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      She was so screwed.

      Miranda Rivers, Randy to her friends and colleagues, closed her eyes as the door slid shut behind her. Okay. More than screwed. Thanks to her bloody temper, her career was fucked more than a prostitute on Tek-four.

      Opening her eyes, she forced herself to put one foot in front of the other as she made her way back to her bunk. None of the crew she passed in the corridors would look her in the eye as she walked. She didn’t blame them. They wouldn’t want to risk being associated with her.

      The fight in the mess was pretty much ship-wide knowledge by now, as was the fact she’d busted Captain Graham’s nose. The asshole had deserved it, though. There wasn’t a woman on the ship he hadn’t propositioned in some way, shape or form… but since his brother was some big-shmuck politician back on Earth, no one said a word.

      It had pissed her off before young Kelly from the quartermaster’s office had been shipped off home all hush-hush after she’d been sent to get him to sign some requisitions. So when he’d groped Randy during poker night and tried to shove his tongue down her throat, she’d lost it and slammed the asshole’s face into a table, busting his nose. More than busting it. She’d spread it all over his face. And then she’d kneed him in the balls for good measure.

      It had made her a living legend on the ship and landed her in front of a disciplinary hearing.

      She reached her barracks, relieved to find them empty. Her throat tight, she pulled her duffel from under the bunk and started to empty her locker. She’d been ordered back to Earth on the evening transport. If she was still aboard after 1800, there was a cell in the brig with her name on it.

      She hadn’t been kicked out of the service, not exactly, but she was done aboard the battleships. She’d been lucky not to get a discharge for conduct unbecoming. As it was, her record was full of black marks that meant the most she’d get were cargo runs to the lunar and mars colonies.

      “Fucking idiot,” she hissed to herself, dashing at her eyes before the tears stabbing hot needles into the backs of them could fall. So much dust in these barracks. It always set her off. Why couldn’t she have just pushed Graham off and fled?

      Annoyed with herself, she finished packing in short, economical movements and then changed her dress uniform for off-duty fatigues. She’d just finished lacing her boots when a figure appeared in the doorway. Looking up, she couldn’t even muster a little excitement at the sight of Major Ryan, universally acknowledged by all the women on the ship as the best-looking guy aboard, standing there.

      “Rivers, right?” His gaze flicked to her empty locker and the duffel on the bunk. “Listen. Sorry to hear about that shit with Graham. He’s a wanker. They’re shipping you out over it?”

      She nodded, grabbing her bag and hefting it over her shoulder before walking toward him in the doorway. “Apparently slamming a captain’s face into a dining table is frowned upon. Who knew?”

      Ryan’s lips quirked. “Indeed. I hear you nailed him in the bollocks too. Good for you.”

      His head tilted a little as he studied her. Before she could ask if she had something on her nose, he spoke again. “Any chance you’d be up for flying a little mission with me?”

      She blinked to conceal her surprise.

      “I’m grounded, sir?” she reminded him as if the duffel over her shoulder wasn’t clue enough. “Shipping back to Earth on the transport this evening.”

      He waved dismissively. “Yeah, I know. Don’t worry about that. If this mission goes well, I can guarantee you all charges will be dropped. And I’ll have you moved to my wing.”

      Randy’s mouth dropped open and she was tempted to look around to see if anyone was about to leap out of a locker with a vid-recorder. After a couple of seconds she snapped her jaw shut.

      “You’re not joking.” The statement dropped into silence. No one could blame her for thinking he was. Being offered a way out of her current predicament… more, being offered a place on Ryan’s wing by the heartthrob himself, only the elite flight wing aboard… was the stuff of fantasy and daydream. Perhaps that was it. She’d made it to the transport back to Earth and had gone to sleep. This was all a dream.

      But fuck it. If this was a dream, it sure the hell beat going home. “I’m in.”

      Ryan’s lips quirked at the corners. “Don’t you want to know what the mission is?”

      She snorted. “No offense, sir, but if it gets me in the pilot’s seat again, I don’t much give a fuck what mission you want me to fly.”

      The quirk became a grin and he nodded. “I knew I liked you. Come along then, Rivers.”
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      Of all the missions Randy had expected Major Ryan to want her to fly, a combat mission to board the lead alien warship had not been it. Combat patrols to check out the enemy’s firing capabilities, or recon patrols on the edge of the system to check long-range sensors for more ships arriving, yes. Maybe even dropping to the dark side of Talax Prime to link up with the rumored Special Forces base there.

      But no.

      She was looking out the front view screen at the armor-plated hull of an alien ship. It was black, sleek and looked as dangerous as fuck. It was as dangerous as fuck. She couldn’t think of a more dangerous place to be in the whole damn universe than sneaking aboard a Latharian ship.

      They hadn’t even been able to break through the hull like they normally would. Instead, they’d had to use the boarding cutters on a thinner section just inside a ventral vent. For what, she had no idea and really didn’t want to think about it. The leviathan’s engines were off at the moment, but if they went to their hyper-speed or whatever they called it, Randy and the Major were toast. There was no way they’d survive that.

      “Any sign of them yet?” she asked over her shoulder.

      Ryan was in position by the boarding hatch. Fully deployed, she could see the inside of the alien ship. Funnily, it looked almost exactly like the inside of any ship she’d ever been on—a dusty walkway with checker plate flooring and all manner of cables and pipes snaking along the walls and ceiling.

      “Nothing yet.” He reset the rifle more comfortably against his shoulder, his gaze steady along the corridor. “Something’s wrong. They should be back by now.”

      She flicked a glance over the screens in front of her. They’d managed to hook into the alien ship’s central system through an unshielded data access point. “No alarms showing, sir. I don’t think they even know we’re here.”

      Even as she said it, though, a tendril of unease stroked icy fingertips down her spine. This had all been too easy— a combat mission to recover General Black, who was being held against her will… If a woman like Black, with her ferocious reputation, could be caught by the Lathar, what hope did they have? What if they were being shown what they wanted to see…

      As soon as that thought registered, Ryan swore behind her.

      “Fuck it, contact!” he called out, firing into the corridor. Energy bolts slammed into the walls of the corridor around him, followed by shouts in an alien language that she assumed were orders to surrender.

      “Shit. There are too many of them,” Ryan hissed, ducking out of cover to return fire. “Can you disengage the boarding clamp?”

      She spun in her seat to look at him, mouth agape. “The team’s not back, sir! We have to give them time.”

      “They’re not coming back, Rivers!” Ryan yelled. “If they’re not back by now, they got caught. This is a deniable op. They knew the risks. Disengage the clamps and get us the fuck out of here!”

      “Shitshitshit,” she murmured, her hands flying over the controls. Every second counted. It would take at least thirty seconds for the clamps to cycle and seal the breech, stopping the aliens or their weapons’ fire getting in. She triggered the release and turned to look, expecting the hiss of the clamps releasing and the hum of the motors cycling.

      Nothing.

      “Shit.”

      She hit the control sequence again.

      Still nothing.

      Then, in front of her eyes, alien writing flowed over the screen. Horror filled her as her hands flew over the keyboard in front of her.

      “Crap! Sir, they have control somehow. They’ve locked me out. Trying to break through…”

      “No time!” Ryan yelled back. “Hide! NOW!”

      Her jaw dropped as she spun on an ass cheek. “What?”

      The major’s expression was grim as he exchanged fire with the aliens outside. “They are going to be in here in minutes, Rivers. Better they find just me than both of us. HIDE. NOW!”

      She scrambled out of her seat at the barked order, looking wildly about the shuttle. It was a troop transport, without much in the way of hiding spaces. Her gaze dropped onto one of the ventilation grids under the seats. Her heart pounding in her throat, she dropped to the floor to yank it free. It was the work of a few seconds to wriggle into the small gap and pull it back into place. Sheltered in the darkness, she had a great view of Ryan’s feet as he continued to hold off the aliens.

      For all of about ten seconds. There was a burst of energy fire and he gave out a pained cry, sliding to a sitting position, hand on his shoulder. Randy stifled her cry, tears in her eyes as she watched him slump down onto the deck plating, his eyes fluttering shut.

      They’d killed her superior officer, and she was all alone on an enemy-held ship.

      She was so screwed.
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      Humans completely amazed him at times. They were resourceful and tenacious, far more than some of his fellow warriors would like to admit.

      Riis K’Vass stood in the middle of the human shuttle and looked about curiously. It was one of the ships the humans had used to board the Veral’vias with combat teams to try and kidnap the emperor. The plan had failed spectacularly. Not only because they’d all been caught in short order, but because the emperor hadn’t even been aboard the Veral’vias at the time.

      But to land in the ventral exhaust vent and punch through the weaker shielding there? That took a draanth load of balls. He would have to find out which one of the prisoners was the pilot and shake the male’s hand. He was a male Riis would like to get to know.

      Despite the differences in their species, and the fact that humanity were technologically eons behind their Lathar cousins, there were remarkable similarities in their shuttles. If he half closed his eyes he could almost imagine he was on a troop drop ship. If it was reduced in size. Humans, even the males, were on average a lot smaller than Lathar. The fact was borne out by the seats lined up along the metal walls and the small-sized harness straps. Riis wasn’t the biggest warrior out there, but even he would struggle to fit in even the largest set of straps.

      He frowned, something pulling at the back of his mind, and he took the few steps back toward the cockpit where the pilot and co-pilot seats were. He reached them and his gaze dropped to the pilot’s harness. It was smaller than the others. A lot smaller.

      He caught his breath.

      The pilot was a female.

      The one they’d caught in here had been a male. The rest of the combat team that had emerged from this vessel had been male. There had been only one female, in one of the other teams, which meant there was a female unaccounted for.

      They’d monitored all three human vessels from the moment they’d left their own ships and snuck toward the Veral’vias, thinking themselves unseen, right the way through to watching the human teams board and make their way through the vessel. Corridors had been cleared so command could watch where they headed, what they intended to do.

      And finally the traps had been sprung. All the humans were taken prisoner before teams had been dispatched to deal with the flight crews. Two per vessel. And only a male had been taken from this one. They’d assumed initially that the other one had been in the team captured, but that obviously wasn’t the case.

      So where was the other one, the female?

      He took a step back from the cockpit and swept his gaze over the interior of the vessel. She hadn’t left. The internal sensors would have picked her up and tracked her, which meant she was still aboard. But there was nowhere she could hide. No secondary section or cabin. No big storage bins.

      His heart rate kicked up a little, what felt like the thrill of battle filling him. But it wasn’t that, not quite. It was the prospect of finding a female, he realized. Especially a human female. His experience with them was limited, but the ones he had met had been tiny and so beautiful any male would ache to possess them. He wanted one of his own. The only problem was he was so far down the pecking order he’d never be allowed near enough to any unattached females to claim one.

      But if one was here, and he got to her first… He could claim her for his own before any other male even saw her.

      “I know you’re in here,” he said aloud, switching to Terran. He sent a quick, silent prayer of thanks up to the ancestor gods that he’d started to study the language virtually as soon as humans had been discovered. “You can come out. I won’t hurt you. I can protect you.”

      Silence was his only answer.

      Fine. He hadn’t expected anything else. Human females weren’t stupid. They were highly intelligent and adaptable. Why would she believe him? She had no reason to. Yet.

      “I’m Riis,” he continued talking as he extended his senses. Listening. Feeling the quality of the silence around him. The Lathar were masters of genetic manipulation, and his line had been modified many generations back for hunting in the forests of their home. If he stayed still enough, he could sense where his prey was… where it would be next.

      Nothing. And then…

      He turned his head just slightly, gaze fixing on a grid under one of the seats, and his brows snapped together. She couldn’t be under there. Could she? The space was absolutely tiny. Not even big enough for a child. Then he remembered how small some of the humans he’d seen were. Especially the females. They were almost child-sized.

      Kneeling in front of the grate, he reached out and yanked it free. There was a stifled squeak from within the space beyond and a hint of movement. Triumph burst through his veins. She was in there.

      “Hey… I’m not going to hurt you,” he said soothingly, keeping his voice low and nonthreatening. “You can come out. I promise you’ll be safe. I’ll protect you.”

      There was no sound or movement for long seconds, and for a moment he wondered if he was going to have to take the whole seating assembly apart to get to her. He would if he had to. She couldn’t stay cramped up in there.

      “You’re an alien. Why should I believe anything you say?”

      The first sound of her voice, delicate and melodic, sent shivers down his spine. He had no idea what she looked like, but if her voice was anything to go by, she would be utterly beautiful.

      His lips quirked as he answered, “Well. Technically, you’re the alien here. You’re on my ship. Remember?”

      “No.” The response from the darkness under the seat was immediate. “You’re on mine actually. So you’re the alien.”

      “Semantics. Your ship is on my ship.” He couldn’t stop the smile spreading. The little female was intelligent as well, and not lacking in confidence. Not if she could argue from a position of weakness like this.

      The silence stretched a little.

      “You may have a point,” she conceded. “Why are you speaking English? Do you have some fancy translator or something, and you’re actually speaking alien but I hear it as English?”

      He chuckled. “I’m speaking your language, little one. What’s your name?”

      Silence. Stubborn little female.

      “I’m Riis K’Vass.”

      “You already said that.”

      There was a hint of movement in the shadows under the seat and he scooted lower, trying to get a look at her. He got a hint of blonde hair and large eyes. He sucked a hard breath in. She was utterly beautiful.

      Possessive need and heat hit him broadside like a missile volley. And she was his.

      “Yeah. I did.” His voice was low and rough as he extended a hand. “How about you come on out and tell me yours. You can’t stay in there forever. You’re going to need to eat sometime.”
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      Randy had seen big men in her time, but the alien kneeling by the seat grid was huge. Like freakishly huge.

      But he was also right. She couldn’t stay in here. One, she would need to eat and other stuff before too long and two, now he knew she was in here, she was done. There would be no sneaking out and escaping while the aliens weren’t looking. In fact, she was surprised he hadn’t had those big war machines they’d used on the Sentinel Five attack come in here and take the ship apart to get her out.

      Instead, he’d told her to trust him and that he would protect her. She wanted to believe him. Something in his deep voice, the gentle way he’d spoken to her, pulled at something deep within her.

      Wishful thinking.

      She ignored the little voice in the back of her head. Her options were limited. Caught behind enemy lines, she was technically a prisoner of war now. Shit.

      “It’s Randy. And I am hungry,” she admitted. Him offering to feed her was a good sign. “But how do I know you’re not going to leap on me and tie me up as soon as I come out.”

      He chuckled, the deep sound of amusement sending shivers down her spine. In a totally want to jump his bones sort of way. Okay, she told herself, we are not lusting after the sexy alien. That’s so not smart and we need to be smart if we’re getting out of here.

      “How about I promise not to tie you up, Randy? Would that work?”

      She edged a little closer to the opening, making sure he still couldn’t reach in and grab her, and got her first good look at him. Her eyes widened. He was gorgeous. Like panty-dropping gorgeous.

      “Why should I believe you?” she demanded but moved a little closer anyway.

      His lips quirked. “You asked me that already.”

      He extended a huge hand toward her in an offer to help her from the close confines of the storage bin.

      “Yeah. You didn’t answer me. Don’t think I didn’t notice that, handsome.” She really had no choice and she knew it. If she didn’t come out, things could get rough. And she really didn’t want things to get rough.

      “Because I give you my word as a warrior. On my honor I will protect you to the last breath I take.”

      They were an honor-based culture, so to get his promise like that… she believed him. Reaching out, she put her hand in his. A spark of awareness made her gasp the instant their fingers touched, but then his hand closed around hers and he started to pull her clear of the storage bin.

      The trouble was, the tiny space was not a good fit for her curvy frame and she got stuck halfway.

      “Just… a… little more,” she panted, encouraging him. With a yank that almost pulled her arm from its socket, her hips cleared the narrow opening of the grid and she landed on him.

      Literally.

      Big as he was, with how much he’d been pulling and her sudden release from the grip of the tiny storage bin, she bowled him right over. He ended up flat on his back with her straddling his lap.

      “Errr… hey,” she said, managing a small smile. The smile became a gasp as she registered the thick bar of his cock pressing against her inner thigh. Her eyes widened. If that was him flaccid… holy hell.

      She tried to scramble away but large hands on her arms held her fast as he smiled back. “You’re just as beautiful as I imagined.”

      The soft words, uttered on a low rasp, made the butterflies in her stomach dance. No man should look like this. It just wasn’t fair to womankind.

      Little green men, she reminded herself. He was an alien. He probably had a tentacle dick or something.

      His smile grew into a broad grin. “I can assure you I do not have a tentacle dick. I’ll happily show you to prove it, if you like.”

      “Please tell me you’re telepathic,” she whispered in mortification.

      He shook his head, amusement dancing in his dark eyes. “I’m afraid not.”

      Oh. My. God.

      She’d said it aloud.

      “Please… just shoot me now.”

      His brows snapped together and he pulled her closer. “Why would I do that? I promised not to hurt you and I won’t. You’re mine to protect and care for, yes?”

      She nodded hesitantly. If she was a prisoner of war, having one of them swearing to protect and care for her sounded way better than the treatment she was sure prisoners usually got. But still… a little warning went off in the back of her head. She ignored it. This whole situation had her instincts firing off warnings.

      “As long as I’m here, then yes.”

      His smile could have restarted a supernova. “Good.”

      She was sure he’d been going to say something else, but a sound out in the corridor made him freeze, twisting his neck to look toward the opening to the alien ship… his ship. That was when she realized he had long hair. It was scraped back, and the braided mass at the nape of his neck was perhaps the sexiest thing she’d ever seen.

      “We need to move,” he told her in a low voice. “I don’t want anyone else to see you.”

      “Huh?” That didn’t make sense if she was a prisoner.

      “They’ll take you off me. Put you in a cell,” he told her, somehow rolling to his feet with her in his arms. “And believe me, you don’t want that. You want me protecting you.”

      “Okay.” She clung to him as he walked toward the door. The last place she wanted to end up was in a Lathar cell. There were nasty rumors about what they did to women… alien breeding programs and stuff like that. The best place for her was with him.

      “Stay as quiet as possible,” he ordered, holding her closer as they reached the door. Leaning out, he got a quick look up and down the corridor. “All clear. Let’s go.”

      But instead of turning left, the direction she expected him to take… he turned right and carried her further down into the bowels of the ship.
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      It took Riis far longer than normal to get his little female back to his quarters. He took them on a roundabout route, making sure to avoid all corridors and areas command had eyes on. Since they weren’t looking for another human female just yet, he hoped the sensors wouldn’t register her if he kept her close enough. And once he had her in his quarters… well, his backed onto those of his brother-in-arms, Sardaan, who had also just taken a human mate. So if the sensors picked her up, they would just assume it was Sardaan’s female, Dani, anyway.

      At least, that was the plan.

      He managed to get her into his room, the doors closed behind them, and finally allowed himself to turn and look at her properly. He knew she was beautiful. He’d worked out that much in the brief time he’d had her in his arms in the Terran shuttle, but then his brain had been short-circuited by the feeling of her against him. Full of curves, she was so soft compared to the harder plains of his warrior’s body.

      But in the lights of his rooms, he could look his fill. And he was blown away.

      Delicate and curvy, she was even smaller than Dani or Kenna, the two Terran females he’d already met. But unlike them, she had a mass of hair like sunlight that fell in curls around her face and eyes, which reminded him of the clearest oceans of Lathar Prime. And just like that, every clever thing he’d planned to say when he finally managed to get a female of his own disappeared like leaves scattered before the wind.

      The next instant he was across the distance that separated them, and she was back in his embrace. She gasped, hands on his upper arms to keep some distance between them, but he wasn’t having that. He hauled her closer to slide a hand up her back and into her hair.

      A shudder rolled through him and he half closed his eyes in pleasure. “It’s so soft. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

      She held still as he touched her hair, sliding his big hands through it. At first he felt the wariness in her body and he gentled his movements, not wanting to make her fight him or run. For all her bluff and bluster earlier, she reminded him of a frightened animal now, ready to run at any moment. But gradually she relaxed against him, a soft catch in her breathing as his fingertips brushed against her scalp.

      Fascinated, he did it again, to be rewarded with another tiny catch and then a soft murmur.

      “Is that nice?” he asked, as softly as he could, wanting to know what she liked. How she liked to be touched. What brought her pleasure and what didn’t. If he could tempt her into his bed and get a set of mating marks, they’d never be able to take her away…

      She would be his permanently. And he wanted that. Wanted her.

      She nodded, closing her eyes as he stroked her again. The pretty little sounds she made hit him right in the cock, his shaft hard enough to pound rivets through the damn hull, but he held back. She had to agree to the claiming, or it would be void.

      Leaning down, his lips were a whisper away from hers when her eyes snapped open. He froze, wondering if she’d fight or push him away. He desperately didn’t want her to do either.

      “Shhh… I won’t hurt you,” he murmured and claimed her mouth for the first time.

      It was like nothing he’d ever experienced before. Her lips were like warm silk, soft and delicate beneath his. Her nails bit into his upper arms, the slightest warning of her nerves as he feathered his lips over hers. Learned their shape and texture. Committed them to memory.

      He’d heard about kissing from older warriors, and those now mated, but he’d never experienced it himself. He hadn’t really understood why the males spent so much time simply mating their mouths to their females when there were… other body parts that would be so much more interesting.

      How wrong he’d been. The instant his lips had touched hers, he was a goner. He could spend a lifetime kissing her and it would never be enough.

      Then her lips parted under his and instinct took over. With a growl in the back of his throat, he pulled her closer and slid his tongue into her mouth. And groaned. Her taste exploded through his senses and the arousal he’d thought was all consuming before nearly brought him to his knees.

      A feral need ripped through him and he held her head still as he ravaged her mouth, took and plundered as he wanted to do with her body. Images of her without her clothing, naked beneath him as he claimed her for his own, assaulted him. He broke the kiss, panting heavily, the need to act on those impulses and take her now almost overwhelming him.

      Carefully he eased her from his arms and stepped back, his male pride massaged at her tiny sound of disappointment. She didn’t want to leave his arms. That boded well.

      “I will find food,” he announced. “To prove I can provide for you as well as protect you. Don’t leave the rooms,” he ordered, brows snapping together. “Another male might not be as careful and patient as I am. Most have never seen a Terran female and believe all are there for the taking whenever a male wishes.”

      Fear showed stark in her blue eyes and he almost regretted the harsh order. What he’d said was more or less true. Not many males would tell the female they actually had a choice, just that they had to accept the claim. Not many would go out of their way to prove to the female in question that they could provide for all their needs before pressing their claim.

      He would. He intended to win his female fairly so she knew he was good mate material before she accepted him. That was key to a happy mating, he decided, smiling at her as he caught her hand to kiss across the back of her knuckles.

      “I will be back shortly,” he promised her and left the room while he still could.
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      Randy sat on the huge bed for a while, watching the door after Riis had left. The room seemed huge without him in it, as though the presence of the big sexy alien had filled all the available space and made it seem smaller than it was.

      “Oh my god,” she murmured, covering her mouth. Her hand shook. She’d been taken prisoner by the sexiest guy she’d ever met. Big and muscled had always done it for her. Forget Major Ryan… in the looks stakes, Riis blew the human pilot out of the water.

      And he could kiss. God could the guy kiss.

      Heat rolled through her just at the memory of her big, sexy alien’s lips on hers, his tongue parting her lips to delve within. Not cruel and hard as she’d expected, but seducing her into wanting more. Needing more. Needing everything.

      She pressed her thighs together, shivers rolling through her body.

      “He’s an alien,” she reminded herself.

      She so shouldn’t have the hots for an alien, no matter how sexy. Instead, she should be trying to get back to the shuttle and escape. Surely she could break through the lock they’d had on the shuttle if they weren’t expecting anyone to be trying?

      Standing up, she took a few steps toward the door. But each step was slower than the last. Riis had told her not to leave, that other males were dangerous. And they’d all heard the rumors about the women kidnapped from the Sentinel base. That they’d been forced to accept alien men as lovers. As mates. That meant sex with someone they didn’t necessarily want or find attractive.

      Riis hadn’t forced her. Instead, he’d gone to find her something to eat. As though on cue, her stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday, too uptight this morning before the disciplinary.

      She groaned, rubbing her hands over her face. That all seemed a lifetime ago even though it was only this morning. It had to be approaching evening now. Her lips quirked up into a small smile. Well… she’d missed that transport for sure.

      Screw it anyway.

      Turning, she decided to explore Riis’s rooms. Within a few minutes she’d worked out they were just about as exciting as any quarters aboard a starship. The bedroom, while large, was filled with what appeared to be alien-sized furniture. A big bed against the wall under a narrow window with thick glass that gave her a view of the distant stars outside. No ships or planets. They hadn’t moved position then. The stars were all in the same place and she was a pilot. She’d have felt the ship move.

      Turning, she checked out the rest of the room. A huge couch, easily big enough to fit Riis, was tucked away on one side of the door with a desk on the other. The size of everything made her feel like a child again.

      She didn’t feel like a child where Riis was concerned.

      Locking that thought down, and the resultant heat that swirled through her veins, she explored further, finding the facilities and relieved it looked like every bathroom she’d ever seen. Obviously the Lathar weren’t so different then.

      The sound of the door opening again made her spin around, her heart in her throat.

      “You startled me.” A small laugh escaped her, her hand covering her chest at the sight of Riis in the doorway.

      “Food,” he announced, holding up some large boxes that looked for all the world like a space age version of Chinese takeout. Walking over to the couch, he put them down on the low table in front of it. “I wasn’t sure how long it had been since you’d last eaten so I brought field cake.”

      “Cake?” She blinked, flitting a little closer. A groan broke from her lips as he cracked the lid on the first container and the most delicious smell filled the room. It smelled just like warm—

      “Chocolate cake?” Her eyes opened wide at the gooey confection in the container he pushed toward her. It was warm chocolate cake, with what looked like ice cream on the side. Her stomach roared its approval of the idea.

      She looked up, catching the amused quirk of his lips as he held out a spork.

      “I do believe that’s what Earth females call it, yes. Apparently our version doesn’t get you… errr ‘fat’? They love it. I brought jellano as well because it has other nutrients you need.”

      “Oh my god, really?” Randy planted her ass in the seat next to him, trying to hide her eagerness as she reached for the box with the cake. Digging her spork in, she took a small bite and groaned with pleasure as the taste burst onto her tongue.

      “It is chocolate cake,” she managed between three large bites. Her stomach growled again, this time in happiness.

      Riis looked on and smiled as she ate, quickly polishing off what was in the box. The ice cream was just as delicious. She hadn’t realized she was so hungry, embarrassed by practically attacking the cake. What must he think of her?

      “Sorry,” she said, putting the box down on the table. “Haven’t eaten since last night.”

      His brows snapped together. “Do they not feed you on your ship?”

      She looked away. “They do. I couldn’t eat today. I was too nervous.”

      “Nervous about coming here?” he moved closer, his expression one of understanding. “That makes sense. It wasn’t an intelligent move to attack us like that. It was never going to work.”

      She met his gaze. “You knew we were there. Didn’t you?’

      He nodded. “We knew the moment your ship launched. Clever move to land in the vent though. Dangerous but clever.”

      A burst of pleasure rolled through her. “That was my idea. We hadn’t expected how tough your shielding was. It was the only thing I could think of.”

      “You’d have been fried to a crisp as soon as our main engines came online.”

      She shrugged. “Acceptable risk with you all in a holding pattern for the talks.”

      His lips quirked and he reached out to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Clever, ruthless and beautiful. You’re perfect.”

      His voice was breathy as he leaned forward, all his attention on her lips. Yes… he was going to kiss her again. Her hand curled in the collar of the jacket he wore, holding him to her as he bent his head to seek her lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Time stood still as she waited for the brush of his lips against hers. The heat that had been lying in wait since he’d kissed her before flared through her body in a heartbeat. She moaned, parting her lips as she moved closer to him, needing more.

      A deep growl echoed from the center of his broad chest in response and a big hand latched in her hair at the back of her head. Holding her still, he slid his tongue into her mouth, gliding it slowly, sensuously against hers.

      Kissing an alien warrior, no matter how sexy, was so not a good idea. A fact the little voice in the back of her head kept trying to remind her. Loudly. She ignored it and moved closer to Riis, practically sitting in his lap. Her hands roved over his chest, hesitant at first, but at his rumble of approval, she grew bolder. Touched him. Explored him.

      Wrapping big hands around her waist, he lifted her up so she straddled his lap without breaking the kiss. Her breathing caught at the thick, hard length of his cock pressing against her pussy lips. Even through the layers of their clothes, she felt the heat of his body and moaned, the sound lost in his mouth.

      She shouldn’t be doing this, but each of his kisses were hotter than the last and she couldn’t help herself. Sliding her tongue against his, she teased him. Not letting him have what he wanted, forcing him to chase her and then holding out until he growled and flipped them over. If she’d thought almost riding him was good, having him braced over her, his big, muscled thighs keeping hers apart was something else. He rocked his hips and ground the rigid length of his cock against her, and she whimpered.

      He broke the kiss, looking down at her in concern. “Did I hurt you? You’re so tiny.”

      “No,” she gasped, pulling him down for another kiss. “Don’t stop.”

      He groaned as he kissed her again, but not as deeply as she wanted. He pulled back to look at her.

      “Do you accept my claim?”

      Something about his expression made her pause, everything within her still. The way he’d said that… there was something else going on here. Her lips quirked. Asking a girl to think and make a sensible decision with a cock like that pressed between her legs was criminal.

      “Sounds like you’re asking me to marry you or something, not just for a quickie.”

      His eyes darkened but he didn’t reply.

      She gasped. “My god. You are!”

      “Yeah. But believe me, there will be nothing quick about this,” he declared, his voice rough. “Accept my claim. Be mine.”

      The world slowed almost to a stop as she looked up into his eyes. They weren’t like hers, the pupils not quite rounded but more like a cat’s. He didn’t remind her of a cat, though… more like a bear. A big, powerful bear like the shifters in the paranormal romance books she loved to read.

      Her very own alien bear.

      Slowly she nodded. “Okay.”

      She’d obviously departed from reason, but she didn’t care. This felt too good for it not to happen. And, well… what did she have to go back for? A one-way trip back to overcrowded Earth where women outnumbered men and the chances of a decent life were slim to none? No thank you. She might be as mad as her grandma had always said she was, with no thought to the consequences, but she’d rather stay here and see how things panned out with her sexy alien warrior.

      Triumph flared in his eyes. Then his lips were on hers again and the kiss was the hottest thing she had ever experienced. She whimpered against his lips as she wrapped herself around him, desperate to touch as much of him as she could. He pulled away for a second to tear his jacket off, back to claim her lips almost before she could register the movement.

      She moaned as his heavily muscled body was hers to play with. Her hands roamed skin that was like warm satin over hard muscles as she traced it with her fingertips. He growled as her hands smoothed down the center of his chest. Lifting up a little, he made room between them as she slid her hand down to cup his crotch.

      “Fuck. Me.” She broke from the kiss. He more than filled her hand. In fact, she wasn’t sure she could get her fingers around him. “What are you packing in there? An assault rifle?”

      His pleased smile was all smug male triumph as he ground his hips against her touch. “That’s all you, kelarris. I’ve never felt this way before… I’m so hard I hurt.”

      The groaned admission was ragged, and she took pity on him. Letting him go, she quickly took care of his belt buckle and slid her hand beneath the leather. He groaned and bowed his head as she wrapped her fingers around the thick shaft. Her lips curved in amusement when she realized her suspicion had been correct. She couldn’t get her fingers all the way around him. Her pussy clenched hard, her clit aching.

      Stroking from root to tip, she watched his face. His eyes fluttered closed for a moment, his expression tight with need and desire. When he opened them again, the dark heat blazing there sent a thrill all the way down to her toes. Her gasp was lost under his lips as he claimed her mouth again.

      This time his kiss was hot and darkly dominant—a man who knew what he wanted and planned on getting it. There was no hesitation as he parted her lips with a hard sweep of his tongue. She shivered as he made love to her mouth with his. His hips thrust against her hand, the slightest movement but one that made them both groan.

      Tearing his lips away, he moved out of her grasp, his big hands making short work of her clothes. Within seconds she was naked beneath him and his eyes darkened even more.

      “Oh gods…” he whispered, reverence in his voice. “I never thought you’d be so perfect.”

      She arched beneath him, feminine pleasure combined with the need to show herself off for him filling her. A woman could get used to being looked at like a living sex goddess.

      At the movement, his gaze latched on to her breasts and his face hardened. Swooping in, he took a nipple into his mouth. The warm, wet heat made her cry out softly, her hands driving into his hair as he suckled.

      His hand smoothed down her body, flirting with the curve of her waist. She sucked a breath in as it smoothed over her not quite flat stomach and then slid between her legs. He parted her lower lips, and they both groaned at the wet heat he found there.

      Her hands tightened where she gripped him at the back of his neck and upper arm, nails biting slightly. He stroked her, zeroing in on her clit with laser focus. Soft moans and pants filled the air as he rubbed and circled the tiny bud of pleasure. He was relentless, pushing her higher and faster than she could ever remember. Her body tightened, pussy clenching as he teased her.

      “Oh fuck…” she whimpered but he was already moving. Parting her thighs further with a knee, he settled between them. She opened her eyes to find him watching her as he pressed against her. Where she needed him most.

      “Mine.” His growl was low and possessive as he started to ease himself into her.

      She bit her lip as her body parted around him. He was big… bigger than any of her previous boyfriends… but anticipation and eagerness drove her on. She wanted this. Wanted him.

      She couldn’t help the small rock of her hips against him and he gasped at the unexpected move, the corners of his lips quirking up as he clamped a big hand over the side of her hip.

      “No,” he grunted. “Stay still. You’re so tiny I could hurt you. Never want to hurt you.”

      Her gaze latched on to his and she nodded and then gasped again as he pressed harder. The small moan was torn from her as he rocked his hips, working himself into her in short, hard thrusts. It took three before he was fully seated within her, her pussy throbbing and fluttering around him.

      “Gods,” he moaned, his lips on the side of her throat. “You’re so tight.”

      “You’re so big,” she argued, her body stretched so widely around him she daren’t move for a moment. Then he rocked his hips and she moaned.

      It felt… amazing.

      “Do it again,” she begged, turning her head for his kiss. Heat rolled through her when he did, his first couple of thrusts hesitant, as though making sure she really was okay. Then he sped up until he thrust and withdrew in smooth, fast movements, his hips like a piston against hers.

      She clung to him as he moved to brace himself over her, hands like claws against his solidly muscled arms. He watched her, eyes glittering, as he took her hard and fast until even the heavy couch creaked under their movements. The air around them filled with the sounds of sex—soft feminine moans, lower masculine grunts, and the slap of skin on skin.

      He moved, pulling one of her knees up higher over his hip. They both gasped as he slid even deeper within her until she didn’t know where she ended and he began.

      “Oh god, yes!” she gasped as her body began to tighten.

      He growled, his response to speed up. He let go of her leg to brace both hands either side of her shoulders, slamming into her in a frenzy of need. Each thrust hit nerve endings inside her she didn’t know she had. Within seconds it was too much.

      Pleasure exploded through her with the force of a supernova and she came, hard and fast, all over his cock. Her scream of pleasure could have shattered glass. He growled, speeding up as her pussy clamped down over his shaft, each hard shove elongating her release.

      Once… twice… on the third thrust he stiffened, cock buried deeply in her body as he threw his head back and bellowed his own release. They stayed like that for long minutes, locked together. A shiver rolled through her. He was so big, the fit of his cock in her pussy so tight that she felt everything. Every jerk and pulse of his cock, the heat of his seed as he bathed her inner walls.

      He groaned as he rolled over, taking her with him until she sprawled over his broad chest. His lips grazed her temple.

      “Mine,” he murmured, satisfaction and triumph in his deep voice. “Always.”

      She closed her eyes, another shiver of pleasure rolling through her at his possessive tone, and nestled against his broad chest. It had been a long day. She was tired, and this seemed as good a place as any to rest for a moment.

      In the arms of her alien lover, Randy drifted off to sleep.
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      “We should storm their ships!” a gruff voice announced vehemently, cutting off what Danaar, the commander, had been about to say. “Give them a taste of their own medicine. Take some females.”

      Riis exchanged a glance with Sardaan, who stood next to him. The speaker was Rohn K’Saan, his relationship to the emperor evident in his appearance. He had the same height and build, his features K’Saan through and through. A cousin, twice removed or something. Riis wasn’t entirely sure of the relationship, apart from the fact it was distant enough that Rohn’s claim on the throne was weaker than that of Tarrick or Laarn K’Vass.

      Danaar looked across the table in the briefing room, his gaze as hard as aronian steel. To his credit, Rohn didn’t waver in the face of the hard look.

      “Your opinion is noted,” Danaar replied in a clipped voice and then held his hand up when Rohn started to speak again. “Last time I checked this was my bridge and my command, not a K’Saan one. If the emperor finds my leadership deficient, he can replace me. Unless, of course, you wish to offer challenge?”

      The big warrior’s measured tone had become harder, a dangerous edge in it that stilled every warrior around the table. Challenge fights weren’t unheard of, even at Danaar’s level. Winning your position in the fight circles was a viable promotional tactic but a risky one. You always ran the risk that those loyal to the male you’d just beaten would rise up and you’d end up the loser in a subsequent challenge. Riis himself had never tried it. But then, his immediate superiors were males of honor and worth, so he had no need.

      Rohn’s gaze didn’t waver from Danaar’s but Riis knew in that split second he’d already analyzed the warriors around the table, working out which were likely to support such a challenge and which would not. Hard faces watched him make his decision. Even with his K’Saan blood, he would find no backers on the Veral’vias. It was a K’Vass ship right down to its substructure and nano-molecular rivets.

      “My apologies, Commander,” Rohn inclined his head gracefully. “I meant no disrespect. I am simply... frustrated with the Terran attitude. They seem to think we are fools. We should teach them a lesson.”

      “The emperor will be the one to make that decision,” Danaar said firmly, his expression set. “And if he does, others will be tasked with that mission. We, however, have been tasked with another.”

      The interest in the room spiked, all eyes on Danaar at the head of the table.

      “We will proceed to this location…” His hands moved on the console in front of him and the display laid out on the table in the middle of them all changed to that of a small system. “Long-range sensors picked up some unusual readings a few days ago, and a recon team was dispatched. They haven’t reported in, so the emperor wants us to check it out.”

      His manner was tight and Riis could practically feel the frustration rolling through him. It was no secret that Danaar had had a thing for a human female who had been taken from him and imprisoned by her own people. So far, though, Danaar had been refused permission to go and find her.

      “The powers that be have suggested the possibility that there is pirate activity in the area,” he added. “I do not need to explain what would happen if the C’Vaal decided to try and claim this area.”

      Nods and understanding flowed around the table. The pirates, once part of the Lathar, were highly territorial and violent. Humanity would not fare well under their rule.

      Riis shivered. Just the thought of his Randy being taken by pirates was enough to send ice rolling down his spine. The little female was too delicate for the brutal treatment they were said to mete out to their slaves. Even he had to be careful, feeling like a ravening brute when he held her in his arms. When he took her.

      Daydreams of the last few days filled his mind as Danaar outlined the mission. Every moment he could, he’d been with Randy, his nights spent with his little female in his arms. Claiming her. Sleeping with her nestled against his chest. He was still locked in his own thoughts as they were all dismissed and filed out of the briefing room. He didn’t see the two males either side of the corridor, an unforgivable lapse, and the next second he found himself slammed against the metal wall.

      A hard arm jammed in his throat made him struggle, but when it wasn’t followed up by a blade he stopped. The corridor was clear apart from him, Sardaan and Isan.

      “What the draanth?” he spat, shoving Sardaan’s arm away. “What the draanth got into you two? I could have gutted you!”

      “In your dreams, youngling,” Sardaan snorted, amusement dancing in the backs of his eyes. Isan leaned on the wall next to Riis, a grin flirting with the corner of the healer’s lips.

      “So… when are you going to tell us what’s going on?” the healer demanded lightly.

      “I don’t get your meaning.” He tried to bluff his way out of it. “Nothing’s going on.”

      Isan’s eyebrow winged up, Sardaan wearing a matching expression of disbelief. Neither were buying it but Riis had to try.

      “I’ve been tired recently. Needed a lot of sleep.”

      The healer snorted. “Yeah, right. Perhaps we should get you in for testing. A male of your age and level of fitness shouldn’t be exhausted.”

      “No!” Riis managed as Isan reached for his arm, grabbing his wrist to pull him down the corridor. The move tugged the cuff of his uniform jacket back and they all froze at the sight of his wrist. Dark marks wove around each other in a delicate pattern that resembled creeping vines, encircling his wrist like a cuff.

      “Whoa…” Isan breathed as Riis’s eyes widened.

      Elation and relief poured through him. Mating marks. He had mating marks. Randy was his, completely and forever.

      “What’s going on?” a new voice broke into their conversation. All three men stilled as they registered Rohn K’Saan standing not far from them.

      Riis pulled his wrist back, covering the marks. How long had the other warrior been there?

      “Nothing. The healer was just checking on an old injury that’s been playing up,” he lied smoothly. He’d rather Rohn think he was vulnerable in the circles than know he had a female stashed in his room.

      “This draanthing idiot didn’t obey my orders,” Isan took up the lie with a hard voice and look as he turned to Rohn. “Now he has a weakness on his left side and is likely to get himself made a fool of the next time he trains. A warning to all those who would ignore my orders.”

      Rohn obviously wasn’t convinced, studying them all in turn. None of them moved, all treating him to the same hard look in return. Then he nodded and, turning on his heel, walked away down the corridor.

      A sigh of relief punched from Riis’s lungs as the K’Saan warrior turned the corner out of sight. Both his companions turned back to him.

      “If you have a female somewhere, I suggest you get to the commander and let him know,” Sardaan advised in a low voice, “before it becomes common knowledge. Otherwise, you’re in for a world of hurt. If the others find out there’s a female no one else knew about, or had a chance to claim… then you’re going to be challenged. A lot.”

      Riis nodded, a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. He’d thought claiming Randy, getting some mating marks, would be enough. But, the mention of the challenge circle… well, mating marks wouldn’t do him draanth all good if he was dead. Human females didn’t get mating marks the way their Latharian partners did. They could bond again.

      Which meant some warrior could kill him and claim his Randy.
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      Days had passed, but so wrapped up in her new alien lover Randy had barely noticed them. Riis came to her in the evenings with food, and they spent the hours talking about his culture and hers. Then he took her to bed and made love to her all night long until they managed to catch a few hours’ sleep before dawn. She had no idea how he did it, sliding from the bed while she slept for his duties during the day.

      But always, in the back of her mind, was the knowledge that soon their little honeymoon period would come to an end. She knew, even though he protested otherwise, that Riis was keeping her a secret here in his rooms.

      “Trust me, kelarris,” he’d told her, the deep rumble of his voice and the note in it as he called her his species’ word for “beloved” making her go all gooey inside. “I’ll sort this. We won’t have to hide for long.”

      And, despite all her instincts screaming at her it was a bad idea, she nodded and believed him.

      So when the door opened earlier than usual, she looked up with a smile. Sometimes Riis came “home” in the middle of the day with food, or just because he couldn’t keep away. A memorable encounter up against the back of his bathroom door meant she couldn’t use the facilities without heat simmering through her veins.

      But the man framed in the doorway was not Riis. He was just as broad but taller, with a shock of dark, curly hair around his shoulders. His eyes were pale and cold as he looked at her. The corner of his lips curved up in a way that made ice slither down her spine.

      “Well, well, well… I knew that draanthic was hiding something.”

      Randy shot off the bed as the alien lunged for her, heart pounding in her chest.

      “RIIS! RIIS! SOMEONE HELP ME!” she screamed at the top of her lungs as she bolted for the bathroom. If she could just get the door between them, she had a chance of barricading herself in.

      She made the door, ricocheting off the doorframe and managing to get it half shut. But the huge alien was faster than she’d thought, shoving a big foot through the gap before she could close it. She screamed again as he shoved and sent her sprawling backward.

      Her butt hit the floor, hard enough to make her yelp, but she didn’t have the luxury of time to rub her bruised ass. Not bothering to get to her feet, she scrambled over the floor toward the shower stall. So the door was glass, but if she could get in there, at least this asshole would have to cut himself to pieces to try and get her out.

      Her screams echoed off the tiled walls, nearly deafening her, but she didn’t let up. She managed to get half in the shower stall before a hard hand closed around her ankle.

      “Oh no you don’t,” he hissed and flipped her over.

      “Fuck you!”

      She kicked him. In the face. Hard.

      Her heel impacted his nose. Blood splattered over the pristine floor. He fell back on his ass, his expression one of sheer surprise, giving Randy enough time to scramble, crablike into the shower stall.

      Before she could shut the door, though, he’d recovered.

      “Come here, little female,” he grunted, slamming the door open so hard it cracked down the center. Before she could cover her head to protect herself in case it shattered, he’d yanked her out of the cubicle and over his shoulder.

      “Hey! Asshole! Put me the fuck down!” she yelled, struggling until she realized how tall he was. She froze as he spun for the door. A drop from this height could easily break her neck. But she kept on swearing and yelling as he strode from the room.

      “Help me! Someone please help me!” she begged the alien warriors they passed, hoping one of them spoke English. “Get Riis! RIIS! HELP!”
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      “Commander. A moment of your time?”

      Danaar looked up as Riis spoke, his expression grim and forbidding. Since he looked that way even on a good day, Riis didn’t think anything of it. Danaar was the sort of male who looked like he was ready to fall out with his own finger-ends most of the time.

      “Of course, warrior.” The commander straightened up, flicking his still-long hair back over his shoulder. His position as commander of the war group was acting, pending the return of their commander Fenriis.

      If he didn’t return, or Danaar was awarded the position of commander permanently, his hair would be cut, his honor braids shorn off and put away. From that point onward, he would not collect personal honors but honor for the empire and for Liaanas, the goddess of war.

      But for now, his hair was still long, a fact Riis ignored as he looked at his superior officer.

      “I have a confession to make.”

      Danaar clicked his tongue against his teeth. “Never start a negotiation from a position of weakness, warrior. You know better than that. Rethink and rephrase.”

      Riis froze for a moment and then nodded, appreciating the warning. But that was the K’Vass through and through. Unlike other clans who fielded mindless warriors, the K’Vass treated their own, even now the quesen, as potential commanders from the beginning.

      “Very well. I saw an opportunity and took it.”

      Danaar nodded in approval, folding arms thickly corded with muscle over his broad chest. “Better. What opportunity did you take?”

      Rather than answer, Riis simply peeled the leather cuff back from his wrist. Danaar’s frown as he looked down turned to one of wide-eyed surprise.

      “Draanth me.” His gaze shot up to meet Riis’s. “You found a female. Where?”

      “The shuttle inside the ventral exhaust vent.”

      Riis folded his cuff back down to cover the marks. He still couldn’t believe his luck. First in finding his little human, then getting her to accept his claim, and finally that she’d called bonding marks from his skin.

      “We only found one of the flight crew. I went back to check because it bothered me. There were two in the other shuttles. Why only one in the ventral shuttle? It didn’t make sense. Everyone else said the pilot had to have been in the team we caught but I wanted to be sure.”

      “Attention to detail,” Danaar rumbled in approval. “Sardaan said you were one to watch. What happened then?”

      A rush of pleasure went through Riis at praise from such a senior warrior, but he kept his expression neutral. “I went back and sure enough, the pilot’s harness was too small for any of the males we’d captured. I realized the female had to be hiding somewhere…” He paused in his story for a second. “My family are from the Veraleesian forests, adapted for hunting there.”

      Danaar nodded in understanding, saving Riis the necessity of explaining how he’d known how to track the little human.

      “She was in the storage bins beneath the seats. I wouldn’t have thought to check there normally, given the size of the space, but human females are so tiny…”

      “They are indeed.”

      Danaar’s expression unfocused for a moment, his thoughts obviously elsewhere. Perhaps on the female he’d been taken with, now imprisoned by her own kind. Riis couldn’t understand that. To incarcerate a fertile female… Did humanity have so many that they could afford to throw them away like that?

      “We could go and get her,” Riis said suddenly, and Danaar’s head shot up, his brows snapping together. “Your female, I mean. She shouldn’t be a prisoner. You would have my support, for what it’s worth, if you decided to go and get her.”

      “And defy the emperor’s orders?” Danaar’s voice was low. “Be careful what you say, warrior. Lest you find yourself on a path that ends up in dishonor.”

      Riis just shrugged. “Some things are worth the risk, Commander.”

      Danaar just inclined his head. “We were talking about your female. I take it you found her and she accepted your claim. I am assuming since you are standing here talking to me, you did not—”

      “No!” Riis’s denial was swift and forceful as he realized what Danaar was hinting at. That he’d forced Randy to accept him. He felt sick at the very idea. “I would never force any female. Ever. Especially not with things standing as they are. If she had not wanted me, had not accepted my claim happily… I would have brought her directly to you.”

      Again he got the rumble of approval from the big commander.

      “Good. I would not have liked to think of you lacking in honor that way. Very well. Fetch your female so I may talk to her and ratify your bonding. Unless you wish to wait for our return and for the emperor to officiate?”

      For a moment Riis couldn’t answer. He hadn’t even considered the fact that the emperor himself would want to perform the bonding ceremony. Not for him. While he wasn’t quesen, he wasn’t first born either. Just… average… somewhere in the middle. He’d had to fight for everything his entire life, so the idea that the simple fact a female had called his mating marks would bring him to the attention of the emperor… it was mind-blowing.

      Before he could answer the doors to the bridge slid open and a scream rent the air. Riis spun on his heel instantly, everything in him responding to the sound. The scream of his female, currently being carried onto the bridge by Rohn K’Saan.

      “RIIS!” she yelled, the panic in her voice setting the fury that surged through him from inferno to white hot.

      “Put. Her. Down.”

      He didn’t roar or bellow. He wasn’t loud. Instead, his voice cut through the air of the bridge like an ice whip. Rohn froze, like a deearin in the headlights. The woman across his shoulder was ignored as their gazes locked. He was ready to fight, the minute shifting of his big frame telling Riis everything he needed to know about Rohn’s state of mind. Rohn was a K’Saan and dangerous with it. All of the emperor’s line were. Older than Riis by a decade, he had years of training and experience.

      But Riis didn’t care. The draanthic had touched his female. He would pay in blood and pain.

      “This male took a female that didn’t belong to him,” Rohn said aloud, for all the bridge to hear. “He kept her in his quarters, out of sight, when we all should have been told about her… given a chance to court her.”

      “Put her DOWN. She’s mine,” Riis growled, shucking his jacket off. Gasps echoed around the bridge as his wrists were revealed. The dark marks that had encircled his wrists now extended halfway up his forearms. The sign of a strong bond.

      Rohn’s eyes narrowed. “Make me.”

      He turned sideways, Randy still over the shoulder furthest from Riis. He paused, not attacking the bigger male right away. He couldn’t, not without risking hurting Randy. Mutters from the other males around the room broke the silence. No one was happy about the female being put in danger.

      Finally, a warrior from the back stepped forward, his expression hard and uncompromising. Reven K’Vass—a highly decorated and experienced warrior none of them would dare cross. Not even Rohn.

      “She is too delicate and easily injured,” he said in a deep voice, taking Randy from the K’Saan warrior. “If she’s hurt, you’ll have more than her mate to deal with.”

      “Her mate?” Rohn snorted. “We’ll see about that. I call for a choosing match.”

      “Are you blind? He has mating marks!” Danaar surged forward. “The gods have already bound them together.”

      “Marks don’t mean trall if he’s dead,” Rohn snarled, casting Reven a sharp look as he pulled Randy away from the center of the bridge. “Then she’ll be mine.”

      “Over my dead body,” Riis snarled, pacing around the bigger warrior. While he wasn’t tall himself, he was just as broad as Rohn, and his smaller stature should give him an advantage.

      It had to… because there was no way he was letting Rohn kill him and take his mate. He’d tear the other male apart with his bare hands if he had to.

      Even if he had to fight and kill every male on the bridge… the ship. Randy was his.
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      If Randy had thought the big guy was scary, being wrestled from him by another guy scared her even more. There were too many of them, grim-faced as they crowded the bridge. But they weren’t looking at her. Instead, they were looking at the situation unfolding in the center of the room.

      Riis faced off against the alien who had taken her, spitting something in a language she didn’t understand.

      “Riis!” she shouted, fighting to get free and run to him. But the hands holding her hardened and she looked up into the face of the alien who held her.

      “Taar el anot firgiia,” he said, in what she assumed he thought was a reassuring voice.

      It wasn’t. It was like rocks tumbling over other rocks and getting in a fight as they all crashed down the side of a mountain. A low rumble that terrified her. He frowned as she shrank from him, at the limits of her endurance. Shivers racked her but not of the good kind. She wanted Riis and to go back to their room so she could forget all of this had happened.

      “It okay. I promise.” The big alien’s speech was halting, as though the words were unfamiliar in his mouth. “Riis… good warrior? Strong.” He nodded, as though she would believe him just because he said it was so.

      It shouldn’t have, but his words about her man… that he was strong, that others had faith in him… did reassure her. Especially when she saw the same strength of resolve in the faces of the other men in the room, their attention on the two warriors in the center.

      She turned in the big alien’s hold, his strong arm a hard band just under her breasts keeping her captive against his steel-like frame. Her expression tightened with worry as she watched Riis and the other man circling each other. Panic tried to claw its way up into her throat, her heart thundering in her chest like a thousand fighters launching for battle.

      The asshole alien launched himself forward and she squeaked, clutching at her captor’s arm. He was bigger than Riis and the fear he’d hurt her lover almost stalled her heart right there in her chest. But before the sound had escaped her throat, Riis had moved faster than she’d ever seen anyone move.

      The punch his opponent had thrown never landed, Riis twisting somehow and sliding under his arm to land two solid blows on his side. The bigger guy just grunted, wheeling away to come back at Riis with a hard kick. And then she lost sight of the individual kicks and punches as the two aliens fought.

      It took her breath away. She’d seen fights before. Been involved in more than a few herself, most notably the one that had gotten her the shipping orders back to Earth. So she was well used to the ferocity and speed of a good sparring match or vicious brawl. But this was something else entirely.

      The two alien men went at each other like the fate of entire worlds depended on the outcome, not pulling any punches or holding anything back. She flinched as Riis took a heavy right hook across his jaw. The sound of a fist hitting flesh made her wince. The cry was torn from her lips as she tried to surge forward, sure he was unconscious as he sprawled over the deck.

      The need to get between him and the asshole beating on him obliterated everything else, even common sense. There was no way she could survive in a fight with a Latharian. They were titans of men with a viciousness she could never hope to match and a ferocity that took her breath away. But if all she had to protect the man she loved was her own body, as fragile as it was compared to theirs, then that’s what she’d do.

      She loved him.

      That thought hit her like a barrage of missiles from a canon array. Somewhere along the line she’d fallen so hard and fast for her sexy alien that she couldn’t comprehend a life without him.

      Screams filled the air, ones she belatedly realized were hers, and she fought the alien holding her, desperate to get free.

      “No!” The arm around her waist tightened, the alien holding her hauling her off her feet against him to stop her trying to escape.

      The big asshole alien stomped toward where Riis was slowly getting to his feet, shaking his head as though dazed.

      “Nonononono, get up!” she yelled at him, tears in her eyes. The other guy was going to kill him and she couldn’t do anything about it. But, in trying to hold her still, her captor had left her arms free. He might have been much bigger than she was, but she’d learned during her time with Riis that Latharian men were built exactly the same as human ones.

      Dropping her weight, she feigned passing out, sagging limply in his hold. He muttered something she didn’t understand, presumably a curse from its explosive nature, and started to scoop her up into his arms. The instant she was horizontal to the floor, she lashed out with her elbow and nailed him right in the balls.

      He gasped in pain and for an instant guilt washed through her. Then she landed heavily on the floor and forgot all about it in the flare of pain that washed through her back. Shoving that aside, she snatched the blade from her captor’s thigh and launched herself into the middle of the room to save Riis.
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      Riis had hit the deck hard and stayed down. Not because he was badly injured, as he was making out, but because he wanted Rohn to come to him. For a few heart-stopping seconds, he wasn’t sure his ruse would work. Surely Rohn, a male who had trained with the most dangerous warrior in the empire, his cousin the emperor himself, would see right through such a simple trick?

      He held his breath, convinced that Rohn would hang back and make Riis come to him. He could hear Randy screaming in the background and his fury increased at the panic and fear he heard in her voice. He didn’t give a trall what Rohn’s bloodline was. He would pay for scaring Randy.

      He was almost ready to give up on his little subterfuge and launch himself across the gap that separated him from his opponent. Already his mind, shaped by years of combat training and battles, had formed a strategy to bring the bigger warrior down. Two slices to the legs from the blade still sheathed on his thigh to cut the male’s ability to move and bring him to his knees then a finishing blow to the jaw and Rohn should be out for the count, if not done permanently.

      The fact he was considering killing a member of his own kind over a female didn’t faze Riis one iota. She might be human, but she was his to protect. The gods had chosen him for her for a reason.

      But he didn’t need his plan. Rather than hang back as he’d expected, Rohn chuckled and moved in for the kill. For a moment Riis didn’t move, hardly able to believe the bigger warrior had fallen for the child’s trick. But the instant Rohn’s hand landed on his shoulder, Riis exploded into movement.

      Launching himself upward, he climbed up and wrapped himself around the bigger warrior like a youngling faced with his first errvashi tree. Semi-sentient and predatory, it took nerves of steel and a healthy dose of craziness to climb them. But it was a mark of honor to the younglings who lived in the Veraleesian forests.

      Only those who’d managed to scale the biggest of them all were allowed to wear the blooms they plucked there in their collars. Riis had a collection, one for each journey up, in his trunk in his quarters. Saved for when his braids would join them.

      Now he used all that knowledge and experience of dodging the deadly whip-branches as he wrapped Rohn up and then threw his weight to the side to bring the bigger warrior down. Rohn fought, and fought hard, but as soon as Riis had him wrapped up, it was a done deal.

      Flipping himself over onto his back, he dragged Rohn over like an upturned turlaton. His legs wrapped and locked around the other male’s waist, Riis arched backward. Arm locked tight around Rohn’s throat, he cut the male’s air off. For long seconds, Rohn struggled but it was pointless and they both knew it. But the K’Saan had too much pride to tap out.

      Riis growled and tightened his grip. Rohn slumped in his hold, but Riis kept the pressure up a few seconds longer. Just enough to make sure Rohn really was unconscious. He wasn’t a green warrior. Just because Rohn had been stupid enough to fall for a child’s bluff didn’t mean Riis was.

      Finally, sure his opponent was done, he let go and shoved the male off him. As he rolled to his feet, he found Randy hurtling toward him, blade in hand. Behind her, Reven was doubled over, fighting for breath and clutching at his crotch.

      “Ohmigod, I thought he would kill you,” the little female gasped and threw herself into his arms.

      “In his dreams,” he growled, wrapping his arms around her and holding her close. She was shaking and nestled against him like a small animal seeking shelter. It was the work of a second to take Reven’s blade off her before she could cut herself and hand it off to Danaar.

      “This is your female?” he asked, looking Randy over. There was no jealousy in his eyes, confirming to Riis beyond a shadow of a doubt that the former human vice president had already claimed Danaar’s heart. “Given how she was prepared to defend you even at risk to her own life, I think we can safely say she accepted your claim voluntarily.”

      “What’s he saying?” Randy whispered, her near-death grip around his waist making Riis smile. She was his. Everyone had seen her rush to him when she thought he was in danger. Something he would be having words with her about when they were in private. She was precious. She shouldn’t have put herself in danger just for him.

      “Terran,” he reminded Danaar, knowing the big male spoke the language. While the commander would understand her, Randy couldn’t yet understand him. “She hasn’t had the translation matrix implanted yet.”

      Danaar nodded and switched his attention to Randy. “Forgive me, my lady, for my rudeness. I said that your willingness to defend your warrior proved that he had not forced his claim upon you. The marks around his wrists prove that the gods have seen and blessed your union.”

      “Yeah?” she whispered, looking from Danaar to Riis and then back again. “I mean, no, he didn’t force himself on me. He asked, quite nicely actually, and he looked after me. Fed me chocolate cake.”

      “If it’s that draanthic easy,” Reven grumbled as he approached, holding his hand out for the blade she’d stolen. “I’ll have to learn to make the damn stuff.”

      A ghost of a smile crossed his lips as he looked at Randy. “Well fought, my lady. Not many get the drop on me like that. I see human females are to be watched.”

      “I’m so so sorry,” she whispered.

      But he didn’t seem annoyed as he reached out to clasp Riis’s forearm. “Congratulations, cousin, on your mating.”

      “Cousin?” she asked suddenly, looking between the two men, obviously confused. “You are related?”

      “We are K’Vass,” the big warrior said in his deep rasp. “All of us, apart from the prince there.” He nodded toward the man Riis had beaten, still unconscious on the floor.

      Her eyes widened and she looked up at Riis. He felt ten feet tall at the awe and adoration in her eyes.

      “Won’t you get into trouble for hurting a prince?” she whispered, which drew a laugh from the males clustered around them.

      “No,” Riis shook his head. “He touched what did not belong to him, and had he hurt you, not even royal blood would have saved him. He’d have been a dead male walking, and he would not have left this place alive, even if he’d killed me.”

      The warriors around him all rumbled their approval and agreement of that statement, making Randy jump and look around with wide eyes. He couldn’t blame her. It was a lot to take in. An awful lot.

      “Commander. Given the evidence… do you officially ratify our bond?” he asked, relief rolling through him as Danaar nodded.

      “Just to be sure,” the big commander said, looking at Randy. “You wish to stay with Riis when we return the rest of your team to the human ship? Be aware that should you say yes, your life will be linked to his from now on. We will not return you to your people.”

      Riis froze as he waited for Randy’s answer. Would she want to leave and return to her own people if she could? He’d never considered it. Just the thought made his heart ache, the idea the female he loved would leave him had never occurred to him.

      Love. He loved her. Even though the gods had blessed them with a bond, it went deeper than that for him. He loved her to the bottom of his heart and with every part of his soul.

      He allowed that thought to fill him. She couldn’t leave him.

      “Yes. I want to stay.” His breath punched from his lungs at her quick answer. “I don’t understand your culture but I want to stay. With Riis. As his… mate? Wife?” She looked to him for confirmation.

      He smiled, nodding, unable to resist leaning down to steal a quick kiss. “Yes. As my wife.” The human word felt strange in his mouth but he didn’t care. He’d call himself whatever it took if it made her stay.

      “I will enter it into the logs as official.” Danaar smiled. “May I suggest you take some time off duty to care for your bondmate, warrior? She’s had a long day.”

      “Absolutely, Commander. Thank you.”

      And with that, Riis swept his new wife off her feet into his arms and strode from the bridge.
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      Randy wrapped her arms around Riis’s neck as they left the bridge. This time when he took her to his… their room… he didn’t take her on a roundabout route or try and hide her from others.

      Instead, he strode through the main corridors, and she could practically sense the pride rolling off him in waves as most of the warriors they passed stopped, looking at her in his arms and the dark marks around his wrists in surprise and awe.

      They didn’t have women of their own. She knew that. But knowing it and actually seeing it here, on one of their ships, was a totally different matter. Seeing the lengths they were prepared to go… she shivered.

      Earth and its colonies were overcrowded, and in some places women outnumbered men by god knew how many. So she didn’t know why the Terran government didn’t make some sort of deal with them for the surplus women. Many of them, especially in the poorer areas where she’d grown up, would jump at the chance of a new life with a sexy alien.

      But that was a thought for another day. Right now, she just wanted to be close to Riis.

      “I was so scared,” she whispered as they reached their rooms. The doors closed behind them as he carried her right through to stand by the bed. “I was so scared he would hurt you and I’d lose you forever. I only just found you. I don’t want to lose you already.”

      He didn’t put her down, just held her close. His eyes searched hers.

      “Anyone would think you felt something for me,” he murmured, the corner of his lips quirking. “Beyond the fact I can make you scream with pleasure. Oh, and I brought you chocolate cake.”

      “I love you.” There, it was out in the open. She didn’t believe in playing games or being coy. “I don’t know if it works for the Lathar like it does for humans, but some of us believe in love at first sight.”

      “Oh, we do,” he breathed, bending his head to graze his lips over hers. “Love at first sight, sound… whatever you want to call it. I’ve been in love with you since the moment I sensed you hiding in that shuttle. And I’ll never let you go. You’re mine to protect, mine to love… for the rest of our lives.”

      She smiled, almost giddy with happiness, and kissed him soundly. By the time he broke the kiss, both their breathing was ragged.

      “I love you, Randy,” he whispered, and, lowering them both to the bed, spent the rest of the night proving alien warriors made the best lovers in the galaxy.
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      “I’m sorry… I thought for a moment you’d said the humans planned to kidnap the emperor?”

      The sentence dropped into sudden silence. Isan looked up in surprise at the comment. Of all the things he’d expected to hear, it hadn’t been that.

      “I did.” Sardaan’s face held no hint of amusement as he spoke to Danaar, the Veral’vias’s commander.

      Isan winced. Not only was the prisoner Sardaan questioned his own mate, but an action like this would bring them to war with the humans.

      Danaar chuckled. “I take it they haven’t realized he’s no longer aboard then?”

      “Nope. Doesn’t appear that way. They plan to board with at least three assault teams.” Sardaan moved to the console next to Isan’s and pulled up an image of the interior of the Veral’vias to display in the middle of the bridge. All warriors turned from their stations to watch.

      “AI predicts they’ll breech at these points...” Three dots appeared on the outer hull. “And make their way in toward the few locations the humans know about aboard.”

      Isan watched as the dots moved to the interior of the ship and then split off to hit different locations—the bridge, the main hall and the commander’s quarters. They really were going to do this, even though it would cause a war they could not win.

      “Your female was in the emperor’s suite,” Danaar growled. “She gave him up?”

      Sardaan shook his head but then cut the motion off. “We have to assume she did, yes.”

      Isan watched Sardaan out of the corner of his eye in concern while the prediction on screen moved from the commander’s quarters to the VIP suite the emperor had occupied while he was aboard. As first healer on the Veral’vias, he was responsible for the physical and mental welfare of the warriors.

      And a male who’d had to question his own mate? That was a whole new level of emotional problems just waiting to happen. Even if they hadn’t bonded, Sardaan had experienced intimacy with his female in a way many of them could only dream of. Himself included. It was more than that, though. As with most K’Vass, they were distantly related, but they were more like brothers—brother warriors forged in blood and combat—than distant kin.

      Danaar nodded. “Okay. We’ll give them enough rope to hang themselves then. Post extra details on the three target locations and clear the halls and corridors. Let’s bring them in and pick them up when they get to their objectives.”

      “Terran ships are changing positions,” a warrior from the other side of the bridge announced sometime later. “Shuttles

      incoming. Their cloaks are crude but holding.”

      “Let them come,” Danaar growled.

      The tall healer shook his head to himself and concentrated on the console in front of him, ignoring the chatter going on around the bridge.

      Humans were stupid. Not individually, of course. Individually Isan had found the humans he’d met so far to be highly intelligent. Not anywhere near his own level of intelligence, but they could at least hold a decent conversation and had infinitely more sense about them than any of the oonat or other lower level servant species the Lathar used for menial tasks. However, collectively, they appeared to be as dumb as a box of rocks and then some. He had to question the intelligence of any race that thought they could kidnap Daaynal K’Saan, warrior emperor of the Lathar, on one of his own draanthing ships.

      They did not deserve to continue as a species. Plus, this was an actual act of war. Which… he mused… could actually play into the empire’s favor. The Terrans were under Daaynal’s protection, which had been the only thing stopping the clans from descending en masse on their systems. If they did, they would be summarily asset-stripped and left to be picked clean by scavengers afterward.

      The only asset any of the clans would be interested in were the females. The furor when humanity had been found had reached fever pitch. Without females of their own after the plague had wiped them all out, every Latharian warrior dreamed of a better time, when females were plentiful and each warrior could carry hopes of finding his true mate. In these times the most a warrior could hope for was a passably attractive whore to stick his cock into, and an oonat-born heir to continue his line.

      Discovering the Terrans had changed everything. Overnight all the clans were ready to boost the engines of every ship they had in a race to Terran-held space and grab as many females as they could.

      It would be the end of humanity as a species. Isan frowned and rubbed at the skin between his brows. It would also not solve the problem of the plague still embedded in Latharian DNA. An injection of fresh DNA from humanity might patch the issue for a generation or two, but it wouldn’t fix it. The plague would be back to kill off their grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

      He sighed, deeper this time, and concentrated on the console in front of him as he waited for the drama. Unlike the rest of the bridge crew, Isan’s station did not contain tactical data but instead showed his current caseload and personal research projects.

      “Outer hull breached,” the ship’s computer advised. “Internal alarms on silent.”

      Isan looked up, his eyes narrowing as he shut all his files. Unlike what he’d observed of the Terran doctors, he was Latharian, which meant he was a warrior first and foremost, and now those instincts came to the fore.

      “Bring up their progress on the main screen,” Danaar ordered.

      “On screen,” Sardaan said as the view screen changed. The three ships had breached the hull exactly where he’d predicted, and after a second, the screen split to show an internal view as the Terran combat groups exited through the boarding hatches.

      Isan folded his arms over his broad chest, watching how they moved. Studying them. Analyzing them. While they didn’t move in quite the same way as Latharian warrior teams did, no one could mistake them for being anything other than a closely related species. Sure, humanity was an offshoot, descended from a lost expedition, but they were still close enough to be unmistakable.

      And this batch were good. Even though they were smaller than most Lathar, the majority of the males carried the same ratio of muscle mass, and it was obvious they were all warriors from the way they moved and controlled the spaces they encountered.

      Males… most of them were males, he realized. But one was not.

      His gaze found the leader of the third team. As tall as most of the males, the figure was far slighter and slenderer, obviously a female from the curves and the grace of her movements. Isan straightened as his attention riveted to her. A female. One with a lock of red hair that had escaped her all-concealing black outfit. He couldn’t see her face because of her mask, but that flash of color called to him like a tournament favor.

      Scarlet. His family color.

      And the way she moved… draanth. He was a warrior born and bred. He recognized another when he saw one, but he’d never once reacted to any of his brothers the way he did her. The sway of her hips and the curve of her neck as she turned, weapon aimed… heat pooled in his groin and he was forced to bite back a groan.

      Ruthlessly, he squashed the reaction before the darkness that prowled in his blood could awaken. Without thinking, his left hand smoothed over his combat jacket, the crinkle of the med-patch packets in the inner pocket reassuring. He could control this. He always had. He always would. There was no other option. Not for him.

      The third team, the one led by the woman, deviated from the expected route, and Isan caught his breath. Where are you going, little red-hair? He frowned, trying to work out her objective. The heading she was taking almost looked like she was trying to find the med bays. His heart leaped. Perhaps she knew he was on board? Maybe the goddess had always intended them to meet…

      “Find out where that team is going,” Danaar bit out, registering the deviation as well.

      “On it,” Sardaan answered. “What the… draanth!”

      Isan tore his attention away from the screen at the muttered expletive, just in time to see Sardaan yank the cuffs of his jacket down. His gaze was intent on his console.

      “Third team appears to be heading for the lower levels of the ship. The quesen are patrolling that area.” The voice came from the other side of the bridge and Sardaan looked up to meet Isan’s gaze.

      “The cells. They’re after Dani.”
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      “Keep it tight,” Shannon Taylor ordered the men clustered around the boarding hatch of the shuttle.

      Like her, they were dressed in black on black for combat. The masks that would cover their faces when they went in hung around their necks, heavy assault weapons gripped easily in their hands. With grim expressions and the determination in their eyes, they looked like Death himself about to pay a visit.

      “Once we get through this,” she nodded toward the boarding hatch, still cutting through the hull of the Latharian vessel they were about to board, “we have no idea what kind of resistance we’ll encounter, so keep it tight and focused on the objective. I don’t need to tell you how important this is.”

      They nodded. She didn’t need to say more. They all knew the stakes as well as she did. This was a deniable op. The moment they’d left the ship they’d been on their own. If they were caught by the Lathar, there would be no rescue operation. They’d be left to the tender mercies of the aliens… the ones with a warrior culture. She suppressed the shiver that wanted to roll down her spine. She couldn’t imagine they’d be impressed at the teams even now sneaking aboard their ships.

      Three teams.

      One objective.

      Snatch the Latharian Emperor.

      If they managed it, there would be medals all round.

      If they failed… well, they’d no doubt beg for death long before it arrived.

      The hatch finished the cutting cycle and Shannon pulled her mask into place as it wheeled away, revealing the interior of the alien ship.

      Go time.

      The team poured out of the shuttle in silence, moving together as they made their way down the darkened corridor. Shannon’s breath rasped in her own ears as her mask flicked to night vision and lit up her surroundings like it was day.

      Just a walk in the park, she told herself, turning left at the first intersection as the rough map of the Latharian ship they had guided her toward the last known location of the alien emperor.

      She had no idea how they’d managed it. Computer trickery and hacking or somesuch. High something or other radio waves or the like, something the Lathar with all their superior technology had forgotten to block that had allowed them a look-see inside. It made no difference how they got the intel, just that they had so Shannon and her men could use it.

      She turned left again at the next intersection. Her movements were careful but efficient as she reached the turn, checking and moving around it after she’d ascertained the corridor beyond was clear. Taking a point on the other wall, she held a cover fire position as the rest of her team moved.

      But already her hackles had gone up on the back of her neck, the instincts of a professional soldier triggered.

      “Something’s not right,” she murmured over the encrypted comms link her team was using. It was locked down six ways to Sunday so neither the Lathar, the other teams, nor the Terran ships could hear them.
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