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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.

      “You feelin’ it too, boss?” Miller, currently at the front of the section clearing down the next turn, replied.

      “Yeah. It’s too damn quiet.”

      The last man had passed her so she started to move again, making sure to cover their rear every couple of steps or so. They all knew the Lathar were a warrior society. Highly adept… no, lethal… in combat. Along with the rest of them, she’d spent so many hours studying the footage of the Sentinel attack she could see how their units moved in her damn sleep.

      Her lips compressed as she traversed the next corner, passing Miller and the rest to take point again. Then she bunched her fist, holding it upright. The signal brought them all to a stop, taking cover or kneeling as they awaited her orders. It was too quiet. This was a combat vessel and they were in the main corridors. There should be troops and personnel moving about. But there wasn’t. Which meant one thing.

      “They knew we were coming.”

      It was the only explanation. Her mind rifled through the options. They were already aboard and committed. If the Lathar knew they were coming, there was no sense going for the emperor. Forewarned was forearmed and he’d be heavily guarded.

      “Going to backup objective,” she ordered, feeling a ripple of satisfaction go through the unit. When they moved out, they had a renewed sense of determination. She smiled behind her mask. If their main mission objective was deniable, this one was so far into the shadows that if they knew, the powers-that-be would pull the trigger on the team themselves.

      Shannon’s backup objective was a rescue operation.

      Somewhere in this ship, they had General Black, her commanding officer… Dani, who’d sacrificed herself to secure the release of the vice president. A familiar anger rolled up in Shannon’s gut as she turned right instead of left at the next intersection and started to lead the unit down instead of up in the same leap-frog movement. Dani had sacrificed herself for nothing. The powers-that-be, Radcliffe and Hopkins, had thrown Vice President Cole under the bus, calling her a collaborator with the Lathar because she’d been held aboard their ship for a while.

      Two birds, one stone. They’d managed to get rid of both Black and Cole in the same move, leaving them with no opposition. And they were jonesing for a war with the Lathar, that was for sure.

      Shannon eyed their surroundings as they reached the edge of the main corridors and descended into the bowels of the ship toward where she figured the cells were. The aliens had Dani prisoner. There was no way they could keep a woman like her in guest quarters… she’d be out and have taken control of the ship before they could blink.

      But… the technology here? They weren’t just years ahead of humanity… it was more like centuries. Millennia probably. It would be like cavemen throwing rocks and pointy sticks at a modern combat unit. Sure, the Sentinel marines had managed to hold them off for a while, but not long. Not anywhere near long enough for the cavalry to arrive. Hell, not even long enough to get a distress signal out. No one back on Earth had even known what had happened to Sentinel Five until ships had arrived to find the station abandoned.

      “Cells. We’re in the right place,” Miller commented, back at the front of the group, his deep voice low in her ear.

      “Good. Coming through,” Shannon murmured as she moved up from the back and past Miller. They spread out, four members of the team securing the entrance to the… brig? Dungeons? What the hell did the Lathar call this place?

      The first three cells she looked in were empty, but the fourth made her smile. Bingo. There, strung up by her wrists, hung General Black. She was slumped in her chains, head down and eyes closed. For a moment Shannon’s heart stuttered in her chest. Were they too late? Was Dani already…

      Then the soft rasp of the general’s breathing reached her and her keen gaze picked out the expansion of her ribcage as she breathed.

      “Get me in there,” Shannon ordered as Martinez reached her side, an electronic device already in his gloved hands. She moved aside to let him work. There wasn’t anything Mart couldn’t pick, but she needed him to do it fast. Within seconds, the lights on the lock went green and the cell door swung open.

      “All yours.”

      “Thanks,” She slung her rifle around to her back and was through the door in a heartbeat, approaching the captive woman. Despite her worry for her friend, she assessed her analytically. No bruises or blood she could see. Nothing on the floor. It didn’t look like Dani had been worked over or tortured.

      “Hey, boss…” she said softly to get Dani’s attention.

      The other woman jerked awake, lifting her head. Relief hit Shannon hard and fast. Still aware and alert. She smiled, stepping forward. “You gonna hang about there all day or what?”

      Dani twisted with a soft rattle of chains, her gaze cutting to Shannon and then the team behind her. She gave a small smile, but Shannon didn’t miss the extra wetness at the corners of her eyes, rapidly blinked away.

      “Not much in the way of in-room entertainment, so I took a nap. What are you doing here?”

      “Me ‘n’ the boys thought we could do with a little extra cardio,” Shannon quipped as she moved further into the cell, pulling a cutter from a pouch on her belt.

      “Look away,” she ordered and cut Dani’s shackles in a brief flash of violet-blue light.

      Dani hissed as the pressure was relieved on her arms, and she rubbed at her wrists. “Yeah? On an alien ship?”

      Shannon grinned at the snarky comment. Dani didn’t seem too overwrought by her experience. “Well, ya know what they say. A change is as good as a rest.”

      She grabbed the smaller woman’s jaw and moved her face from side to side, checking her pupils. Even though all evidence pointed to the contrary, she still had to make sure Dani hadn’t been worked over or given anything. But her pupils tracked okay, neither looked blown or otherwise like she was in an altered state of perception.

      “You ready to be rescued?” she asked, looking into Dani’s eyes—not for blown pupils, but actually looked at her. What she saw there made her heart ache. The heartbreak and misery. What the hell had they done to her?

      Dani nodded, blowing out a shaky breath. “Hell yes. Let’s get out of here.”

      “Good.” Shannon didn’t argue. Dani was a big girl. She knew her own limits. Shannon pressed her side-arm into Dani’s hand, feeling the general wrap her fingers around it with relief.

      “Your rescue,” she said. “Lead the way.”

      Shannon nodded and walked out of the cell. She looked back. Dani fell in with the rest of the team as they made their way out of the cells. Worry rolled through her, but she put it to the back of her mind. They had Dani. She was uninjured and moving. Anything else, mental trauma or PTSD and the like, they would just have to deal with when they got back.

      Energy blasts from Lathar weaponry split the air as they hit a turn.

      “Contact! Two o’clock!” Shannon yelled as she dived for cover.

      “Take cover!” Miller bellowed behind her, throwing himself the other way.

      The team fired back as they scattered, taking positions along the sides of the corridor. Her eyes narrowed as she tried to pick out a target. Smoke and haze hung in the air, making it hard to see. She fired toward the enemy anyway, making them keep their heads down. A few hundred meters back there had been an intersection. They could double back that way—

      “No! Stop!” Dani launched herself out of cover, and Shannon’s heart stuttered as an energy bolt sliced through the air, grazing her arm. Dani staggered, almost falling, but put herself between the team and the enemy.

      “STOP! They’re just kids!”

      Shannon and the rest stopped firing, not sure what to do now that she was between them and their target.

      The Lathar had also stopped and a male voice bit through the air, speaking English. “Lady Dani. Please. Step out of the way.”

      “I can’t!” she called back over her shoulder. “They’ll slaughter you where you stand.”

      Shannon frowned. Dani was protecting the aliens from them. Shit. They’d really gotten to her.

      “It’s one section, boss…” Martinez called out. “We can take them!”

      The smoke cleared for a moment and she got a clear look at the nearest Lathar in her scope. He couldn’t be more than fifteen. Shit. Dani was right. They were kids.

      “They’re KIDS, for fuck’s sake!” Dani bellowed.

      “We are NOT kids!”

      “Riis, shut the fuck up. I’m trying to save your stupid ass here!”

      Shannon got a bead on the alien arguing with Dani. Riis. Apparently. He was older than the rest, and obviously not a child. He also looked as frustrated as fuck as he started to snap something at Dani, but she cut him off with a sharp movement of her hand. The other hand hung limply at her side, which worried Shannon. A lot. She’d been hit and had a vicious wound across her arm

      “Kids! And these are battle-hardened marines,” Dani hissed back at him, not taking her eyes off Shannon and her team. “You don’t stand a chance, kid.”

      Her words weren’t for the alien, but for Shannon, and she knew it. Dani was pleading with her to stop what could turn into a bloodbath. But in the next instant movement behind the alien teenagers caught her attention.

      Two warriors in leather walked through them, parting the troop of kids like a hot knife through butter. One look was all she needed to know that these weren’t kids. These two were full-blown Lathar and very dangerous. She snapped her weapon up as one of them stepped forward, the other still in shadow.

      “How about us?”
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      Isan didn’t mention the marks around Sardaan’s wrists as they headed for the cells. He wanted to, but with his brother’s mate in danger… it wasn’t the time. At the speed they moved, it didn’t take them long to get down to the cells, and they exchanged glances at the shouts echoing through the corridors from up ahead.

      “Dani,” Sardaan said, and they broke into a run again. The lower levels were a rabbit warren of tunnels, maintenance ducts and worker drone shafts, so they were forced to twist and weave to reach the source of the commotion. They reached the back of the quesen, the youngsters parting like water as the two experienced warriors made their way to the front of the group.

      Dani Black stood between quesen and the team of Terran soldiers, her hand out as if to stop them from advancing farther. It appeared she was mid-argument with Riis, Sardaan’s second when it came to dealing with the younger warrior group.

      “We’re—”

      Dani cut Riis off, but Isan’s attention wasn’t on the argument. It was on the human woman and the way she held her weapon. Her arm was limp, hanging oddly at her side. The nasty wound between the bicep and the curve of her shoulder explained why. She’d need treatment, and fast.

      “Kids! And these are battle-hardened marines,” she hissed at Riis, not taking her eyes off the Terrans in front of her. They all had their weapons up, aimed at the quesen, but they seemed unsure, looking between Dani and the woman at the front of the team, her red hair a banner down her back.

      Isan drew in a sharp breath as he saw her for the first time in the flesh. It was as if what little light there was in the corridor had conspired to highlight her. Unlike before, on the security feeds, she didn’t have her mask on. And she was stunning. Utterly stunning.

      “You don’t stand a chance, kid, and you know it,” Dani snapped, but even Isan could tell the words were meant for the gorgeous redhead in front of her. However, the woman wasn’t looking at Dani anymore. Instead, she’d registered his and Sardaan’s arrival, her weapon snapping up to aim at them.

      “How about us?” Sardaan asked silkily, stepping forward.

      Dani gasped and whirled around. In a heartbeat, she’d switched the weapon from her injured side to the other, confirming Isan’s suspicions about her injury. It was worse than it looked if she couldn’t use the arm.

      “Go on,” Sardaan encouraged in a soft voice, ignoring the unit of warriors just arriving. Isan gave rapid fire hand signals that were instantly obeyed and they fanned out to surround the human team. Isan kept his own attention on the drama unfolding in the middle of the corridor as Sardaan’s mate pressed her weapon against the center of his chest. Over his heart.

      Draanth. The last thing he wanted to be doing today was putting his friend’s heart back together. Literally.

      But all was not as it seemed. Just at the point Isan could have sworn the human was about to pull the trigger, Sardaan reached out and plucked it out of her hand, turning her and pulling her up against his chest at the same time.

      “Deal with the rest,” he looked up to order Isan, holding his trembling little mate close.

      Isan nodded, his expression focused and determined as he stepped past Sardaan toward the redheaded woman.

      She looked at him and her jaw dropped. There was a flare of horror in her eyes as they traced his visible scars, but the muzzle of her weapon didn’t falter in its aim.

      “Holy mother of god, what the fuck happened to you?”

      “I suggest you put the weapon down. Now,” he ordered, remembering to switch to English at the last moment. Unlike Dani, this female didn’t have a translator patch so she wouldn’t understand a word of what he said if he spoke Latharian.

      Her jaw set stubbornly and he sighed, knowing she was going to be trouble.

      “You are surrounded and outgunned,” he pointed out, nodding toward the armed warriors behind both the humans and the quesen team. “And I can have bot units down here in a heartbeat if you’d like to try your luck with them?”

      “The killer machines?” she asked, and he saw her mind working behind her eyes—beautiful grey eyes that reminded him of the storms of his home planet. “You have those onboard?”

      “Yes.” He nodded, not seeing a need to elaborate further. She’d obviously seen footage of them by the way her skin paled slightly, probably from the Sentinel Five attack. “Your only option is surrender. Do it quickly before I lose my patience and order the bot units in anyway.”

      He wouldn’t. Not with a female in their midst, but she didn’t need to know that.

      She held his gaze, and for a moment he thought she was going to call his bluff. Don’t do it, little red-hair, he mentally urged her. You won’t like the outcome.

      Then she nodded slowly, lowering her arms. “We s—”

      Before she could finish speaking, he moved in. He disarmed her before she could protest and handed her weapon off to one of the other warriors, not bothering to pay attention as the rest of her team were rounded up. They weren’t his concern. She was. She had been from the moment he’d spotted her on the security screens.

      Yanking her close, he ran his nose up the side of her neck, breathing in her scent. And she smelled good. So draanthing good he growled, forced to control his body’s reaction to her nearness. She was tall, for a human female, but nowhere near as tall as he was. Still, he liked that she was smaller than he was, and the way her toned, curvy body fit against the harder plains of his.

      “What the… fuck… are you… doing?”

      She spat, fighting him off. Or trying to anyway. But she had no chance. Not only was he taller and stronger than she was, but he was Lathar and she was human. No reality existed where she could best him. He chuckled as she tried, though, simply turning and pinning her against the metal wall of the corridor until she’d tired herself out.

      “Done now?” he asked with amusement when she stilled, panting with effort.

      Her eyes sparkled with fire as she glared up at him. “Asshole!”

      Then she tried to knee him in the balls. He sighed and twisted his hips, seeing the movement coming a mile off.

      “You really should learn to fight without signals, you know?” he commented, his words only seeming to piss her off again. She swore at him in Terran, the rapid-fire barrage of obscenities hard for him to follow despite his grasp of the language. There were several slurs to his parentage and at least three anatomically impossible suggestions in there, but he grinned again. Life with her certainly wouldn’t be boring. Not with such an imagination.

      “Done now?” he asked again, expecting a third explosion, but she just glared up at him rebelliously and nodded.

      “Good.” He pushed away from the wall, capturing her by the wrist as he began the march back up to the bridge.
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      The mission had gone down the shitter quicker than she could think the word. Relieved of her rifle and with the asshole alien’s hand hard around her wrist, Shannon found she had two choices—walk or be dragged. At first, she tried to dig her heels in, pitting her weight against the tall, lean alien warrior. It hadn’t worked. All he’d done was look at her over his shoulder, eyes bright blue over the scarred cheek, and hauled her forward. His expression had been hard. Uncompromising. She’d had to run to keep her feet under her, and her mind whirled as she tried to work out a plan.

      But what plan? There was no backup for this mission, plus she and Dani had been quickly separated from the rest of the team. She had no idea where she’d been taken, or Dani for that matter. All she knew was the corridors the alien dragged her along all looked the same and that his grip was unrelenting. At least being dragged was preferable to being pinned against a wall, pressed against her. He might have been an ugly as fuck alien, but her body didn’t know that… all it had registered was a lean, hard, very male body up close and personal against hers, and her ovaries had gone into meltdown.

      Sneaky alien pheromones, it had to be. A face like that, no way would she have given him the time of day normally.

      “Why are you bothering?” he demanded as she tried to pry his hand off her, exasperation in his voice as they reached a lift.

      At least, she assumed it was a lift. Door in the wall, check. Lighted symbols above it, check. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t read them. It was easy to see they were level numbers. She memorized the one they were on, painted on the metal wall by the door.

      “What do you mean?” she threw back, still trying to twist her wrist out of his. Perhaps she could get loose and shove him into the lift just before the doors closed and make her escape? To where she had no idea, but at least she would be free. She’d work everything else out as she went.

      His hand tightened and he yanked her up hard against him. She gasped in pain. It felt like he was crushing her very bones together. But she didn’t have a chance to worry about that as she registered where she was. Pressed up close and personal against his lean, hard body, her hand splayed over his chest.

      Over his very naked chest, his skin hot beneath her fingers.

      “Jeszus Christ!” she hissed, her heart thundering. She snatched her hand away and tried to back up. “Haven’t you people heard of wearing shirts?”

      He didn’t let her get away, his grip on her wrist absolute as his free arm wrapped around her waist, holding her in place. She struggled and tried to knee him in the nuts again, but all he did was sigh and yank her closer until there wasn’t any space between them at all.

      “Do we have to go through this again?” he drawled in a bored tone. “I can do this all day, but you’re getting tired.”

      If he thought pointing that out would make her more pliable, he was wrong. Dead wrong. She hissed in fury and struggled against him, ignoring the pain in her wrist. She’d bruise but so what? She’d had worse and it would be worth it when she proved asshole alien here wrong.

      The door pinged beside them and opened. Rather than drag her into it, though, the big, scarred alien simply picked her up.

      “Hey! What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, becoming a tangle of arms and legs as he strode into the lift.

      “Carrying you like a child since you seem to be incapable of behaving like a grown example of your species,” he ground out through gritted teeth as he fought to hold on to her. That he was obviously struggling made her feel a little better. Not so helpless. Then what he’d said registered.

      “I am not a child!” she hissed at him, suddenly realizing that, in his arms, she was face to face with him, his gaze locked onto hers.

      Well dammit… under all those scars, he was as handsome as fuck.

      She caught herself following the trail of puckered marks down his cheek and neck with fascination. What the hell had happened to him?

      “I thought you people had like super-duper medical technology?” she blurted out before she could stop herself.

      He frowned. “We do.”

      She gawked a bit at that.

      “Okay, that totally doesn’t make sense. If your doctors are so good, why’d they leave you like that?” She nodded toward his scars.

      His expression shuttered. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      O…kay, they were back to asshole alien again. She turned her head and ignored him, even though he held her cradled against his chest. There was no point fighting him, not while they were in the lift. If she actually managed to get free, where would she go? No, it was best to conserve her energy until she had a chance.

      Just as she was trying to work out how many levels they’d gone up, the door pinged again and opened in front of her. As soon as he stepped from the lift, she pulled her knees up to her chest and then shoved them out straight, twisting away from him as she did so. It was a technique she’d seen babies back home use to get free. For them, it only worked if the parent was unwary. For her, with an alien who’d never seen the move? It worked like a treat.

      She hit the floor in a tangle of arms and legs, pain flaring through her forearms where she’d taken most of her weight. In the next instant she was on her feet and running.

      “You little…draanthic!” the alien hissed, breaking off into his own language. Heavy footsteps warned her he was hot on her tail. Not daring to look behind her, she thundered down the corridor, arms and legs pumping to increase her speed. She’d always been fast. She could do this—

      Something heavy hit her in the small of the back and she went down. Hard. Before she could make sense of which way was up, he’d flipped her over onto her back, pinning her down with his larger, stronger body. He loomed over her, his face a tight mask and fury glittering in his eyes.

      “Do. Not. Try. That. Again.”

      His words were bitten out roughly, his hands biting into her wrists. They stayed locked in place for a few moments, his hard gaze searching her face. She held her breath, trying to remember if there had been any reports of the Lathar killing women. She didn’t think so, but she had a talent for pissing people off. And it didn’t seem the scarred hottie here was any exception.

      Finally, he growled and hauled her to her feet. His hands were still hard around her wrists as he held her close to march her up the corridor. Well, dammit. She’d been running toward more of them, not away.

      All the way, though, she kept up passive resistance, dropping her weight against his hold and twisting. Finally, he sighed and picked her up again as they reached what she assumed was the command center of the ship.

      “Will you just… let… me… walk!” she hissed as she spotted Dani up ahead and struggled to get free again. Perhaps he was tiring because she managed to slip free of his grasp. But she only made it a few steps before he grabbed her around the back of the neck and hauled her against him again.

      “Asshole,” she hissed into his face, but he’d used the time to get a better grip on her wrist, twisting her arm up her back. She squeaked and fought.

      “Fucking asshole!”

      He moved until his hand covered the front of her throat and she stilled at the implicit threat in the move. “Behave,” he told her firmly. “The only reason you’re not in chains like the others is because of me. So. Be. Nice.”

      Shannon didn’t know what pissed her off more, his attitude or the wave of heat that washed through her at his hand on her throat. Rather than decide, she gave in to her anger and lifted her booted foot to stomp on his, doing her best to drive her foot through his and into the floor.

      “Isan…stop playing with the prisoner.”

      A new voice, full of gravel and menace broke in and Shannon froze, all her instincts on alert. She couldn’t turn because of asshole alien’s—Isan apparently—hand on her throat holding her in place. If he hadn’t been, she would have backpedaled quickly as the biggest, meanest looking alien she’d ever seen stopped right in front of her, glaring down at her like she was a bug he wanted to eradicate.

      “Talk, human,” he growled the order. “And make it fast. Don’t lie either, or it will go very badly for you and your men.”

      “Go to hell!” she hissed, struggling again. Isan’s hands tightened. She gasped, her hands scrabbling at his as her air was cut off.

      “No, wait! I’m her superior officer. You talk to me.” Dani launched herself forward, getting between Shannon and the big scary dude. Shannon tried to warn her, but couldn’t breathe, her voice emerging as a small squeak. Before her vision could go grey at the edges, though, Isan relaxed his hold. His hand on her throat gentled, stroking her as she sucked in much-needed air.

      “I told you everything,” Dani entreated the big alien. “The plan to kidnap the emperor, what kind of tactics they would use.”

      Shannon gasped. “You sold us out, boss. Why?”

      Betrayal and shock rolled through her. If anyone had told her a couple of weeks ago that General Black, all-trial champion and poster girl for justice, service and patriotism would have rolled over so easily for the enemy, she’d have laughed at them before showing them the door… with her boot up their ass.

      But it looked like Dani had rolled over, given them everything on the attack, and now they were all prisoners.

      Dani didn’t look over her shoulder. “Because this is a war we can’t win. Radcliffe is a fucking idiot. Even if we did manage to get ahold of the emperor… how long do you think we’d last before they went scorched earth policy literally? Humanity would become a footnote in history, remembered only because our women would become mothers for the next generation of Lathar. Our species, gone in the blink of an eye.”

      Dani lifted her chin and addressed the big guy who seemed to be in charge. “Some of us are not idiots. The man who gave the order for this attack is. You need to speak to Vice President Cole about this.”

      Shit. Shannon sagged against Isan behind her. His hold was barely there now, almost cradling her. She hated herself, but she relaxed against him a little.

      “They can’t,” she admitted in a low voice. “She’s gone. Out of office. Radcliffe and Hopkins moved against her. Got some evidence of rigged votes and fraud or some such crap.”

      “What?”

      “What?”

      Dani and the big alien both looked at her in surprise. Isan had relaxed his grip, letting go of her throat but keeping an arm around her waist. She rubbed at her neck as she looked from Dani to the alien in charge, ignoring the soft movement of Isan’s hand against her side. “Yeah. Packed her off practically as soon as she got shipside. Never seen a political trial move so fast. They sent her to Mirax Ruas.”

      “Oh shit,” Dani whispered, only to have the big alien grab her arm.

      “What?” he demanded, only for the alien who had been holding Dani to growl dangerously and square up to him. The big dude lifted his hands instantly, palms in the air.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not after your female. I just want her to talk. What is this Mirax place?”

      “Mirax Ruas.” Dani’s voice was blunt and to the point for such a distasteful subject. “Maximum security. No guards. They throw the prisoners into the pit and make them mine ferrianite ore. It’s a brutal place and not many survive it. Life expectancy is less than nine months, what with the manual labor, the conditions… and the other prisoners. It’s a death sentence without having to order an execution.”

      Utter fury twisted the big alien’s face. “And they’ve sent Madison there?”

      He looked at Shannon and motioned for Isan to let her go. She felt him stiffen, like he was about to argue, but then he eased up on his grip. She stepped away, still rubbing at her neck, but instantly missed the heat of his body against her back.

      “She was sent there a few days ago,” she explained. “It’s why I disobeyed orders to try and rescue Da—Major General Black. She’s the only other person who can confirm that the VP didn’t give up secrets while she was aboard. The only other person they’ll believe anyway.”

      Dani snorted. “Yeah… not so much anymore. Not after I screwed up Radcliffe’s plans.”

      Shannon winced. “She’s done for then. She’ll never last in Ruas. She’s a dead woman walking.”

      Big dude rumbled in the back of his throat. “That’s not your concern anymore,” he told them shortly, nodding to the men behind them. “Sardaan, deal with your mate. Isan, make sure this prisoner gets to the cells.”

      Dani took a step closer to Shannon.

      “No.” Isan’s growl was low and dangerous.

      “What?” The big alien turned, his brow furrowed and anger on his face. “You dare defy me?”

      “I do.” Isan flicked his hair back over his shoulders, his expression just as forbidding. “She’s not going to the cells. She’s coming with me. She’s mine.”

      “I fucking well am not!” Shannon argued hotly, her heart in her throat. They wouldn’t let him claim her, just like that… Would they?

      Big dude nodded curtly. “Make sure she doesn’t get into trouble. Dismissed, both of you.”

      “No! Leave her alone!” Dani struggled against her alien’s hold as they were dragged off the bridge.

      “Let me go, asshole!” Shannon hissed, fighting Isan every step of the way.

      But, as he’d already proven, he was Lathar—bigger and stronger than she was—and now, he wasn’t playing. With a snarl, he threw her over one scarred shoulder and stalked off, taking her away from the only friendly face she knew aboard this ship.
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