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      Previously in the Warriors of the Lathar…

      

      The promotion ceremony had just drawn to a close. A collective sigh of relief filled the vast space, mingling with the hum of countless conversations. The air was thick with pride and accomplishment as the new commodore moved among them, a newly forged celebrity in the empire.

      At the back of the hall, Raalt leaned against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. He studied the scene, detached amusement rolling through him. Though an outsider might marvel at the regality of the occasion, Raalt saw the theater of it all for what it was—a masterstroke.

      Daaynal’s decision to promote Lynara after the debacle with the Elysium’s hidden weapon had been nothing short of genius. The emperor had transformed a potential scandal into a public relations triumph in one fell swoop. To Raalt, it was always hilarious when the high and mighty played their games of chess—funny because most of them couldn’t strategize their way out of a wet paper bag. But Daaynal was different. Despite his reputation as a warrior, he was even more lethal with his sharp mind and charisma.

      As he watched the emperor congratulate Lynara, Raalt knew that behind those gracious words lay an intricate web of manipulation and shrewd political calculation. The man was ruthless, but the empire adored him for it. This combination of charm and cunning made Daaynal not just a survivor but a ruler.

      A soft glow materialized before Raalt, shaping itself into a familiar form he dreaded to see. Miisan. Her holographic form hovered just above the ground, the flickering light failing to soften the stark pull of her emerald eyes.

      His jaw clenched. She was the AI version of his former love, Isan’s mother, and a long time ago she’d shattered his heart. But until now, she’d never shown herself to him.

      “Raalt,” she began, her voice as soft as the desert wind as she looked at him, her heart in her eyes. But AIs had no heart. “I wanted to ta⁠—”

      “Don’t,” he snarled. “Whatever we had, it died with you.”

      He didn’t wait to hear her response. Her phantom presence dredged up bitter memories—ones he had buried deep within his soul and refused to revisit.

      The bracer on his wrist vibrated subtly. His eyes flickered to the offending device. It was an alert from one of the Izaean listening stations.

      Perimeter buoy alert.

      He gave it a dismissive glance. Probably space rocks pinging the perimeter alert. Had to be. No one willingly went to Parac’Norr.

      Celebratory banners fringed in gold and silver swayed lazily overhead in the conditioned air, and a banquet was laid out. One with enough alcohol that even an Izaean had a better than fair chance of getting drunk.

      His comm unit buzzed again, more urgently. He looked down with irritation.

      Urgent—Ship crashed...Parac’Norr.

      That single phrase stopped Raalt dead in his tracks. Parac’Norr was inhospitable, and the native lifeforms were viciously territorial. It was a death knell for any who dared venture there. That someone had ignored their planetary safeguards to hammer into that wilderness was either due to foolhardy courage or utter stupidity.

      “Find me a comms console,” he growled abruptly to the station’s AI, already moving to one of the hall’s exits. It didn’t take him long to find a comms unit in a side corridor.

      His fingers moved deftly over the console as he typed in his access code to open up a secure channel. On the holo-screen, a harried Izaean blinked into sight.

      “My lord.” He saluted.

      “Report,” Raalt ordered.

      Taking a deep breath, the Izaean didn’t bother sugar-coating anything. “An unknown craft has landed on Parac’Norr. The northern continent.”

      Raalt grunted at the news, scrolling through the preliminary reports on another part of the screen. “Were our warning buoys active?”

      “Yes, sir,” came the reply. “Every single one of them.”

      A derisive snort escaped him. “Then either they’re plain stupid or else have a suicide wish. The locals will deal with this.”

      “Raalt?” Miisan’s voice sounded at his elbow, ratcheting his tension up into orbit. He flicked a glance sideways. Her holographic image was heart-stoppingly beautiful—a shock to his senses, but not in a sweet, endearing way. More like drinking a gallon of adrenaline. It called to the beast within him, adding another layer of tension to an already taut situation.

      “Can I help?” she asked, her voice resounding in his earpiece, syrupy sweet. But to him, it was the arching screech of rusted metal ripping through his composure.

      “Not now,” was all he could grit out, averting his gaze from her pleading eyes. He felt the stirring again—the Blood Rage. A primal rage shook him to the core, threatening to tear apart anything that moved.

      He gritted his teeth. He couldn’t let loose. People would die. He had to get out of here.

      “Wait, Commander!” The Izaean’s voice caught Raalt just as he was disconnecting.

      Raalt clenched his hand into a hard fist, digging his nails into his palms to try and distract the Blood Rage with pain.

      “Spit it out,” he ordered sharply.

      “A distress call, sir,” came the response. “Before it crashed, the ship transmitted a distress call.”

      He tensed at the news; an unseen cord within him tugged taut. His answer slipped through gritted teeth, “Play it.”

      A new voice flowed through the console, filling the air around them. Female. It was wrought with fear but laced with an underlying calm, like someone used to being in high-stress situations.

      “Mayday, mayday… to anyone who can hear me. We’ve lost engines and any maneuvering capability. I’m trying to bring us down safely, but⁠—”

      The transmission cut off.

      Every fiber of his being had stilled, silent against the rush of his blood in his ears. His heart echoed her voice like a haunting serenade, calming the storm within him. The woman’s voice struck something primeval within him. He knew her. A different kind of rage rose within him…

      “Find out which ship,” he ordered, barely recognizing his voice. Compulsion hit him hard and fast. He had to find her. Claim her.

      He turned on his heel, pivoting away from the console and stalking away. His course was set—toward Parac’Norr, toward danger.

      And toward her.
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      “Mayday, mayday… to anyone who can hear me. We’ve lost engines and any maneuvering capability. I’m trying to bring us down safely, but⁠—”

      Maeve Hawke’s words were cut off as the comms console exploded, peppering her with a shower of sparks that rolled and bit at the skin exposed by her shipsuit. Gritting her teeth, she held on to the flight controls for grim death, shouting over her shoulder at the women crowded at the back of the transport.

      “Grab something to hold on to. We’re going in hot!”

      Frightened cries sounded behind her, but the experienced pilot paid them no mind. She had bigger fish to fry, her attention focused solely on the panels in front of her. The Morgana was a korvin seven class heavy escort, so while it was fast, it wasn’t fancy, and it really wasn’t designed for high-speed ground landings. It was a patrol and rescue ship, pure and simple—for rescues that started and ended in space, not dirt-side on some planet in the ass end of nowhere.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” she muttered, her legs braced on the pedals under the main flight control console as she used everything she had to keep the Morgana steady. They had no comms, and engines two and three were out, which meant now that the planet’s gravity had grabbed them she didn’t have enough thrust to get them back up into space. And even if she could, the shots they’d taken fleeing from the pirates had compromised the environmental systems. They needed to get someplace with air before theirs ran out. And fast, given eight people were currently crowded into a space only designed for four.

      They plummeted through the clouds, the blackness of space making way for the kind of blue skies she’d only seen on unsettled planets. Then the clouds cleared and the beauty of the continent below them came into view. It was wild, untamed, and… approaching far too fucking fast.

      She gritted her teeth and hauled on the controls, trying to bring them level so they could glide downward rather than plummet like a stone. “Comeon, comeon, comeon…”

      The ship stopped shaking like a shitting dog, and they leveled out, starting to cruise instead of scream toward the ground. Her breath punched out of her lungs in relief, and she sent a murmur of thanks up to whatever gods had been listening to her panicked prayers.

      She leaned her head back against the pilot’s seat and closed her eyes for a second. Today had utterly gone to hell in a handbasket, and she was dreading writing up the incident report. She’d been on patrol in region delta-seven-four when the call had come in that a civilian transport had strayed from its logged flight vector and was dangerously close to the border.

      As soon as she’d heard that, she’d called it in and they’d headed that way. Only two types of civilian transport had any business being that far out—freighters or pleasure cruisers. The former were usually filled with high-value cargo, so if they were too close to the border, there was a problem and they’d already be in contact with their head offices.

      The latter was why she’d hauled ass. Some cruisers ran “abduction cruises,” taking people with more money than sense close to the border of human-held space in the hopes that they’d attract the attention of passing aliens and end up abducted. It was all down to those damn holo-movies about rakish alien pirates who kidnapped women for ransom and ended up falling in love with them. She’d argued with her cousin about them, telling her that from all reports, the Lathar were the only really human-looking aliens out there… the rest had tentacles and a taste for human-flesh, but Ariana wouldn’t have it. She’d gone on a cruise four months ago and vanished.

      So when a ship got too close to that line, she was all over it like a bad rash, turning them back. Most of them did as soon as an Earth Alliance Border Patrol ship dropped into sensor range, especially a heavy escort like the Morgana.

      Until today. Not only had the captain wanted to argue, forcing Maeve and her team to board, but then they’d discovered that most of the women aboard definitely didn’t want to be there. And to top it all off, pirates had actually attacked. She’d lost her team and barely made it off the ship with half the women.

      They’d fled, the pirates in hot pursuit. Which, had she just been a border patrol pilot, would have been it… They’d have been blown out of space before they could say the word. But she hadn’t been border patrol all her life. She’d been a Manticore pilot in the war, and her story was not going to end due to some asshole alien pirate’s cannon array.

      The cat-and-mouse chase had taken them over the border and across several systems until she’d lost them. But they’d taken damage in the fight and… yeah, hence the reason they were making an unscheduled stop on this dirtball.

      “Are we okay?” someone asked from the back, and she opened her eyes to nod.

      “Yeah, I think so—shit!”

      She’d spoken too soon. No sooner had the words left her mouth than a dull thunk reverberated through the ship. Alarms blared all over the console, and they lurched starboard. She jerked in the pilot’s seat, only her harness keeping her in place, and the women behind her screamed as they were thrown from one side of the cabin to the other.

      “Fuck!”

      Engine one was out.

      She tried to hold the ship steady as she flipped switches, cutting power to the engine to try and jump-start it, but it was no good. The remaining engines whined as they went into a spiral. Her head swam at the g-forces as she fought with the controls, trying to recover, but it was no good. Feeling like her body weighed a thousand pounds, she reached out to cut the other engines, anything to stop them feeding power into the death spiral they were in. But it was on the other side of the console, and the spin had her pressed the other way. The viewscreen was a mass of ever-increasing blue-green as they screamed toward the forests on the ground below.

      Sweat beaded on her forehead, her muscles screaming and her arm shaking as she stretched.

      Just… a little… more…

      Her fingertips brushed the switch, just the skin at the end of them, but somehow she managed to flip it off.

      It didn’t stop the spiral. Gritting her teeth, she all but stood on the airbrakes, her body locked into a hard arc as the clouds rushed by the screen under her feet. Bringing the thrusters online, she tried firing them in controlled bursts to reverse the spiral and get them leveled out. The ship screamed and flipped the other way without warning.

      She nearly lost her lunch all over the console, holding on with grim determination as the back end of the Morgana fishtailed wildly. More screams and then moaning came from behind her, but she didn’t have time to deal with her passengers right now.

      Because they were heading in a straight line… right for the ground.

      “Come up,” she muttered, her knuckles popping white as she pulled back on the controls. “Pull up, fucking pull up!”

      The nose came up just in time, clipping the tops of a few branches, but she didn’t have time for even half a breath of relief. They weren’t out of the woods yet. Her eyes widened as she spotted the ridgeline up ahead, a rise of uncompromising rock topped by monster-sized trees. They were going to slam right into the side of it.

      A bellow broke from her lips as she yanked back on the controls, and the ship cleared the rock.

      Just.

      But it didn’t clear the trees.

      Instead, they slammed into the tree line and continued, the ship jumping and skittering like a rock skimming over water. The ship carved a path through the forest, taking out trees and undergrowth on the way. Even she screamed when the viewscreen shattered, blue-green leaves and branches thrusting through the gap to try and impale them before they too were whipped away.

      They came to a stop with a crunch of metal, and everything fell silent.

      Maeve stayed motionless, her heart pounding in her chest and her breath roaring in her ears. She wasn’t dead. How wasn’t she dead? Soft moans and the sounds of pain reached her from the back of the cabin, and she snapped to life. A quick mental inventory informed her that physically she was fine. Nothing was broken, and she wasn’t bleeding out. Mentally and emotionally… yeah, that was a completely different matter.

      Snatching at her harness release, she tumbled out of the pilot’s chair and landed on her knees to slide across the deck. They’d come down at an angle, so she picked her way back carefully, one foot on the deck and one foot on the side wall of the cabin.

      “Is everyone okay?” she demanded, her voice firm as she ducked under the buckled bulkhead support behind the pilot’s section. Her eyes widened for a second. If that had sheared off when they were coming down… yeah, none of them would have made it. The ship would have torn apart in the upper atmosphere.

      The scene in front of her made her heart clench. Seven sets of eyes met hers, all scared as hell. She swallowed as she looked for the last woman. A figure was slumped at the back of the cabin, crumpled up like a broken doll on the floor where the deck became the wall. Maeve didn’t need to see the unnatural angle of her neck to know she was dead. She’d seen enough bodies during her time in the Manticore squadrons to recognize one instantly.

      “Susie didn’t make it,” one of the others whispered.

      Maeve nodded, searching for something comforting to say. She was the trained officer here after all… But what did she say? What could she say? Her team were dead, they’d been chased and shot at by pirates, and they’d crashed on an unknown planet. On a one to ten of shitty days, they were sitting at a solid fourteen.

      A console exploding behind her saved her the need to answer as she remembered the state of the ship. If the fuel tanks were ruptured and a spark hit that, they were all dead.

      “We need to get out of here,” she said, herding the group back toward the shattered viewscreen. With the way the ship had come to rest, the airlock and only other exit was underneath it, which meant they were climbing out.

      Sparks erupted from the control consoles, eliciting small screams from the group as they backed away. The acrid smell of fuel reached Maeve’s nostrils, confirming what she’d feared. The tank was busted. Her survival instincts went into overdrive, and she started to shove and herd the women in front of her through the ruined window.

      “Out!” she ordered with a bark, not caring that they were slicing their hands and knees on the ruins of the viewscreen and the crumpled nose of the ship. Cuts she could deal with. Being caught in there when the ship exploded was an entirely different matter.

      She was the last out, the hairs on the back of her neck rising in warning as she slid down the side of the ship. The instant her boots hit the ground she was running, yanking the last young woman with her. “Run! Get clear!”

      They weren’t a moment too soon. The air pressure behind them built up, heated, and then…

      Whhhhummmmmpppphhh!

      The shockwave hit her, knocking her to the ground.

      With a gasp, she scrambled back up, her hands and feet scrabbling against the wet dirt for purchase as bits of tree and foliage rained down on her. There had only been one explosion, and there were two fuel tanks. If the one on the other side of the ship, buried beneath it, exploded then the shrapnel would shred them all.

      “Go! Take cover!” she bellowed, barely able to hear over the roaring in her ears. She continued running, hauling one of the other women to her feet and shoving her away from the ship. They ran, faces white with fear, toward the trees. The ground fell away, the trees separated by rocky outcrops, and her heart pounded in her chest. One misstep and they would fall, roll, and slide down the slope uncontrollably, risking broken bones or worse. But that was better than the alternative.

      They leaped and ran past a large group of rocks, and she spotted the overhang.

      “There! Get underneath!”

      Grabbing two women, she spun them around and practically threw them toward the tiny gap under the rocks. The loud whine behind them warned her that the second tank was overheating. Most of them had made it under the rock, motioning to the others.

      They weren’t all going to make it before the tank blew. Two stragglers were between her and the rocks. Digging down for more speed, her quads burned as she raced for them, hitting them in a hard rugby tackle and throwing herself over them as the world exploded in fire and chaos.

      She tried to cover her head with her arm as debris rained down around them. It hit her back, leaves and bits of trees covering her shoulders as the damp, musty dirt slid down the side of her neck. Huge chunks of the cockpit slammed into the ground, and one of the women underneath her screamed. Maeve winced, praying to whatever gods were listening that they survived this and didn’t get cut in half by a mangled hull plate as it fell from the sky.

      Then there was silence and nothing else dropped onto them from above. She risked opening an eye, twisting on the ground to look around. The ship was totaled, just a blackened husk of twisted metal, fires still burning within. Another twist, and she counted the remaining women. Five white faces looked back at her from the shadows of the rocky overhang, and two women huddled beneath her.

      Good. They hadn’t lost anyone else.

      She suppressed a groan as she hauled herself to her feet.

      Every part of her, even her toenails, hurt.

      She hadn’t even known toenails could hurt.

      “Is everyone okay?” she asked, shaking her head to clear the ringing in her ears. Hopefully, that was just percussive from the explosion rather than a concussion. She hadn’t been hit in the head—or if she had, she didn’t remember it—and the shockwaves hadn’t been that bad. Hopefully. If she did have a concussion, it was just going to have to take a number and wait in line until she could deal with it.

      Subdued yeses reached her ears, and she looked around, her eyes narrowing as she took in the details of their surroundings. They’d crashed into a small rise with forest all around them. In one direction she could see the snowcapped tops of distant mountains, but in the others, only forest, as far as the eye could see.

      At least they’d crashed on a planet where the air was breathable.

      She took a deep breath. There was a sharp, pinelike scent from the trees, probably stronger here because of the crash, and a dry, burnt smell from the remains of the ship. She sniffed again, trying to isolate the hot, acrid smell that would indicate any unburnt fuel from the tanks, but there was nothing.

      “God, that stinks,” one of the women said in disgust as she stood at Maeve’s side, her nose buried in the crook of her arm.

      Maeve didn’t comment. The burning of hot metal and other chemical smells was far preferable to the alternative, given that they hadn’t managed to get Susie’s body out. The explosion had taken the cabin and its sole occupant with it.

      She’d smelled burning bodies before, during the war. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. She didn’t tell them that, though. These women had been through enough, and they weren’t out of the woods yet.

      Literally or figuratively.

      Shit. Her stomach sank like a brick as the enormity of their situation hit her. She was a pilot, not a people person. What did she know about keeping people alive on an alien planet?

      Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to get her head back into the game. Thinking about what they faced wasn’t going to help. Something she’d read as a kid when she’d been fascinated by old-Earth fiction came back to her. It had been a book about some guy stranded on the sun or something… You solve a problem and then the next. If you solve enough of them, you live. Or something like that. She agreed with the sentiment. So that was what they were going to do, solve the first problem.

      “Okay,” she said, her voice loud enough to carry around the small group of frightened women as they emerged from under the rocks to stare in horror at the crashed ship. “We’re going to need shelter and water. For that, we’re going to need supplies. Don’t get too near to that, but start looking for anything we can use.”

      She turned away as the women began looking and headed toward the rise they’d come over. Along with shelter and water, she also needed to assess whether they faced any dangers from the local wildlife. Set a perimeter to protect them… and she had no idea how she was going to do that without automated perim-sensors. They really were going to operate like something out of the Dark Ages here, with only the clothes on their backs and their wits.

      Her jaw tightened as she stomped up the rise, skirting around the still-burning section of the wrecked ship. Even though the sun was high in the sky, the wind whipped her skin, sharp against her cheekbones and jaw. They were going to need a fire—for warmth and to keep any possible predators away.

      But what if predators on this planet weren’t repelled by fire…

      She shoved the thought away and locked it down quickly. Second-guessing everything like that would just get them killed. She had to act. Keep things together.

      Reaching the top of the rise, she headed for the center of the gap the ship had cut through the trees and looked down. The forest stretched out below her in an unrelenting blanket of green. Her heart fell. If they had to make their way through that to… to just somewhere… it was going to be tough going.

      Her eyes narrowed as she picked up a couple of ribbons of silver. Okay, so looked like there were some rivers around, which might make navigating through the forest easier… and meant water should be close by. Rivers needed something to feed them, like streams. And water ran downhill. Which meant streams should be pretty close to their current location.

      Thoughts about trying to find the ship’s black box or emergency transponder kept trying to intrude, but she ignored them. One problem at a time.

      She looked down, and a smile spread over her lips. Wreckage was strewn across the sparsely wooded slope below the rise. The ship must have been breaking up before they crashed. Which meant… they might find supplies that hadn’t been burned up.

      “Hey! Guys, over here!” she called out, waiting until the women had joined her on the top of the rise. “Let’s gather up what we can find and see what we can use.”

      The women moved down the slope, picking their way through the wreckage.

      “Be careful!” Maeve called out. “Don’t cut yourselves on anything.”

      The last thing she wanted to deal with was infected cuts when they didn’t have any medical supplies.

      “I found some emergency blankets!” one woman, Nisha, called out.

      They’d introduced themselves during the rescue, but she’d been watching the captain of the cruiser and hadn’t really been paying attention. And since then, she’d been too busy getting them away from pirates who were shooting at them and stopping them from crash landing to bother too much about names. Okay, so maybe her success rate on the last one wasn’t a hundred percent.

      But they were mostly all still here and breathing. She’d get them to do another round-robin of intros when they’d gotten some shelter set up and a fire going.

      “Grab a blanket each,” she called out. “Use them to hold anything you find.”

      She continued looking as well, keeping to the edges of the wreckage. Partly so she could keep an eye on the others and partly to study their surroundings so she could try and figure out what they were dealing with. The air was good, and the plant life wasn’t attacking them. Yet anyway. No predators had come hurtling out of the undergrowth, so there was a good chance the noise and fire was keeping them away… another good sign. Now if she could find one of the equipment storage lockers and those perim-sensors or an emergency beacon. Hell, she’d even settle for weapons to arm the women, just in case.

      But nothing. She moved shoe-sized bits of metal with the toe of her boot, but nothing this far down was worth anything.

      There was a shout behind her. “Hey! I found a medkit! Part of it anyway!”

      Maeve shoved her hand in the air, giving a thumbs up. “Awesome! Gather up whatever you can. Someone help her,” she ordered and continued her sweep around the edge of where the debris from the ship had started to come down.

      As she walked, though, the hairs on the back of her neck started to rise—just a little at first but then enough to make her shoulders start to hunch together. She kept walking, not displaying her unease.

      They were being watched. Somewhere in the thick darkness of the tree line, something was watching them. Reaching down, she unsnapped the holster of her pulse-pistol, making the movement as natural as possible like she was just reaching down to rub at her waist.

      Chances were it was just an animal, but she didn’t know what sentient life was on this planet, much less whether they’d ever encountered humans before to recognize them as an apex predator. Which seemed a contradiction in terms considering other predators. Humans were soft, unarmed and unarmored, yet give them tools and weapons, and they had become the most dangerous predator not only on their own planet, but the other colony worlds they’d spread to.

      Here and now, though… she was the only one armed. With just a small pulse-pistol and the dagger sheathed in her boot. She hoped it would be enough.

      Movement caught the corner of her eye, and she yanked her head around. Her breath caught in her throat as huge, shaggy furred figures exploded out of the tree line. She screamed and ran, turning to fire wildly at the figures behind her.

      “Run!”
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