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      This was complete and utter trall.

      Nyek S’Vaan sighed as he looked over the training hall filled with a load of bumbling idiots who didn’t know one end of a s’tovik blade from the other. He was an imperial warrior, not a draanthic babysitter, yet that’s what it felt like. He tilted his head back for a moment, concealing his expression and rolling his shoulders to resettle the tightness across the back of his neck. Perhaps the Lady Liaanas would take pity on him and give him some real warriors to work with.

      But no… when he looked back again the same group of bumbling warriors in mismatched leathers still filled the hall in front of him. Goddess help them if the Tev’tolath was ever attacked. Half of them were too incompetent to survive real combat while the others were too green to even know they should be scared. Instead, they were buoyed up by being on their first real posting and filled with overconfidence from being the top dog at whatever backwater planet training hall they’d graduated from. 

      He hid his grimace as the training pair in the circle nearest to him clashed. Both were young, their hair unbraided, but they yelled and attacked each other like they were heroes of the Nine Wastes. Neither of them was in any danger of hitting the other. They were aiming for each other’s blades rather than the real target—their opponent’s torso. 

      He swept in like an avenging angel, s’tovik in his hands in a heartbeat. With a hard shoulder-barge, he shoved one out of the circle and sent him sliding almost into the next. His blade caught that of the remaining warrior before he could pull the blow. A second later the warrior was on his ass as well. Both looked up at Nyek with wide eyes. 

      “Which dull-witted master at arms allowed you two infants out of the training halls?” he growled, motioning them both to their feet. His voice didn’t echo back at him, the lower ceiling unlike the high-vaulted halls on an imperial vessel. Another reminder of how far he’d fallen from his original purpose.

      “Try a draanthic trick like that in a real battle and you’ll end up trying to hold onto your guts as they spill from your body instead of holding onto your blades.”

      Both leaped to their feet, refusing to meet his eyes as they stood in front of him. Bright banners of color decorated their cheeks and he realized the room had gone silent. All the warriors in the other circles had stopped training, watching them instead. 

      Great, just tralling great. 

      “What do you lot think you’re looking at?” he snarled, his deep voice reverberating around the training hall. In the face of his anger, they all returned to their training, but he didn’t miss the sideways looks from some as they turned away. 

      Ignoring them, he returned his attention to the warriors in front of him—if he could even call them warriors after what he’d just seen. This was what his life had been reduced to... Assigned to a garrison on a civilian freighter, training incompetents.

      Perhaps it was all he deserved. 

      “Okay,” he growled, in no mood to mollycoddle anyone, much less males who should know better. Moving into formation with them, he spun his blade around his wrist and assumed a guard stance. “Let’s take this from the top. Position one, now…”

      

      He spent the last two hours of training drilling the younger warriors in the basic sword craft positions and making them repeat the sequences over and over until he was sure they had them. At the end of the training session, their form had been a little sloppy still, but at least they were actually aiming for the correct targets rather than empty air. It was a small distinction but an important one. It would… might… make the difference between life and death when they saw their first real battle. Because one thing was certain, the enemy sure as hell wouldn’t be aiming for thin air. They’d go for any target they could, unprotected or not. 

      He entered the barracks after his shower, towel still slung over his shoulder and his hair damp. Ignoring the fact that the conversation trailed off and died as soon as he walked in, he headed for his bunk at the end of the room. The one above was empty.

      No one wanted to bunk with him, even though on a normal assignment, the warriors would have been falling over themselves to flatter and impress the garrison’s second in command. Instead, they kept themselves apart from him, no one willing to sully their reputations by kissing up to him. Not a Veshina.

      He didn’t care. He was used to it. If he harbored any residual sting from his ostracization, it was buried so deep in his psyche he no longer registered it. 

      Looping his towel over the end of the bunk to dry, he approached the small altar set up between his bed and the wall. Lowering himself to his knees, he made the sign of the goddess—a circle drawn in the air in front of his chest and then a line from his forehead down to his heart. 

      His lips moved silently as he prayed, his eyes fixed on the small statue of Liaanas on the altar cloth. Unusually for a warrior’s altar, it wasn’t of the battle goddess in her armor, outfitted for war. Instead, she wore the simple robes and cowl of a wise woman, Neranitis blooms woven into a crown on her flowing hair. 

      It depicted the goddess after battle, when the full import of decisions taken became known. 

      As he prayed, his hands clasped his forearms in the traditional manner, and his fingertips brushed the furrowed flesh on the insides of his wrists. The skin there was marked with deep scars. 

      The ritual scars of atonement. 

      He’d undergone the Vesh—the trial of judgment. In the temple of the goddess, his wrists had been sliced down to the bone for the sins of his past, letting Liaanas herself decide whether he lived or died. In her wisdom, she’d deemed him worthy of life, and he had pledged himself to her service. 

      He opened his eyes, catching sight of his reflection in the polished mirror behind the altar. His dark hair hung around his face like a cowl, his eyes in shadow. Why had she let him live? It was a question he’d asked himself many times over the years. Had the goddess saved him only to condemn him to a half-life without connection with anyone else? As soon as others saw his scars, they knew what he was, a Veshina, and treated him accordingly. 

      Movement behind him caught his attention and he looked up. A warrior hovered by the end of his bunk, obviously unwilling to intrude on Nyek’s prayer. He might be reviled, but no warrior would risk the wrath of the lady goddess. 

      “Yes?” he asked, not turning around. 

      He was technically off duty, but the work of a garrison command officer, even a second officer, was never done. They had to be ready always in case of pirate attack. The cargo the Tev’tolath carried was critical for the survival of several colonies out in this sector. 

      “The commander wants to see you,” the warrior grunted, obviously not at all happy about being sent as a messenger. “Says it’s important.”

      Nyek’s eyebrow winged up toward his hairline. Even though Nyek was the garrison’s second officer, the commanding officer, Karth D’Rek, normally liked to ignore his existence. For the male to send for him… well, things must be dire. 

      “Of course, I will attend him at once.” 

      Levering himself up, he turned. The warrior who’d delivered the message was already gone, probably happy to escape. Reaching for his uniform jacket, Nyek slid it on, settling it over his shoulders. Tall, he wasn’t as broad as some warriors, but he was whipcord lean and filled with the sort of corded muscle that meant people underestimated him. 

      Flicking his braided hair back over his shoulders, he left the barracks to find out what his superior officer wanted. Hopefully, it would be an attack, a glorious battle in which he could finally give up his life for the goddess and spend eternity at her side. Knowing his luck, though, it would probably be a discussion on cleaning rosters.
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      “Are all human females like you?”

      The words were uttered with a combination of such horror and fascination it made Indra smile. She broke away from the warrior she’d been attacking, twirling her weapon over the back of her hand with a practiced gesture. 

      Aastan, the poor sod who had lucked into being her babysitter for the day, watched the movement out of the corner of his eye as he brought his guard up again. “I have never seen anyone pick up and master the s’tovik so quickly.”

      Indra raised an eyebrow, spinning the alien weapon in her hand again. “This? Simple once you get the balance of it. You should try a tazvarth’s lance gun,” she said, naming a street weapon common to the gang she’d belonged to. “Now those take some getting used to. Seen newbies take their own feet off the first time they used one. Bit of an… initiation you might say.”

      She grinned and attacked again. After a week of inactivity, it felt good to be doing something again. To be fighting… working out… moving finally. And with all the food here, she felt good. Better than good. She’d never eaten so well—not back home and certainly not in prison—and it showed in the responses of her body. 

      Moving smoothly and fluidly, she swung the double-bladed staff at Aastan in a series of glittering arcs. Constantly moving and changing direction, it didn’t give him a chance to attack. All he could do was defend against the incoming strikes, each arc smaller and faster than the last. She grinned, feeling the strength in her muscles, the speed… it was exhilarating. 

      Aastan’s expression tightened, and she felt the shift in the air. The mood between them went from a man forced to play bodyguard, humoring his charge, to imperial warrior fighting for his life. 

      “Yes!” she caroled in triumph, breaking away only to attack again and this time dropping to the ground. Spinning, she swung a hard leg at both of his and grinned as he was forced to leap to avoid being taken to the ground. Damn, these alien soldiers were good. She might even bet on them on the streets against a protection squad… maybe not against a group of praetorians, the elite of the gang, but fuck, they’d screw up most and then some. 

      “You… are… draanth… you’re insane!” he hissed, performing a backward flip to get out of range and eyeing her like she was a cross between Armageddon and a cockroach. 

      She grinned. Now there was a look she was used to. She felt right at home now. 

      “I was told human females were sweet and gentle,” he grumbled, turning his own blade over his hand as he circled her. 

      She barked a laugh. “Yeah… maybe civvie ones, handsome. But I was born on the streets and I just got fucking meaner.”

      That wasn’t the whole story, but she’d been born poor, and on Talax-Four that amounted to the same thing. The gangs ruled the streets. You lived by their rules or you disappeared. If you were lucky, they found your body in a back alley somewhere. If not… well, no one checked the district’s waste reclamation units. Hell, the way they smelled, no one even wanted to go near the things. Just over nine million crammed into a space meant for under half that? She’d grown up with the stink of others coating her skin and the insides of her lungs. 

      Not like now, though. She took a deep breath of the clean air, filtered courtesy of wonderful alien tech, and launched herself at her opponent again. He grunted, their blades clashing together as he blocked, holding his ground against the force and momentum of her attack. 

      “You’re meaner than a draanthing liiraas,” he hissed, throwing her off and slamming two hard strikes against her blade on the left. She caught them both, her block automatic.

      Fighting had always been easy for her. It was the only way to survive. Her personal mantra was “be better than anyone else.” She might not be on Earth or any of its colonies anymore, but that didn’t change anything. It actually made it all the more important. 

      “Yeah,” she threw back with a hiss, “and I fucking bite, so don’t you forget it!”

      She hadn’t missed the way these men looked at her, or any of the human women aboard. There were a few, rescued from some outer system colony, and the alien men looked at them all the same way—with a mixture of fascination, obsession and hunger. She knew they’d never seen women before… at least, not women who looked like they did… but fuck, she was beginning to feel like a goldfish. Or a snack. It wasn’t a nice feeling. 

      “I would not want you as a mate,” Aastan growled, throwing off her next attack and stalking to the opposite side of the circle painted on the floor. The Lathar didn’t bother with rings or fight cages. They just traced a big ol’ circle on the floor wherever they were and went for it. First blood didn’t mean jack. You lost if you were forced out of the circle. So far, to his obvious frustration, Aastan hadn’t managed it.

      “Good for you,” she agreed amiably. “I’d make a crap wife. I don’t know how to cook and I’m a fucking shrew.”

      “This shrew must be formidable indeed.” 

      “Nasty as fuck,” she agreed. “The female eats her mate after sex... or if he pisses her off.”

      He circled her, his heavily booted feet silent on the metal deck beneath them. She watched him closely, alert for the tiniest movement of his body that indicated which way he would attack. Of course, that meant she got an eyeful of his tall, heavily muscled… ripped… warrior’s body. Fuck’s sake, were any of the Lathar ugly? 

      They were all centerfold worthy, panty-wettingly hot and they definitely had a thing about leather. In the couple of days she’d been aboard the Izal’vias, she hadn’t seen any of them wear anything else. Leather pants, leather jackets, boots made of some kind of heavier leather. She’d even seen a couple of guys in leather cloaks that brushed the floor as they walked. 

      Aastan wasn’t one of the leather-cloak types, but he was just as hot as the rest. Not dangerous hot like Madison’s new hubby or that mercenary captain but more… cute hot. If these alien guys weren’t so heavily into the “I dos” so damn quickly, she’d totally have climbed him like a damn tree. But... yeah, she wasn’t into commitment. If she let people get close, they died. Or left. The end result was the same. She was left on her own.

      Aastan’s eyebrows winged up and she spotted the movement a second before he made it—the slightest clench of muscle in his left pec before he launched himself at her. The amusement fell from her face as she matched his rapid-fire volley of strikes, forced to block hard and fast until she was almost on the edge of the circle. With a snarl, he knocked aside her blade with a complicated wrist movement. It clattered across the floor, out of reach.

      “You’re good,” she commented, lifting her chin as his blade kissed the side of her throat.

      A deep sense of calm fell over her, even though she’d been beaten. If he decided to slit her throat, she couldn’t do a damn thing about it, so she focused on the move he’d used to beat her. That totally shouldn’t have worked. If she’d tried it, she’d have broken her wrist. Which left one possibility… the Lathar had freaky double joints or something.

      Slow clapping from behind her broke through the staring contest she had going with Aastan, and he started, his gaze sliding past her.

      “Now that you’ve proven yourself a worthy warrior, Aastan, are you done? Because I really would rather you didn’t slit my friend’s throat, especially not just before lunch,” Madison Cole said dryly.

      He coughed, color high on his cheeks as he yanked his blade away from Indra’s throat, sliding it into the sheath across his back in a swift move.

      “Yes, Lady K’Vass, of course. And I can assure you, the Lady Indra was in no danger at any point,” he replied, his tone vaguely offended.

      Indra rolled her eyes.

      “Lady Indra now, is it? Not too long ago you were calling me a liiraas, whatever that is when it’s at home. Now you want to get all nice and formal?”

      She huffed as she turned and stomped out of the circle to scoop up her blade. Winking at Madison, she strode over to the weapons rack at the side of the hall. Replacing her s’tovik with the others, she turned to offer Aastan a formal bow, a holdover from long-ago training in the dojo on Nebulae street down on southside.

      “Thank you for the training session. Same time tomorrow?”

      The look on Aastan’s face said he’d rather scrub the engineering deck with his toothbrush, but he nodded sharply and gave her a small bow in return. “It would be my honor, Lady Indra.”

      Straightening up, he stalked from the room, back ramrod straight. Since Madison had arrived to relieve him, his babysitting duties were over, and it seemed he couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

      “I see you’re making friends,” Madison commented with a smile.

      Indra sauntered over with a grin.

      “I see you’re still taking the Latharian fashion world by storm,” she threw back, nodding to Madison’s dress. Like the rest of her wardrobe, it was made of Latharian fabric, but unlike a “normal” Latharian gown with flowing skirts and draped lines, it was tailored like a Terran power suit—the kind Madison had been wearing in every promo image of her Indra had ever seen.

      Mads shrugged. “If you know what works for you, why reinvent the wheel?”

      “Good point.”

      The former vice president looked down at Indra’s clothing as they turned and made their way out of the hall. “I don’t suppose I could get you to change? We have an important arrival today, and Danaar would like us on hand to greet him.”

      Indra looked down at her clothing. It was nothing special, a ship suit she’d acquired from the mercenary ship that had rescued them from the prison planet of Mirax Ruas, knotted around her waist, a skinny-fit wifebeater vest, and heavy boots. Practical. Comfortable. She felt like herself, not some primped-up popinjay, which she would if they tried to force her into a getup like Madison’s. Hell, she mused, eyeing the instruments of torture strapped to her friend’s feet. She’d break her neck if she ever tried to walk in anything like that.

      “Yeah... no,” she replied, amused as Mads rolled her eyes. “You already knew the answer, so why’d you ask?”

      “Because I live in hope, obviously.” The taller woman chuckled as she led the way down the corridor.

      Indra recognized the route. They were headed toward the command sector of the ship, which made sense if they were about to have an important guest.

      Why she was invited, she had no idea, but since Madison could have left her high and dry back on Mirax Ruas and hadn’t, she didn’t argue. She’d be forever grateful to have such a friend. Not that anyone would ever have thought they’d become friends. In what reality would a high-ranking politician and a ganger ever have met, never mind form such a bond?

      “So, who’s the bigwig?” she asked, the two women drawing to the side as a group of warriors marched by in formation. The corridor was large enough that no one had to stop and wait for anyone else to pass, something that still amazed her.

      But then, this was only Indra’s second alien spaceship. She’d seen murderous rock worms and survived a death sentence, so alien spaceships? No big deal. The first one she’d been on, the Sprite, had been a little more like human ships, all cramped corridors and exposed pipework. But the Izal’vias was something else entirely. It was more like a huge futuristic cathedral with its sparkling white corridors and high-vaulted ceilings… if the priests wore leather and were as hot as hell. 

      “His name is Nyek S’Vaan,” Madison replied as they reached the command deck. The two guards at the door nodded and stepped aside to let them through. “He’s going to be Danaar’s second in command. And believe me, my husband is pissed about it.”
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      The Izal’vias was a war cruiser. Not the biggest in the imperial fleet’s line but plenty bigger than the garrison aboard a civilian freighter. Nyek’s eyes widened as he approached, hands confidently perched on the console of the aged flyer that was all D’Rek would offer him to report to his next assignment.

      The thing was hardly space-worthy but then his former CO wouldn’t lose sleep over it if the flyer suffered a catastrophic systems failure and he died en route to his new ship. He was just glad to get Nyek off his ship and for him to become someone else’s problem.

      Besides, from their last conversation, it was obvious he was assuming Nyek had been recalled to face punishment for something. His wrists tensed, the scars there pulling slightly. He’d paid for his past sins, real and imagined, publicly. Liaanas herself had granted him mercy and the right to live.

      But... this was an empire. If the emperor himself decided he was no longer worthy, for whatever reason, his braids would be stripped from him and he would be dishonored. Was that what this was? Was he being dishonored even after undertaking the trial of Vesh? The unholy glee in D’Rek’s eyes as he gave Nyek his new orders indicated he thought it was. Or he hoped it was. Probably the only regret the male had was that he was not the one to perform it. Not for want of trying either. In the two years Nyek had been assigned to the Tev’tolath, D’Rek had studied his behavior and actions like a Kinerys hawk, looking for any reason he could dishonor him.

      Nyek had made sure never to give him one. His conduct had always been exemplary, as if he served in the imperial court itself.

      The console in front of him flashed with an incoming communication. Long fingers swift, he acknowledged the message and approach vector, adding a small message back that his audio systems were nonoperational. Another parting gift from D’Rek. No doubt so that if the flyer did suffer a malfunction, he couldn’t call for help. Problem solved.

      The approach path took him under the belly of the huge, armored beast in front of him. Cannon arrays sat in their mountings, inactive for the moment, as he passed by. A shiver stole up his spine. They were ketar class, capable of tearing another capital ship apart. His tiny flyer with its puny shields wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Sweat slid down his back as the journey under the Izal’vias stretched out to an eternity. Any moment he expected the arrays to activate, swivel in their mounts and target him. His world would end in a blaze to rival a supernova and it would all be over. He would be at peace, in the halls of the goddess herself.

      But the arrays didn’t move, and he emerged from the shadows under the ship like the sun breaking over the horizon of a new day. Squinting against the sudden glare, he turned the flyer, heading toward the shuttlebay doors that stood open in welcome.

      The Izal’vias grew larger and larger as he approached until it swallowed up everything else in his viewscreen. Finally, he passed through the massive bay doors and into the hangar beyond. It was huge and cavernous. Flyers and troop shuttles far more advanced than his lined up row on row until he lost count.

      The console flashed again, giving him a bay number. Carefully, he maneuvered himself into place, landing his flyer gently between two transports. Both were shiny and brand-spanking new. He felt like the poor cousin visiting from out of town as he cranked the lid on his flyer and climbed out.

      Two mechanics approached, their expressions terse as they nodded to him. Professionalism broke, though, when one of them blurted out, “Draanth’s sake, where did you find this? A gods-damn scrapyard?”

      “Something like that,” Nyek deadpanned as he strode toward the main deck where a welcoming party awaited.

      He tensed, fists closing at his sides as he walked. He might have arrived on board safely, the ketar cannons not creating a brief and shining star of him and his ship, but that didn’t mean he was out of the woods yet.

      He didn’t expect anyone would want to roll out the red carpet for him, so a welcoming party was not good. His keen gaze studied them as he approached. They didn’t appear to be heavily armed, no more than was usual for Latharian warriors, and none of them had drawn their weapons yet. That was good, but then again, not really an indicator of their intentions. They were imperial warriors, far above the caliber of those in the Tev’tolath garrison. He likely wouldn’t know their intentions until a second before he was fighting for his life. And the number of them? His life would then become very, very short.

      Nyek was no idiot, nor was he vain. He knew he was a good... no, he was an excellent warrior, but no one could take on large numbers and survive. Not without dumb luck or divine intervention. For a second his scars pulled again, but he dismissed the feeling. The lady goddess sparing his life during the Vesh did not mean he was blessed by the gods. It could just mean she’d ruled he had yet to atone for his mistakes in life before granting him the blessing of the afterlife.

      None of the males waiting for him pulled their weapons as he approached. The warrior in the center, a senior warrior by the notches on his leathers, gave him a salute in greeting, which almost froze him in his tracks. Sure, aboard the garrison he’d been sub-commander, which meant they had to salute him, but not one of them had done it willingly.

      This male’s expression was neutral, though, maybe even a little respectful as his gaze flicked to the multitude of braids in Nyek’s hair. “Welcome aboard the Izal’vias, Warrior S’Vaan,” he said, hand still bunched in a fist over his heart in the rest pose of the traditional salute.

      “Thank you,” Nyek replied as he returned it. For the first time in a long time, he meant it. Hope began to unfurl like the petals of a shy flower. Perhaps this would be the start of a new phase in his life—a posting where he was not reviled for simply breathing. A place his existence was not at the expense of another’s life.

      “If you would follow me, the war commander is expecting you,” the warrior said, turning and indicating that Nyek should follow.

      He almost faltered as he fell into step. He’d expected to be ordered to report to a sub-commander somewhere, maybe a commander in charge of a department—he was rated for engineering, operations and science, so he could have been assigned to any of them—not the war commander himself.

      “The war commander? Which commander holds this ship?” he asked, trying to keep his voice neutral, as though he’d expected to be escorted up to the bridge on arrival.

      At least it wasn’t in chains, but he could think of no reason why a war commander would want to see him.

      “War Commander Danaar K’Vass.”

      The reply was short, sweet and sent surprise rolling down Nyek’s spine. The K’Vass were an old and venerable clan, so entwined with the imperial line it was hard to differentiate the two. Both the emperor’s current heirs were K’Vass and rumor said a new prince had been found with K’Vass blood as well. Or Izaean. Scuttlebutt was a little hazy on the details.

      Nyek nodded like it was the news he had expected. Internally, though, his thoughts raced. Why would Danaar K’Vass want to see him? He didn’t ask. To do so would have revealed his ignorance and no wise warrior gave away information another could use against them—a lesson he’d learned long before the Tev’tolath.

      They passed warriors in the corridors, all of them pausing to salute. There was no mockery in their movements. The warrior escorting him must be a big deal, Nyek mused, a lot of his attention taken up admiring the ship. She was a newer S’kei class, newer than anything he’d ever served on. What would it be like to command a ship like this? And to have other warriors respect him as they appeared to now? He was under no illusions... as soon as someone saw his scars and realized he was Vesh, that respect would disappear. It always did.

      They reached the bridge, the rest of the honor guard peeling away to allow Nyek and his escort to walk through the double doors onto the command deck unaccompanied.

      For a moment, Nyek was struck dumb. He’d never been on the command deck of a ship this size before, only dreamed of it. For a moment, he allowed his gaze to sweep over the expansive deck, noting the warriors at their stations, their faces lit by the ghostly glow from their consoles. They didn’t look up, intent on their duties.

      The view screen was large, filling the entire front wall of the deck, and currently showed the system outside. The full glory of the Olistaas triple suns was laid out before him, the delicate interplay between the gas giants beyond tracing swirls of pink and purple gases through the space between. It was a stunning spectacle, one of the wonders of the empire… but it didn’t hold Nyek’s attention for long. Turning, he looked across the assembled officers toward the commander’s chair.

      It sat alone in glorious solitude in the middle of the deck, imposing in its stark lines and simplicity. Unlike the thrones of a Krynassis clutch queen or the fancy ornamentation of the Navarr, the Lathar saw no need in excessively showing off. Even the imperial crown was a plain band, un-decorated by jewels or other fripperies.

      At the moment the chair was unoccupied, and a small group of people stood to the side. At the sight of them, Nyek couldn’t help the surprise that flowed over his features. There was a tall warrior, his short hair proclaiming his status as the war commander even though his manner and bearing would have done that for him. However, the commander didn’t hold Nyek’s attention but rather the two beings standing either side of him.

      Nyek had seen females before, of course. As an imperial warrior, he’d been assigned to many ships where he’d come into contact with other species, so the curvy forms were nothing new. He’d seen rare Krynassis females—Oonat, Covashian and Lerexta—but while they were all undeniably female and beautiful in their own way, not one of them pole-axed him like the females in front of him.

      All the other females he’d seen weren’t like him. Something had defined them as other—be it scales, the hint of a forked tongue, more breasts than he had hands, or a build only a heavy-worlder could find attractive. Things had marked them as not Lathar, and his interest in them had never progressed beyond academic.

      But these females had none of that. They had skin clear of scales and no horns or other non-Lathar features he could see. And he didn’t need to see... every instinct he had told him what his heart and soul knew instantly. Impossibly, somehow, they were Lathar. He breathed the same air as rare and prized females.

      “Nyek S’Vaan?” the war commander spoke, his deep voice demanding all Nyek’s attention. He nodded, unwillingly tearing his gaze away from the two females.

      “I am indeed. It’s an honor to make your acquaintance, War Commander K’Vass,” he said, thumping his clenched fist against the center of his chest when he reached them.

      Had Danaar K’Vass been more highly ranked, he would have added a small bow. The S’Vaan had always been a much lower-ranked clan, his father’s constant source of pride the elevation from J’Vaan to S’Vaan, but even he had never once lifted his ambitions to become K’Vaan. To do that required an honor from the emperor himself, or for a mainline S’Vaan to gain a mate from the imperial line.

      “Likewise.” Danaar’s expression didn’t change as he swept an assessing glance over Nyek. In that one look, he knew the big war commander, easily twice his mass, had taken in everything about him from the well-worn leathers to the equally well-worn weapons about his person.

      “It’s nice to see a warrior holding to the old ways,” Danaar said, nodding toward the blades sheathed at Nyek’s hips.

      “The S’Vaan have always been traditionalists,” he replied.

      It was a polite way to say his weapons were old, forged in a style not seen for at least a century. They had been his grandfather’s blades, begrudgingly gifted by his father when he’d reached adulthood. No Lathar clan could send a son out into the world unarmed, but Ravel S’Vaan hadn’t been prepared to spend script on a son he couldn’t bear to look at, so old weaponry it was.

      “May I present my mate, Lady Madison K’Vass.” Danaar turned slightly to the taller female.

      She was dressed in a way Nyek had never seen before, in a form-fitting sheath that left her legs bare but covered her shoulders. Her hair, a glorious dark gold, tumbled over her shoulders. Bright blue eyes considered him with a hint of a smile.

      “My lady,” he murmured, and this time he did add a bow. As far as he was concerned, all females were highly ranked, no matter the circumstances of their birth or what clan they’d been born into. “You must forgive me, but I do not recognize your clan of origin and thus cannot give the correct greeting.”

      He straightened up and looked at Danaar. “I was not aware any females had been found. Which clan was harboring them?”

      A peal of laughter from the second female rang across the deck. “He thinks we’re Lathar. Oh, honey, what rock have you been hiding under?”

      He narrowed his gaze as he focused on the second female. Unlike the first, whose appearance and smile was welcoming and gentle despite its hint of steel, this female was all spikes and aggression.

      Not as tall as the first, against him she would appear petite. She had hair shorn closer to the scalp than a war commander, the longer dark curls on the top clinging to her like a jealous lover. Her eyes were almost as dark as his and sparkled with amusement and intelligence. His gaze swept down her. Lithe curves showed under the vest top and the ship suit knotted at her waist. Heavy boots encased what had to be tiny feet.

      Heat surged through him, as did anger. That he had been caught out in a lack of knowledge frustrated him, and to have it pointed out for everyone on the command deck was embarrassing as well as impolite.

      “No rock, I assure you, my lady,” he said, gritting his teeth so he didn’t say anything... unwise… as he offered her the same bow of respect as he had Lady K’Vass.

      Perhaps this one was mated to one of the war commander’s senior warriors. He wished the male luck; he would definitely need it with this female’s sharp tongue. “Merely duty on the outer edges of the galaxy. Places news is somewhat... slow to reach.”

      Her words registered and he took a step closer. “You are not Lathar?”

      Every instinct he had said she was Lathar, but the closer he got he realized the differences. She was built on a much smaller scale than the average Lathar. While he might not have seen a female of his own kind for many years, he didn’t remember them being quite so tiny and delicate.

      Ignoring the shiver that wanted to roll down his spine at the idea of cradling such a fragile creature close to him, he focused on her features. In keeping with the rest of her, they were small and finely boned, but her eyes captured his attention.

      Dark like his own, where his had varying rings of color—almost black through blue to golden at the center—hers had just the one color. A warm, rich brown that was utterly fascinating but not as much as her pupils. They were round. Not vertical like his.

      “You are not Lathar,” he murmured in surprise.

      “By god, I think he finally figured it out.” Her eyebrow winged up and then she winked. “Someone get this man a prize!”

      His jaw clenched at the taunt, and out of nowhere, the urge to put her over his knee and spank her like a wayward youngling hit him. Only the fact that laying hands on what was the war commander’s honored guest was a bad idea stopped him and he stepped back, looking to Danaar for confirmation.

      “You are correct,” the war commander confirmed, a small smile playing on his lips behind the short beard. “Both Lady Madison and Lady Indra are human, a variant of Lathar long since thought lost. Their planet was discovered recently and is under the emperor’s protection. We also have other human females on board, and I would advise you to treat them all with respect.”

      Indra... her name was Indra. That nugget of information was the first to process and then he blinked. Human, a variant of Lathar. Looking at the females again, he bowed. “At your service, your ladyships.”

      “Oh, he’s formal. Can we keep him?” Indra chuckled. “I know some of you Lathar have sticks up your asses but this one is something else.”

      “The S’Vaan are a traditionalist clan,” Danaar commented but Nyek’s temper was too high to allow the comment to pass.

      “Nyek,” he ground out, unable to stop the burr of irritation in his voice. Reaching up, he flicked his hair back over his shoulders. “My name is Nyek, not ‘him.’”

      “Whatever you say, handsome.”

      Danaar cleared his throat, shooting the female a warning glare that would have sent many a younger warrior scuttling for safety. Nyek held his place, sure the female would capitulate and apologize as she should. Instead, though, she wrinkled her nose and stuck her tongue out.

      At the war commander. On his own command deck.

      Nyek couldn’t think of a thing to say. He was frozen in place, but not with fear or horrified fascination at what would happen to the female after a blatant display of disregard. Instead, he fought his own body, that brief flash of her delicate pink tongue sending fire and heat through his veins like a solar storm.

      Gritting his teeth, he forced himself not to react, thinking of anything mundane he could to get his erection, pressing uncomfortably against the tight leather of his pants to go down. All it would take was for someone to look down and realize she’d affected him. More than he wanted.

      Anger swamped him that she could call such a reaction forth when he didn’t even like her. Waspish little female.

      His gaze caught that of the war commander and for a moment his heart stalled at the black look in the male’s eyes. Had he realized how Nyek had reacted? And had he taken offense that he unwillingly found the female alluring? It was to be expected, though. None of them had seen a female of their species for decades, and he had made no move or comment toward her...

      Then Danaar’s gaze flicked to his wrists and he realized. His scars.

      “Ladies,” Danaar growled, “if you will excuse us, the sub-commander and I have things to discuss.”

      Commander... he wasn’t a commander. Not daring to correct Danaar, Nyek simply watched as Lady Madison nodded and lifted on her tiptoes to brush a kiss against his cheek. “Okay, love, have fun. Indra and I promised to spend some time with the girls anyway. See you later.”

      Nyek bowed again as the two females swept out, straightening up to find all the humor had fled from Danaar’s face.

      “Follow me,” he ordered, stalking off toward the conference room at the back of the command deck.

      “Out!” he barked at the two guards on duty, and they fell over themselves to get out the door, practically shoulder-barging each other in their haste.

      Nyek said nothing. He simply walked through the door and stood, hands clasped behind his back. This was the kind of reaction he’d expected from the moment he stepped aboard. He was just surprised it had taken this long.

      “Computer open long-range channel to the Keran’vuis, and General M’rln.”

      Nyek’s eyes widened fractionally at the order. It was well-known that the K’Vass were favored by the empire, but he hadn’t thought Danaar would be well-connected enough to have a direct channel to the Emperor’s champion himself. General Xaandril M’rln was a legend, a hero of the Battle of the Nine Wastes. Most war commanders would be bowing and scraping if such an honored warrior deigned to answer their call but not Danaar.

      As soon as the general appeared on screen, his short hair mussed and his expression decidedly unimpressed, Danaar barked.

      “What the draanth do you think you’re doing sending me a Vesh?”

      “Hello to you as well, War Commander. How are you today?” the general snapped back sarcastically.

      Danaar grumbled, shooting a dire look at Nyek as he was forced to remember his manners. “Apologies, deshenal, I forget myself. I hope you and your mate are having a fortuitous day.”

      “We are indeed. Thank you for asking.” The general inclined his head. “And likewise to you and your mate. Now... what is so important that you deem it necessary to contact me over long-range?”

      Danaar growled and waved toward Nyek at the other side of the chamber. “I understand that my previous conduct warranted some repercussions, but to assign a Vesh as my second in command? Surely the emperor trusts me more than that?”

      He obviously wasn’t intended to be part of this conversation, so Nyek didn’t comment. He merely stood there as his stomach lurched. He hadn’t been sent here to be dishonored as he’d thought… He’d been promoted? To second in command for a war commander?

      The elation and pride died a quick death, though. If he hadn’t been Vesh maybe Danaar would have been welcoming him. But, as he was, Danaar looked as though he’d like nothing more than to kick Nyek off the ship without a shuttle.

      Picking a spot on the wall, Nyek focused on it. He was used to this, at least he should be by now. It was an oft-repeated scene, the fury of his new assignment commander when they realized what he was. For even the most enlightened of Lathar, even the blessing of the goddess wasn’t enough to endear him to them. The stain of the Vesh, the ritual of atonement, was never-ending, even though he’d passed it and been granted life.

      General M’rln’s expression didn’t alter. “Nyek S’Vaan is a good warrior, from an honored traditionalist background, and the emperor considered him a good fit for your second.”

      “Trall!” Danaar spat. “This is a punishment, pure and simple. I could have promoted any number of solid and honorable K’Vass warriors.”

      Nyek’s fists clenched at the unwitting slur against his honor. He had honor. That’s why he’d undertaken the ritual of judgment. His past sins were too many for anyone but the goddess herself to forgive and so she had. No one else could make a judgment on him... and yet they did. All the time. No doubt within the hour, he would be reassigned away from the Izal’vias.

      “And that right there is the problem.” The general’s voice was like a whip, stern but fair. “There have been grumblings that too much favor is shown to the K’Vass, and the emperor wishes to address these concerns. Appointing a non-K’Vass warrior as your second will go a long way at court.”

      At that Nyek couldn’t help his eyebrow winging up. If that was the reason behind his assignment, the emperor had played a blinder. Not only was he not K’Vass and about as far from being in the favor of the royal clan as it was possible to get, he hailed from a clan so traditionalist they were a hairsbreadth from turning purist and declaring Ursal-Kai the one true god.

      “It is the will of the emperor then?” Danaar didn’t sound happy about it, eyeing Nyek with, if not outright distaste, at least dislike.

      “It is, and mine as well. And, if you’ll recall, I have a personal stake in this. You have my daughter on board with you. Do you think I would have approved an assignment that would put her in jeopardy?”

      Surprise rolled through Nyek, even though he was careful not to let it show on his face. The general had a daughter? He was not aware of any females who had survived the plague, so this daughter must be another human, perhaps a foundling the general had discovered when the humans were found.

      “Understood.” Danaar’s nod was short and sweet. “And if he should...”

      “If he proves disloyal to the empire in any way, shape or form, feel free to deal with and dispose of him as you see fit. Xaandril out.”

      Nyek’s spine straightened as the general cut the comm and he was left looking at the face of his obviously unhappy commander.

      “Let’s get one thing straight right away,” Danaar growled. “I do not like you. I do not want you here and if you put so much as a hair out of place, I’ll send you on a long walk out of a short airlock. Do I make myself clear?”

      “As crystal, sir.” Nyek inclined his head. “Am I dismissed to begin my duties?”

      The big war commander waved toward the door.

      Nyek did an about face and left the room. Starting a new assignment where his commanding officer already hated him was nothing new. Starting a new assignment where his commanding officer already hated him and had the ear of the most powerful males in the empire...

      He was so draanthing screwed.
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