cracked like a whip. "Stand down. Now. If I have to tell you again about assaulting people, even draanth-heads like him, I will throw you off this flyer personally. Understand?"

      It took every ounce of control Zeke possessed to release the feral and step back. He forced his claws to retract, his hands shaking. "Understood."

      The feral grinned as he rubbed his throat with one hand. "Name's Raaze, by the way."

      "I don't give a draanth what your name is," Zeke growled back.

      Kraath looked between them, his expression hard and unamused. "Behave, both of you. Zeke, Raaze is the best tracker we have available right now. Like it or not, we need him if we're going to find Michelle before her captors decide she's more trouble than she's worth."

      The unfinished threat hung in the air... Before they killed her. Before they did worse...

      "Fine." Zeke forced himself to sit back down. "But if she's hurt because we've wasted time⁠—"

      "She won't be," Kraath cut him off. "We'll find her. Look, we're nearly there."

      The flyer banked sharply, and through the small porthole, the secondary construction site sprawled across the rocky plateau below, its equipment scattered like abandoned toys.

      "The storm's moving in faster than predicted," the pilot called back. "You've got around five hours before it hits."

      Kraath cursed under his breath. "How long to track them down?"

      Raaze examined his fingernails. "With their head start, it depends on the trail. If they left a clear path, could be a couple of hours. If they were smart about it..." He shrugged. "Could take longer."

      The flyer touched down with a bone-jarring thud and Zeke was moving before the landing skids had fully settled. Slamming the release on the side door, he dropped to the rocky ground below.
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