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      Facing down the most dangerous warrior in the known universe was a bad idea. Facing down the most dangerous warrior in the known universe with a bad arm was suicide. But no one could ever accuse Xaandril, general of the Latharian forces, of being a coward. He centered himself, keeping his breathing as balanced as he was on the balls of his feet and studied the male in the circle with him.

      Warriors crowded around the paint lines on the floor eagerly, jostling for the best place to view the fight. It wasn’t often these two legendary warriors stepped in the circle during everyday training. Even the walkways overhead were crowded, the hum of whispered conversation a buzz in the air like a swarm of gicandatias.

      All to see Xaan get his ass handed to him on a plate.

      Because the male looking at him through narrowed eyes wasn’t just any warrior. No. That would be too easy.

      Daaynal K’Saan was the warrior emperor of the Lathar—a male who’d killed his first assassin when he was just a child and hadn’t stopped fighting since. Like all Lathar, he was a warrior born and bred, honor braids thick through his hair. There was more braid than hair, each of them a battle honor.

      Not that Xaan was counting. He knew how many honors Daaynal had. He knew the blood, sweat, and fury that had gone into gaining them because he’d stood beside him on the battlefield for each and every one, plus more than he could count besides.

      And this fight was going to be a close one.

      Xaan’s eyes narrowed as the two paced around each other, like deearin alphas, the feline males sizing each other up before a battle to the death. He was a big male but Daaynal was easily as large as he was, and as heavily muscled. They both trained daily and had decades of experience on the battlefield and in the fight circles.

      Because they weren’t just ordinary warriors… they were emperor and champion. One had sworn an oath to the empire. The other had sworn to protect him. Right now though, that oath was going to do Xaan draanth all good.

      He moved opposite to Daaynal, watching for the first move. He knew from long experience not to let himself get distracted. Daaynal would kick his ass to the Teranis sector and back.

      Instead of waiting for Daaynal to make the first move, Xaan roared and charged. He was rewarded with a small look of surprise in his opponent’s eyes as he wrapped Daaynal up in a wrestling move he’d recently learned and dumped him on his ass right there in the middle of the circle.

      A shocked gasp went up from the warriors assembled as the two went down in a tangle of limbs to the hard floor. Xaan's shoulder ended up in Daaynal’s stomach as they hit, all the air exiting the emperor’s lungs in a solid ummmph.

      Xaan flipped easily on the floor, twisting with limber grace unusual in such a big man. He managed to keep Daaynal pinned, his good arm around the emperor’s neck as he stretched the other male out with a knee in the small of his back, Daaynal’s spine in a hard curve.

      He grinned, triumph running through his veins as he tried to flick Daaynal’s hair out of his face and hold on at the same time. It didn’t work. The emperor’s long, dark hair obscured his vision, but he didn’t need to see to hold on to his quarry.

      Watching old holovids from the newly discovered Earth had had an unexpected side effect. He’d discovered several new fighting styles to add to his repertoire. Who would have thought that humans, the descendants of a lost Lathar expedition, would have developed so many different and effective methods of combat?

      Daaynal wasn’t a warrior emperor for nothing though. With a heave and a flip, he dislodged the hold and managed to get an arm free to slam into Xaan’s ribcage, just under his healing arm. Agony flared through his torso, transmitted by his ribcage, and greedy tendrils of pain caressed every nerve ending he had. Sucking in a hard breath, he held on like grim death with his good arm.

      Daaynal struck again, the edge of the blow catching Xaan’s bad arm. This time the pain was agony. A burst white-hot enough to rival even the most intense star centered in his shoulder. For a moment it felt like all the damage that had been healed months ago was raw and new, like his shoulder was nothing more than a mass of broken bones and raw, pulped flesh.

      Despite the pain he held on grimly—for all of a few seconds. Through it all, he remembered this wasn’t a fight to the death. He wasn’t on a battlefield. Not anymore. Instead, he was in a fight circle with the male who had been his lifelong friend, and this was a training match, nothing more.

      Even so, he was in a circle with the emperor—a warrior who had never been beaten… who could never be beaten. If Xaan beat him, even in training, Daaynal’s competence as a warrior would be called into question. That would invite challenges for the throne… which, to borrow a phrase from the humans who had become a fixture at court… was a whole level of shit they didn’t need. Not with the uncertain situation with humanity at present and the purists who wanted the newly discovered race wiped out of existence.

      But, all that being said, there was no way he was going to make it easy for Daaynal. He wouldn’t want that. He ruled because he was a warrior emperor, not because he played at it.

      With a groan of pain that was not feigned, Xaan felt his grip slip a little. Seeing an opening, Daaynal slammed an elbow up again, catching Xaan in the side. Pain blossomed once more, but it was an easier agony to ride out this time, nothing like having his shoulder pounded on.

      He was forced to let go as Daaynal twisted, and then he found the tables reversed as the big emperor, ever the quick learner, tried to pin him with a similar move. But he wasn’t going to get caught like that. The press of warriors crowded around the circle snapped back into his awareness as they gasped. He ignored them in favor of throwing himself to the side, breaking Daaynal’s grip and rolling away.

      Beating the emperor in a circle fight would be a bad thing, but he also had enough male pride to not want to be beaten himself. Especially not with a certain delicate human female in the crowds watching the fight.

      Kenna Reynolds, one of the females—women, he corrected himself. They preferred to be called women, not females—they’d taken from the first human base they’d found, stood there, balanced on the edge of the paint line as though ready to throw herself in the circle. Whether to protect him or to protect Daaynal from him, Xaan wasn’t sure.

      His entire body tensed, ready in case she did something stupid and tried to get between them. Ice rolled down his spine at the thought. She was a warrior of her own people, a marine she called herself, and he’d seen her fight, but she was tiny compared to them. She could be so easily hurt. Worse…

      The flick of Daaynal’s gaze toward the human told Xaan he’d been caught, and a smile spread over the big male’s face. With a sigh, he swept his hair back off his face and rolled his shoulders until one clicked. Stepping back, he gave a small bow. The respect of one warrior to another.

      “An excellent bout, as always, Champion,” he rumbled in the deep rasp he was known for. “But I have other matters to attend to, so we will have to adjourn for today. Tomorrow I’ll kick your ass good and proper though.”

      Xaan’s face split into a broad grin. “You and whose army, Your Majesty?”

      “I don’t need an army to deal with you, champion or no champion.”

      Their good-natured banter continued as they stepped out of the circle and grabbed the towels they’d left on the bench by the wall. The crowd that had been watching them broke up and returned to their own circles, bouts filling the main training hall.

      Kenna went with a group, he noted, casting a quick glance back over her shoulder toward Xaan and Daaynal. The warriors she was with were younger ones, all eager to learn human moves that would give them an edge against bigger, stronger warriors. It was a technique started on the Veral’vias and was gaining popularity.

      He thought he’d kept his interest to himself, grabbing a towel to wipe his neck down, but he’d learned one thing from being the emperor’s champion for all these years. And that was Daaynal didn’t miss a thing.

      “When are you going to get off your ass and claim that woman?” the big emperor commented in a low voice, eyes bright as he took a long swallow from his water bottle. His pale gaze cut across the hall to where Kenna was training, a lithe figure moving gracefully between the younger warriors.

      Longing and desire rose up, sharp and immediate, as soon as he looked at her. Ruthlessly, he schooled his expression in case they were being watched—the emperor and champion were always being watched in some way or other—but he couldn’t stop the lingering look at the human female.

      He shrugged in reply to Daaynal’s question. He wanted to claim her. More than wanted to. The idea of having her as his mate, of pulling her delicate slenderness against him and claiming her lips for the first time, haunted him at night. Every moment he was around her made it harder and harder to resist the temptation to growl the words and tie them together for life.

      “How can I?” he asked, lifting his damaged arm.

      It moved, but not as easily as before. He’d been lucky. The best healer in the empire, Laarn—Daaynal’s sister son and the empire’s lord healer—had been on hand when he’d been injured in battle. Without his work, Xaan knew he wouldn’t be worrying about a dodgy arm. He wouldn’t be worrying about anything. His wounds had been so extensive he should have been dead on the battlefield.

      But still, a warrior without two good arms was worthless. He was only half the male he should be.

      Daaynal’s gaze flicked down to Xaan’s arm, no longer in a sling, and he shrugged. “So? You’ll get full mobility back… What other male could manage to last so long against me? Even with two good arms.”

      He had a point. Xaan rumbled in the middle of his chest as he took the water bottle Daaynal held out to him.

      “I’m too old for her,” he argued, only to be given a withering look by his friend. “She should pick someone younger.”

      “Trallshit.” Daaynal was having none of his excuses. “You’re a male in your prime. And does it look like she wants a younger warrior?”

      He nodded toward the group Kenna was with. Even from this distance it was easy to see that her opponent in the ring was doing his best to be charming. She dumped him on his ass without batting an eyelid and motioned to one of the others to take his place. The dismissed warrior slunk away to the back of the group, shame-faced.

      “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      It didn’t. Training in the circles was completely different from saddling herself with a male who was only half a warrior for the rest of her life. He kept his thoughts to himself as he drank. Daaynal meant well, but how could he compete with warriors like… well Daaynal himself, and his sister sons. Hells, even Xaan’s own son had found a human female of his own. But they were more progressive, less rooted in the past.

      “Sure… sure, you keep telling yourself that,” Daaynal snorted, grabbing his wrist as Xaan handed back the water bottle. His gaze cut down to the tatty blue ribbon tied around Xaan’s wrist and back up. Xaan’s cheeks heated. Kenna had tied it around his wrist at the court tournament months ago.

      “Perhaps you might want to take the lady’s favor off then if you’re not interested in her. Give others a shot.”

      “Fuck off. It’s just a ribbon.” Xaan yanked his hand back. He’d told himself that many times. That it was just a ribbon. It didn’t mean anything. Yet he couldn’t bring himself to take it off.

      “Yeah… yeah, you keep telling yourself that, lover-boy,” Daaynal winked and threw his towel over one broad shoulder. “Claim her before someone else does. Don’t make me make it an order.”

      

      She could do this court thing. Wear a dress, check. Feel like a princess, check. No one needed to know she had her combat boots on under the swishy full-length skirt or that she had a dagger strapped to her thigh. As her friend Jane was fond of saying… you could take the girl out the marines, but you could never take the marine out the girl.

      Kenna hid her smile and paused in the doorway to the hall. The scent of cologne and leather hit her like a wave with the low hum of voices following closely behind. With several war groups holding positions around the emperor’s flagship, the Miisan-vuis, the large hall was packed with Latharian warriors in their leathers and colored sashes. The occasional female here and there wore silken dresses much like the one Kenna wore.

      A few she vaguely recognized from Sentinel Five, the base she’d been stationed at before the Lathar had discovered humanity, but some were new. Idly she wondered how they’d ended up here, but then she spotted a familiar, determined face in the crowd and grinned.

      Jane, formerly Major Allen of the Terran Marine Corps, now Lady Jane K’Vass, approached with her mate Karryl a step or two behind. Like Kenna, she was dressed in a Latharian-style gown, but silver instead of scarlet.

      “Fucking hell, they’ve crammed them in tonight. Haven’t they?” Jane said, folding Kenna into a quick hug before casting a glance down her in assessment. “You look good, girl. That color suits you.”

      “Thanks,” Kenna couldn’t help a little twirl to show off. Jane’s lips quirked and she reached out to Kenna’s skirts, lifting them a touch to reveal the boots beneath.

      Kenna shrugged. “In case we need to kick ass and take names. Remember Cat’s wedding?”

      “Oh yes. Good times, eh?” Jane chuckled, a wide grin on her face. Cat had been the first human woman married to a Latharian warrior, and their wedding had been gatecrashed by purists unhappy about the union. It had turned into an all-out gun battle until the bride had shot a purist point-blank and proved to all the Lathar that human women weren’t to be trifled with.

      Jane parted her own skirts to give a quick glimpse of her thigh. Kenna grinned. Like her, Jane was wearing combat boots and she had a small handgun in a thigh holster.

      Karryl sighed, shaking his head in fond amusement. “She never goes anywhere without it.” It was easy to tell from the affection in his voice it was something he didn’t discourage. In fact, his tone was proud.

      “Hey, hey, look at you with the short hair. I heard about the promotion. Congratulations!”

      Kenna included him in her good mood, smiling up at the tall warrior. Like the rest, he was dressed in leathers with a wide sash across his chest. But the long hair he’d had the last time she’d seen him was gone, replaced with a short back and sides to indicate his new rank of war commander.

      “Thank you, Lady Kenna. You are most kind.” He inclined his head in reply, but the grin soon returned. When she’d first met him, he’d been rather dour and grumpy, but obviously married life agreed with him.

      “Fuck me,” Jane breathed, the glass in her hand paused halfway to her lips in shock. “Is that General Black over there?”

      Kenna followed her gaze across the ballroom to a small, dark-haired woman on the arm of a broad-shouldered light-haired warrior. Instantly she recognized them.

      “It is… was.” She snagged herself a glass off the tray of a circling waiter, a younger warrior pressed into service for the evening. “She’s Dani K’Vass now. That’s Sardaan, her mate. He’s the comms officer on the Veral’vias.”

      Jane nodded, sipping at her drink. It was just fruit juice. As much as human women had proved they were a match for their Latharian mates, some of the alcoholic beverages the Lathar drank could make them seriously ill.

      “I heard there was some bullshit going on back home?”

      “Some?” Kenna sighed. Screw the fruit juice. She needed something stronger for this particular conversation.

      “It’s totally FUBAR down there. Vice President Cole was in talks with Fenriis and the bigwigs before the emperor arrived, which was going well… only then Halland had a brain fart and got in bed with Radcliffe and Hopkins. Hopkins decided it would be a good idea to try and take over the Veral’vias… Yeah, I know. Dumb huh?” she said as Jane blinked in surprise.

      “That’s when Black had to wade in to try and sort it out. She managed to get Cole back but then Radcliffe joined in drinking the loopy-juice and attacked the ship again to try and kidnap the emperor. This time they lost all three teams, BUT…” She held her hand up as Jane went to say something.

      “More importantly, at the same time they managed to convict Cole of vote rigging and fraud. Sent her to Mirax Ruas, which I think is what that over there is about.” She nodded toward where the emperor was surrounded by a small group of warriors from the Veral’vias. Danaar was speaking animatedly, his large body tense.

      Jane whistled lowly. “What a fuckup. They do realize humanity couldn’t win against the Lathar. Right?”

      “You’d think. Wouldn’t you.” Kenna replied absently, her attention hijacked as a new figure appeared in the small group around the emperor. As tall and heavily muscled as Daaynal himself, his short, dirty-blond hair stood out among a sea of darker, long-haired warriors.

      Xaandril, the emperor’s champion.

      He scrubbed up well, his leathers clean and polished. Unlike a lot of the warriors in the room, he didn’t wear a sash across his broad chest. They were worn to signify what role the warrior held aboard the ship he was stationed to. Xaandril didn’t wear one because he wasn’t assigned to any one ship. Warriors nearby gave the group a wide berth when he glared at them.

      “Still hankering after tall, blond and growly?”

      Jane jostled her lightly in the ribs and she realized Karryl had wandered off, talking with a pair of warriors a short distance away. She and her former boss were alone in the middle of the crowded room. A sigh escaped Kenna as she snuck another glance over at the handsome champion.

      “Yeah. Still doesn’t seem to notice the fact I’m bloody female though,” she groused lightly, trying not to let it get to her.

      Xaandril blew hot and cold. One moment she was sure he liked her and was about to finally kiss her. The next he treated her the same as any of the younger warriors aboard. She never knew where she stood with him.

      “Men,” Jane snorted. “No matter the species, no telling what goes through their heads. Tell him and if he doesn’t feel the same, walk away.”
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      Kenna was at the ball. In a dress.

      Those two thoughts blocked everything else out of Xaan’s mind, not allowing any others to form. He stood next to the emperor, aware that he should be listening to the conversation going on, but all he could do was nod dumbly as he snuck glances across the room.

      She was utterly beautiful. The deep scarlet of her dress highlighted the perfection of her creamy skin, offset by the dark hair swept up into an arrangement of curls atop her head. He loved her hair, a deep, rich color full of browns and reds he’d never seen before.

      The arch of her delicate neck as she leaned closer to the woman with her reminded him for a moment of his long dead mate, Laryssa. She’d been beautiful and delicate, and he’d thought himself madly in love with her. Perhaps he had been, but any pain of her passing was gone, and now she was just a memory from his past. What he felt for the human woman, a warrior like him, was sharp and immediate—stronger than anything he could ever remember feeling for Laryssa.

      He hadn’t acted on his feelings though. He’d been going to after the tournament when she'd given him the ribbon he still wore around his wrist, but he’d ended up in the battle that had nearly killed him. Recovery had been long and hard, and he’d been convinced that a woman like Kenna, a warrior in her own culture, would never want a male who was less than a man.

      But Daaynal’s words earlier weighed on his mind, and a sideways glance confirmed that yes, his friend had realized why Xaan wasn’t participating in the conversation. Something about the acting commander of the Veral’vias wanting to head off to infiltrate a Terran prison facility to get back the former human vice president… he didn’t know why she was there, nor why she’d been removed from her previous position because he wasn’t following the conversation.

      Instead, his attention was on the warrior swaggering across the room. His destination was obvious. Kenna and her companion, Karryl K’Vass’s mate, were the only two females in that area of the room. He sucked a breath in, irritation tensing all his muscles as he mentally urged the warrior, move along draanthic. Nothing for you there.

      Lathar weren’t telepathic though and the warrior continued to make a beeline for the two women. Kenna turned and looked up at him, her expression rapt as he said something. Then the brightest smile spread across her beautiful face and Xaan gritted his teeth to keep from punching something.

      But it got worse. Kenna nodded and put her hand on the warrior’s arm before he led her out onto the dance floor. Jealousy hit Xaan hard and fast, the growl starting in the center of his chest before he could stop it. Excusing himself from the emperor’s presence with a small bow, he strode across the ballroom, intercepting them before they reached the dance floor.

      “My dance, I believe,” he growled, barely recognizing his own voice. His glare was all for the other male, ignoring Kenna for a moment, as he stepped closer and used his bigger frame to intimidate. It was a dick move, but he didn’t care. He didn’t want the other male… any other male touching her. Not as long as he drew breath.

      “General,” the other warrior sensibly decided retreat was the better part of valor and ceded the field, nodding to Kenna. “Perhaps another time, my lady.”

      Over my dead body. Xaan barely managed to restrain the urge to follow the male and throw him into a challenge circle, and he half-turned to see Kenna watching him with a curious expression. He didn’t trust himself to speak so he simply held out a hand. She was his, but he wouldn’t force her to do anything. If she wanted to be with him, she had to make the decision.

      Reality narrowed down to just the two of them as her gaze flicked from his face down to his hand and back again. An emotion he couldn’t name flittered in the backs of her eyes, gone before he could identify it, and she reached out. He sucked in a hard breath, a tingle going through his body at the first touch of her delicate fingers against his.

      She was a warrior of her own people, fearsome and capable. Hells, the first time he’d seen her, she’d had the muzzle of a pistol pressed against a warrior’s skull because he’d threatened her friend. But in that moment all his instincts told him she was delicate and female, his to protect.

      Fingers closing around hers, he led her onto the dance floor. Silence charged with awareness swelled between them as he turned and pulled her close. She fit perfectly, her slender body nestled against his larger one as though she’d been made by the lady goddess to be there. To be his.

      They shared a breath as his hand spread over her lower back, the touch far closer to a caress than any he’d given her before. They’d never danced, he realized. They’d trained together, yes, up to his injury… but he’d never held her in his arms like he was now. Chest to chest, his hand held her captive against him. His other hand held hers, her fingers so slender and delicate against his.

      A shudder rolled down his spine at the way she rested trustingly against him. She was so strong, but he could snap her in two without breaking a sweat. It made him feel like the ravening beast he was, especially where she was concerned. Trying to keep his mind off how she’d feel pressed against him naked, he turned them into the first steps of the dance.

      “Why did you do that?” she asked, curiosity on her beautiful, heart-shaped face. “Run that warrior off. He only wanted to dance.”

      The answer was simple. “Dancing leads to thoughts of other things. So if you’re dancing, you’re dancing with me.”

      There, it was out. The feeling of possessiveness, that she was his and his alone, that he’d harbored close to his heart for so long.

      Her face was unreadable. “So you’ve decided it then? What if I want to dance with someone else?”

      “Then you’ll be responsible for bloodshed. Do you want that?”

      “What if I want to dance with Daaynal?” She arched an eyebrow and answered a question with a question, a quirk in her lips that said she thought she’d won the argument.

      He didn’t try to stop the growl as he pulled her closer, his hand spreading out over the back of her hips. “Why? You have an eye on being empress now? Because if it comes to you, that match only ends one way.”

      For her, he’d take on anyone… even his oldest friend.

      Her eyes widened at the growled declaration, and her breath hitched in the most delightful way. Hiding a small smile, he swept her out of the ballroom on the next turn and into one of the darkened corridors that surrounded it.

      “Too crowded in there,” he murmured to her puzzled look. It was a blatant excuse. He just wanted her to himself for a while. Her little smile as his steps slowed said she saw right through him.

      He slowed in the darkest part of the corridor until they were doing little more than swaying together to the soft music that filtered out from the ballroom.

      “You look…”

      Draanth. When had it gotten so difficult to talk to a female? He didn’t remember courting being this nerve wracking. It was like his brain had short-circuited and all he could do was look down at her in awe. Quite why she was out here with a scarred old warrior like him, he didn’t know, but she wasn’t fighting to get away, so he’d take it.

      And whatever else she was willing to give him.

      “I look what?” she asked, her voice a soft murmur as she looked up at him. His attention was hijacked by the soft brush of her fingers against his shoulder and for a moment he wished he wasn’t in full uniform. He wanted to feel her touch against his skin there.

      “Beautiful.”

      He managed to get his thoughts in order finally and was rewarded with a burst of pleasure in her dark eyes along with a soft smile. Normally she was hard-bitten and sassy, giving him cheek right on back when he growled, so the hint of a softer side to her got to him on levels he hadn’t expected.

      Her hand slid up to the side of his neck as she lifted on her toes, lips parted in invitation. His thought processes cut off, his body reacting on pure instinct as his free hand brushed her cheek and buried itself in her hair. He leaned down.

      The sound of someone clearing their throat froze them both in place.

      “Errr… General? The emperor requests your presence.”

      Xaan sighed, closing his eyes for a second.

      Cock-blocked by the emperor himself.

      Great. Just draanthing great.

      

      “We’ll be right there.”

      All Kenna’s feminine instincts howled in frustration at the interruption. Xaan had nearly kissed her. So nearly kissed her that she’d almost felt the brush of his lips against hers. So nearly kissed her that she physically ached and had to bite back her moan when he pulled away.

      Their gazes caught and held. Her heart skipped a beat at the heat in his eyes. Like all Lathar, his eyes were cat-like, but at the moment his pupils were dilated so much he almost looked human.

      He hadn’t let her go, the hard arm around her waist pulling her up against him. She knew he was fit, ripped even… but knowing that and seeing that was very different from being pressed up close and personal against him.

      “We have to go,” he murmured, his voice deeper than she’d ever heard it before. It did things to her on a primal level, ones that heated her blood and should be illegal. Leaning down, he surprised her by nuzzling his nose against hers in a soft, sexy little movement. “But hold that thought.”

      He let her go. She missed the heat of his body against hers instantly, and was forced to bite back a pout of disappointment. He smiled as though he could read her thoughts and slid his hand down her arm to capture her hand in his.

      The unexpected possessive gesture silenced her as they followed the warrior through the corridors toward the war room. Unusually, it was mostly empty. Only Daaynal sat at the large table, a frown on his face as he read from what looked like a thin sheet of plastic—a flex-pad probably linked to the ship’s database.

      He looked up as they entered the room and nodded to them. “General. Lady Kenna.” His gaze flittered down to their linked hands but he didn’t comment, just motioned to the table. “Please. Sit.”

      “What’s this about?” Xaan asked as he pulled a seat out for Kenna and made sure she was settled before taking the one next to her. His tone was level but she caught the irritation and frustration hidden there. Mostly because she shared them. What could be so important that the emperor had called him out of a formal function?

      “The bridge crew informed me of some strange readings,” Daaynal said, pushing not one, but two pads over the table.

      “What kind of readings?” Xaan asked, picking his pad up and studying it with interest. “Surely the bridge crew can handle this?”

      Kenna picked up the one that came to a stop in front of her. It flickered on to show a star chart on one side and numbers on the other. It was in Latharian, the geometric writing not making much sense to her. A quick scan of the page revealed a small symbol in the top corner.

      She suppressed a grin, recognizing the Latharian symbol for danger overlaid onto a female figure. Someone had a sense of humor. She agreed. Human women were dangerous. Far more than the Latharians had been prepared for.

      Pressing the symbol, she waited for a second as the pad reconfigured itself to display in English. Then she frowned and looked up at Daaynal.

      “This is one of the outer colony systems, Delta Orellius… It’s a bit off the beaten track. Only the more extreme colonists head out that way.”

      She’d listened to her uncle rabbit on and on about the region after the woman he’d wanted to marry upped and joined an expedition to Delta Orellius years before she was born. To hear him tell it, the place was filled with extreme doomsday preppers and survivalist nutjobs.

      Daaynal nodded, and she knew the information had been filed away. She liked that about the Latharian emperor. He could have been totally up himself and arrogant, yet he was anything but. He listened to everyone, from the most highly decorated general right down to the lowliest warrior, and nothing got past him, not even the smallest detail.

      “We knew it was a Terran-held system, which is why the bridge crew flagged it. The readings are not typical for that kind of system, nor are they Terran in origin.”

      “Oh?” Kenna sat forward in interest. “What kind of readings are they then?”

      “They’re not sure.” Xaan frowned, reading through the information on the data-pad. “The results don’t match up with anything in our databases. Used to be a science officer,” he added by way of explanation and then smiled at her look of surprise. “Before I realized war was my calling.”

      “Oh. Of course.” Kenna sat back in surprise. She’d spent so long thinking of him as the war veteran general, hero of his people, that she’d never considered he’d been a warrior before he’d become Daaynal’s champion. But he must have been. He must have served aboard a ship somewhere, and the last time she checked, “future general” wasn’t a job opening.

      “A man of many talents,” she commented with a smile.

      “Don’t tell him that. He’ll get a fat head and we won’t get him through the door,” Daaynal chuckled. “But he is quite right. The aratak and evistron levels are off the charts, which is unusual for a system with a Treaniis class star like this one. No evidence of faster-than-light engines, which could account for the levels, so it’s not non-Terran ships.”

      She shook her head. “No, there wouldn’t be… Delta Orellius is an old system, charted back in the early days of colonization. Back then they would have used sleeper ships. It takes months to get new blood and supplies out there even now.”

      “No unusual frequencies either?”

      Xaan pursed his lips as Daaynal shook his head. “I had them rerun the scans twice. Same results.”

      The big champion grunted and sat back in his chair. “Send a ship to investigate. It’s better to be safe than sorry.”

      Daaynal twirled his stylus between his fingers like a street magician with a coin. “Just what I thought. However, considering the current state of affairs with the Terrans, I don’t wish to split the fleet.”

      Xaan shrugged. “Send a long-range scout. Doesn’t need to be a warship to get eyes on.”

      Kenna looked from one to the other, sure there was a conversation going on she wasn’t privy to.

      “Exactly what I was thinking. You’ll take the Jerri’tial. If you leave tonight you can be in system within… seventy-two hours.”

      “Wait… what? Me? I can’t go.”

      Xaan glared across the table while Kenna hid her grin. It was easy to see the two were friends. No one else would dare speak to the warrior emperor that way.

      “Of course you can. You are.” Daaynal’s voice was firm, an edge of amusement in his eyes as he slid a glance at Kenna. “Take the good lady here. It’s Terran space, so by all rights you should have a representative with you.”

      “He does have a point.” Kenna turned to Xaan. “I was born on a colony very similar to the ones in the system. I know how they work. How their systems work… in case we have a problem. Not that we’ll have any problems,” she added quickly.

      “See?” Daaynal grinned and flicked his hair from his face as he leaned back in his chair. “Perfect solution. Take the Jerri’tial, and report back what you find.”
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