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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Zarryn

      

      I survey the device in my hand with a sigh, closing my eyes for one long moment. Finally, I stab at it impatiently with my finger, allowing video.

      My brother’s eyes widen. He’s obviously as surprised as I am that I’ve actually accepted his transmission. He recovers quickly, his dark eyes narrowing on my face.

      “Zarryn,” he says. “I was beginning to think you’d been killed.”

      Guilt stabs through me, making my voice sharp. “Of course not, brother. I’m busy here. You know this.”

      Raz scowls, and I pinch the top of my nose, warding off the headache that invariably seems to appear when I speak with my brother. It wasn’t always this way. Once, we were close friends, constantly at each other’s sides.

      He shifts impatiently, and I catch a glimpse of his medallion beneath his shirt as he moves. Just like that, I’m on edge again, my own symbol of our lineage heavy against my chest.

      “When will you be done with this, Zarryn? Father isn’t getting any younger.”

      Fear winds through me, making my hands fist. “Has something happened?”

      “No. But it could. And I would be left to fulfill your duties.”

      I almost smile at that. “Abdication isn’t a dirty word, brother.”

      Raz narrows his eyes at me. “This has gone on for long enough. I am ill-equipped to rule. When will you cease this foolishness and return to your birthright?”

      “Not going to happen. Great talking to you, Raz. Let’s do it again soon.”

      I end the transmission and ignore the comm as it lights up once again. My brother will be a fair ruler. He may not have been trained in interplanetary politics since the moment he could talk, as I was, but he will have the full weight of our clan’s warriors behind him as he finds his feet.

      Besides, I know my father, and he is a stubborn man. He has years of his rule left.

      And I have no intention of leaving this academy.

      I glance across the wide, open courtyard, my eyes drawn to white-blonde hair. Layla is grinning at one of her human friends, a dimple appearing in her cheek as she laughs. My eyes focus on her soft, lush mouth, and I curse as I force my attention away.

      I came to Lokar for one reason and one reason only.

      Revenge.
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        * * *

      

      

  




Layla

      I reach for a salad, plucking it off the conveyor belt in front of me. Autumn digs into her stew, while Brooke waves at Elena, gesturing for her to join us. She flicks her long dark braid over her shoulder and heads our way, and I scan our surroundings automatically.

      The atmosphere is tense.

      “Jeez,” Autumn says, reading my mind as Elena plunks down next to us. “It’s morbid around here.”

      Brooke snorts and glances across our table, where a group of Lokarians are staring at her and murmuring. “Yeah, well, now we know for sure that there’s a traitor in our midst, people are suspicious of each other.”

      I sigh. “Not exactly great for morale, is it?”

      I absently shove food in my mouth. We were all sent here for one reason and one reason only: to use our expertise to help protect our planet from the Skrum. None of us imagined that the enemy would have traitors on the inside, working to steal our intelligence.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask Brooke. A few weeks ago, she had a close call with a group of traitors who attacked her and Koran—her Lokarian honey bunny.

      She grins. “I’m fine, I promise. Besides, if I weren’t, my overprotective male would make sure I was resting.”

      She rolls her eyes, but it’s clear that she’s in love. I ignore the pang in my chest at the satisfied look in her eyes. I’m happy for her, but I’m also attempting to ignore the fact that my own love life is a mess.

      Elena sends her a slow grin. “Resting. So that’s what they call it these days.”

      We snigger, and Autumn glances down at her wrist. “Fiddlesticks!” she says. “We need to go.”

      I groan. “Fiddlesticks? Come on, Autumn, you can do better than that. Just say fuck. I beg you.”

      She blushes, and Elena throws a crumpled-up napkin at me.

      “Be nice,” she says. “She can’t help it.”

      Autumn turns a darker red. “I’m trying, you guys.”

      I grin at her. “I’m willing to help you practice.”

      We get up, leaving our trays to be collected by the cleaning bots.

      “Where are you guys heading?” Brooke asks.

      “We’ve got shooting,” I smirk. I’ve been waiting for the opportunity to blow a hole in something all day. After that, I have my explosives class. This afternoon will combine all my favorite things.

      I may be an expert in explosives on Earth, but this planet is a whole different ball game. The most elaborate bomb most humans in the military deal with is a shell with a trigger from a toy car or a mobile phone. My expertise is nothing compared to the Lokarians’. But they need us. Right now, they’re hopelessly outnumbered. So it makes sense for them to take humans at the top of their game and train us—even if our technology is nothing compared to theirs.

      We split up, Elena and I heading upstairs toward the huge shooting range. The massive steel arches above our heads make me pause each time I walk through here.

      Elena glances up as well. “It’s pretty impressive,” she murmurs. “I never thought I’d see anything like this.”

      I open my mouth to reply, still gazing up at the clear ceiling, and that’s when I slam into a wall.

      No. Not a wall. A hard Lokarian chest.

      And not just any chest.

      Zarryn’s chest.

      I groan internally but force my face to go blank. He completely ignores Elena as he stares at me.

      If only the ground could open up and swallow me. Anything to save me from this awkwardness.

      “Layla,” he says, and I stiffen. It would be great if he could not linger over my name. Now all I can see is his head between my thighs as he glanced up and purred that same word before he made me scream.

      Asshole.

      He towers over me, crowding into my personal space, and I glare at him. He crosses his arms, and I attempt to ignore the way his huge muscles bulge, the way his smooth bronze skin makes my hands itch to touch him.

      “I’m late for class,” I mutter. I step around him, ignoring the way his ice-blue eyes narrow on me.

      Elena falls into step next to me and raises one eyebrow. “What was that?”

      I sigh. I’ve tried to keep it on the down low. I never wanted to be that girl. The one who sleeps with an instructor. Sure, Brooke slept with her pod instructor, but she’s different. They’re clearly in love, spending every second together.

      Zarryn and I…we were just scratching an itch.

      “It was after Brooke was attacked,” I mumble. “One thing led to another…”

      Elena grins. “You banged.”

      “Yup.” I pop the p, and she frowns.

      “It wasn’t good?”

      “Oh no. It was better than good. In fact, it was great.”

      His hands sliding down my skin, his lips pressing kisses against my throat. The feel of that hard chest against me as he fists his hand in my hair and gently pulls.

      “Wow,” Elena says, drawing me from my memory, and her eyes widen as she stares at me. “So what was that awkward little interaction about?”

      I swallow around the lump in my throat. “We woke up the next morning. I was ready for round two. He looked like he was being tortured. It was guilt…clear as day on his face. So I left.”

      Elena scowls. “He was cheating on someone?”

      I shake my head. “I asked around. He’s not seeing anyone as far as I know. Either way, I left, and he sure as hell didn’t try to stop me. We’ve barely talked since.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I shrug. “My fault. I knew better.”

      I did. But something about the look in his eyes when he drew me close…it was like we were two lonely souls who had found someone to cling to in the dark.

      And then I woke up.

      I snuck out of his rooms, hoping no one saw me leave. It wasn’t my first one-night stand, but for some reason, that walk of shame made me feel…dirty.

      Being with him was a high. But the comedown afterward…brutal.

      Because I knew that if he asked me, I’d sneak into his room and climb back into his bed every single night without a second thought. I’d be his dirty little secret if only to wipe that guilt off his face.

      That’s why I vowed to stay away from him. When I choose someone to be with, he’ll be a friend, a lover, but most of all, a partner.

      So I left and got to work rebuilding my defenses. From the sympathetic look Elena’s giving me, those defenses aren’t quite as strong as I thought they were.

      She links her arm through mine. “Well, shooting the shit out of those Skrum-shaped targets will make you feel better.”

      I push Zarryn out of my mind and force myself to smile. “It sure will.”

      There must be fifteen Lokarians already in the shooting range, along with the five other humans in our class. I recognize one of them as Carter, Brooke’s good friend. A blonde woman is smiling at him, and he gives her an easygoing grin as he reaches for one of the blasters, deftly assembling it.

      Elena moves away to chat with one of the other human guys, a dude named Mike who seems to excel at everything he tries.

      The blonde woman finishes flirting with Carter and passes me one of the blasters.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      “No problem. You’re Layla, right?”

      “Yup.” I smile at her, and she nods.

      “I’m Cassie.”

      She handles her own weapon like a pro, sliding the laser cartridge into her blaster with a satisfying click.

      “I noticed you like to run,” she says. “I saw you using the track at the gym. But there are some badass trails around here if you want me to show you.”

      Part of me wants to refuse. I was never here to make friends, and the fact that I somehow have three of them still surprises the fuck out of me. But this woman is going out of her way to be nice, and something about her hunched shoulders as she glances down at the ground makes me think that she’s looking for an ally. Life at this academy can be overwhelming if you don’t have anyone to talk to.

      “Sounds good. I have explosives after this, and then I’m done for the day. Meet you outside the gym?”

      She grins. “I’ll be there.” She wanders back over to Carter, murmuring something in his ear that makes him blush.

      I sigh as Elena rejoins me. “You ever feel like everyone else is getting it on and you’re the only one left alone?”

      She snorts. “Girl, at least you’ve gotten laid.”

      I open my mouth but snap it shut as the shooting instructor steps forward. Cazenn doesn’t take any shit, and he can outshoot anyone I’ve ever seen.

      “Take your places,” he says.

      We move to our individual weapons stations, and the first targets slide forward.

      The Lokarians shoot at the exact same targets as us, at the same distance. They may have more practice with blasters, but we’re all treated equally here.

      Weapons are my specialty. My head clears of everything when I have a blaster in my hand, and I can assemble it in less than four seconds. But I really excel at disabling almost anything. If I could convince the higher-ups to let me sneak onto an enemy ship one day, I could disable their weapons and potentially even rig them to fire on each other.

      Unfortunately, that type of mission is likely to be a long time away. First, we all need to pass basic training here. And that means having a working knowledge of boring shit like cryptography. It feels a little like being in high school, only the fate of our planet depends on our ability to work with the Lokarians and prevent the Skrum from invading Earth.

      I aim and fire, pleased but not surprised when I nail the Skrum target straight through its disgusting head. Even looking at holographs of the insect-like aliens makes me shiver.

      The target immediately moves further back, and I aim and fire again. This is just our warm-up. In a few minutes, we’ll take turns in the arena, where robots designed to look like the Skrum will attack en masse.

      It’s my favorite.

      Elena curses next to me as she misses. She’s a good shot, but clearly something is on her mind because she huffs out a breath.

      I glance over at her, finding her staring at the entrance to the shooting range. Cazenn has moved away while we’ve been practicing, and he’s approaching Daryx, greeting him by crossing one fist over his chest. They speak for a few moments, and I pretend I’m not mentally filing away everything that the instructors do around here.

      Daryx is the academy headmaster. And he’s one of those guys that instantly makes you want to confess all your sins—like every headmaster ever. He’s rolled up the sleeves of his black uniform, and his silver tattoos draw the eye as he gestures toward me.

      “Uh…” I don’t even know what to say. I flick another glance at Elena, but she’s staring at Daryx with a weird look on her face. I turn back to where Cazenn is now pointing at the spot in front of him impatiently. All righty then. I disarm my blaster before walking over to them.

      “Commander Daryx would like to speak with you,” Cazenn says, and I nod as he walks back toward the rest of the class.

      Daryx takes a moment, his eyes scanning over the human and Lokarian students, lingering on Elena for a second before he returns his attention to me.

      I wait for him to speak first, and he raises his eyebrow as if I’ve done something interesting.

      “Cadet Brewer,” he says, and I start to sweat. Is this about Zarryn? Am I about to get kicked out for rolling around with an instructor?

      “That’s me,” I say, and a faint smile dances around his mouth.

      “I apologize for disturbing your class. However, Instructor Keyler has informed me that you have already passed your explosives class, is that correct?”

      He seems to be waiting for something, so I blow out a breath. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      He nods.

      “Respectfully, a child could have passed that class.”

      His eyebrows shoot up, and I almost take the words back. But I didn’t come here to be mediocre. I came here to improve my skills and defend my planet.

      “Is that so?”

      I peer up at him, unsure if he’s amused or annoyed. Lokarians seem to have an uncanny ability to hide what they’re feeling at any given moment. And as someone whose every thought makes its way to my face, this just plain pisses me off.

      “It is. Sir.”

      I glance over my shoulder, finding Elena staring at us. Cazenn snaps at her to pay attention.

      “In that case, I have an option you may prefer. Lieutenant Zarryn kindly agreed to leave his clan and train our Lokarian explosives experts. Given your aptitude for weapons, and since you have already passed the basic class, you may replace your current class with private lessons with Zarryn if you prefer.”

      I stare at him. This is an incredible opportunity. Zarryn was headhunted by the Lokarians due to his incredible talent with weapons—primarily explosives. If it were anyone else who’d be teaching me, I’d practically be jumping up and down with excitement.

      My mouth goes dry at the thought of spending one-on-one time with Zarryn. I mentally bitch-slap myself with a frown and push that thought away. I can be a professional if he can.

      Daryx is waiting, and I realize I’m staring at the wall. Heat travels up my cheeks, and he gives me a knowing look as I clear my throat.

      “That sounds like an amazing opportunity, sir. Thank you for thinking of me.”

      He simply nods. “We aren’t here to hold our cadets back. While you must all pass your classes, our overall goal is for you to work on your expertise and use those skills as soon as possible. Your first lesson will be tomorrow.”

      He walks away, and I head back to my table and pick up my blaster.

      Private training with Zarryn. What could go wrong?

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Zarryn

      

      I pace back and forth, waiting for the human female to arrive. Layla. Her name is like a rhythm in my head. One that I can’t shake. The door opens behind me, and I stare out the window for one more moment, gathering my self-control as her scent drifts toward me.

      She smells like sunshine. Like some kind of flower, with the underlying scent of the shooting range. A dangerous female. One who made me question everything for one night.

      I turn, and she gazes at me steadily, her green eyes almost flashing in the light as she stalks closer.

      I want to put my hands all over her.

      I clear my throat. “You came.”

      “Were you hoping I wouldn’t?”

      Her voice is hard, sarcastic, and I know I hurt her that morning. I fell asleep wrapped around her, and when I opened my eyes, I realized exactly what I had done.

      A betrayal of the woman who would have ruled my clan with me.

      “No,” I grit out, and she snorts.

      This is going well.

      She glances away disinterestedly and moves toward the long metal table where I have already assembled a device similar to the explosives that the Skrum prefer. Her eyes gleam at the sight, and I have to turn my head.

      The beautiful female stared at my cock with that same avid attention just a few weeks ago. She turns her head, meeting my eyes, and it’s as if she reads my mind. Her tongue darts out over her lips, her eyes heat, and I almost groan.

      But she shuts it down immediately, her face turning blank as she looks away.

      “What’s this?” she asks, pointing to the device I prepared.

      “You tell me.”

      I move closer, and she raises one eyebrow, mouthing a word to herself.

      I think she just called me an asshole.

      “It looks almost like a land mine,” she murmurs. “But what’s this part for?” She examines it some more while I study her face. “It has a time delay system.” She glances up at me, and I nod. “So basically, it’s armed like a delayed-action bomb, but any attempt to defuse it could make it react like a land mine?”

      “That’s right. More importantly, the Skrum are allied with the Vagus.” I grind my teeth at the reminder of the creatures who were once our allies, betraying us when we least expected it.

      Layla glances up at me, her eyes sharp. “The Vagus?”

      “Yes. They have access to a material called rozik. A large enough amount used in the right bomb could level a planet.”

      Her face is pale. “Why haven’t they used it yet?”

      “It’s incredibly difficult to work with. Most of the time, the person creating the device ends up blowing themselves apart with it.”

      “I’m assuming this is unarmed.” Layla nods down at the silver-and-black box.

      “Yes. We found it on one of the Skrum ships that our forces attacked last year. It hadn’t yet been armed, so we took it to study it.”

      “Why do you need me?”

      “These devices require two people to disarm them—one to handle the part similar to your land mines and one to disable the timer. We need to learn how to disable them quickly. Once we’ve figured out how they work, we can show the techs, who will program the bots.”

      She narrows her eyes at me as I cut myself off. “What do you know that I don’t?”

      I smile. “I could fill this room with the things I know that you don’t.” Some information is classified. Like the fact that there are likely humans working with the Skrum.

      Her eyes widen, and she chokes out a laugh. I clench my fists and force myself not to reach out and pull her to me. To encourage her to make that throaty sound of pleasure…

      She’s glowering at me now, and I pull myself back to the present.

      I clear my throat. “A similar device was found in Vex’s room.”

      “The traitor.”

      “One of them, yes.”

      She nods, once again examining the device. If not for the slight flush of her cheeks and the way she hunches her shoulders, I would think her entirely unaffected by my presence.

      “I’m surprised you agreed to work with me,” I say, unable to help myself.

      She keeps her eyes on the black box in front of her. “You shouldn’t be,” she says between clenched teeth. “I’m a goddamned professional.” She raises her eyes to mine, and they’re cool, all that fire and passion banked. “Now let’s get to work.”
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        * * *

      

      

  




Layla

      I’m in a shitty mood when I meet Cassie for our run. Our strides are similar lengths, so we run well together. After she showed me her favorite trail last night, we decided to get together a few times a week.

      I need the distraction of a good, hard run today.

      “Ooh, you look like you’ve had one of those days.” Cassie grins at me.

      “You’re not wrong.”

      We start off at a walk and chat for a while. It turns out that this isn’t Cassie’s first time off Earth. Her entire family has been military for generations, and before she was picked for this mission, she spent some time on a planet called Theia. Exactly what she did there is classified, but from the look on her face, she didn’t enjoy it.

      We move into a smooth run, and I force myself to think about anything but Zarryn. Spending time with him today was a special kind of torture. His scent, combined with the way he leaned close, his head almost brushing mine…

      I could really use a drink.

      I pick up the pace, and Cassie matches me. We’re both breathing heavily as we get to the final stretch. The academy backs onto a huge forest with winding trails throughout, and Cassie was right—this is much better than using the track at the gym.

      I bend over, hands on my knees as I pant, and Cassie flops to the ground, staring up at the sky as she attempts to catch her breath.

      “Man,” she says. “I thought I was fit, but you put me to shame.”

      “It’s been a rough week,” I say, catching sight of Autumn as she makes her way across the wide, open space. Behind us, obsidian mountains gleam, and a small part of me wants to keep running until I’m hidden from the rest of the universe, deep within those mountains.

      Cassie gets to her feet, and we walk back through the gates, which turn green as they read our biometrics.

      “Hey, guys.” Autumn grins at us. “Wow, you look sweaty.”

      “You should join us next time,” Cassie offers, and Autumn snorts.

      “That’s a no from me,” she says. “I’ve got enough on my plate just trying to pass my hand-to-hand class.”

      Poor girl. Hand-to-hand comes naturally to me, and I love pitting myself against the Lokarians and their superior reflexes. But I’ve been training in various martial arts since I could walk.

      “I like your necklace,” Autumn says, and I glance at Cassie. It’s one of those heart-shaped lockets that usually hold photos of that special someone. But it’s a glimmering blue metal I’ve never seen before.

      “Thanks.” Cassie smiles. “I like yours too.”

      Autumn blushes, fingering the tiny diamond at her throat. I almost laugh. If Brooke were here, she’d be rolling her eyes at the girl talk. She’s the biggest tomboy I know.

      We make our way back toward the entrance hall, climbing the smooth white steps.

      “Hey,” Cassie says. “Are you guys going to that party tonight?”

      “Which party?” Autumn asks.

      “You haven’t heard? Apparently, the headmaster feels the need to encourage humans and Lokarians to mingle. There are four different Lokarian clans here and centuries of politics at work—plus, us new human recruits.” Cassie grins. “Personally, I think he’s trying to make us all spend more time together so he can sniff out the traitor.”

      I raise my eyebrow at that. “How would a party help make that happen?”

      “Well, look at Vex and his merry band of friends. If they’d been watched more closely, maybe they would’ve been caught earlier.” Cassie spots Carter and waves at him.

      “I’ve got to go,” she says. “I hope I see you guys there.”

      “Are you going to go?” Autumn asks, and I shrug as we head back to our suite.

      “I kind of just want to take a shower and go to bed,” I say, and she gives me a look like I’ve just announced that I secretly eat puppies.

      “Come on,” she begs. “I’m drowning in this place. I need a little fun. Brooke’s probably hanging out with Koran, and Elena has been AWOL for like a week doing who knows what. We’ll just go for one drink, and if it sucks, we’ll leave.”

      “How do you even have energy for a party?”

      “First, I doubt it’s going to be a real party. Especially if what Cassie said is true. I bet it’ll be a lot of standing around with no one daring to drink in front of the higher-ups.”

      “You’re not selling it.”

      She ignores that. “Second, maybe you’d have more energy if you didn’t waste it doing something stupid like running.”

      I burst out laughing at that, and she flicks her hair over her shoulder.

      “Fine,” I sigh when she pouts. “But if I go, you have to curse like an adult at least once in front of all of us within the next week.”

      She nibbles her lip at this, her expression alarmed. Finally, she grins.

      “Deal.”
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Zarryn

      I stare at Layla from across the room, unable to take my eyes off her.

      She’s wearing a formfitting black dress that covers her arms but leaves her long legs bare. Her small feet are encased in flat shoes, and her expression looks like she would rather be anywhere else.

      Her friend is wearing white, and the female says something to make Layla smile, but the smile falls from her face as she sees me watching her. I lift my glass in her direction in acknowledgment, and she turns away.

      I scowl. This is how it will be.

      She will work with me when she must and ignore me the rest of the time. That morning…I hurt her. And before I could explain, she was already stalking out of my room, leaving me to drown in my guilt. Layla is a proud female. She will not allow me another chance to get close.

      This is a good thing, Zarryn.

      This space is usually used for meetings but has been decorated with twinkling lights, a small table of food set up in the corner. Both human and Lokarian drinks are available, but most people are choosing to abstain.

      I grind my teeth as a Lokarian watches Layla from across the room. Braylix is one of the new cadets, but he has an easy confidence and walks through this room like he owns it. The Lokarian stops and loads up a plate before heading back toward Layla.

      Daryx approaches me, and I can’t help but glower at him.

      “What is the meaning of this gathering?” I demand as he joins me.

      His face is hard as he surveys the room. “You are not a prince here, Zarryn. I suggest you watch your tone.”

      I stiffen at the reminder of my abdication and snarl as I turn to face him.

      He looks tired, and he simply raises one eyebrow as he gestures at the humans and Lokarians. A few of them are beginning to mingle, and my hands fist as Braylix moves closer to Layla, offering her food from his plate.

      She waves it away but gives him one of her easy smiles, and they begin to talk. I fight back the urge to shove the entire plate down his throat.

      In my clan, offering food to your female is a noteworthy event. For most Lokarians, feeding your female in public is a way to claim them, to warn away any other males who would think to provide them with food.

      “This is going well, don’t you think?” Daryx murmurs.

      I wrestle with my temper and manage to bring it under control. “That depends on your goal for this little gathering.”

      Mikaeus joins us, his gaze lingering on the human female in the white dress before he, too, surveys the room.

      “A party?” he murmurs, and Daryx shoots us both an impatient look.

      “We need every person here—whether Lokarian or human—to be on their guard. We have been infiltrated, and the more those who live at this academy mingle, the greater the chance that any suspicious activity is noted and reported.”

      I grunt at that. “I believe you are assuming the traitor is stupid. They have managed to infiltrate this academy without anyone being any the wiser.”

      Daryx raises one shoulder in an elegant shrug, taking a glass from a server bot as it travels around the room. “Humans and Lokarians will be working together on missions against the Skrum very soon. They will need to trust each other with their lives. No longer is it acceptable for them to stick with their own kind.”

      I nod. On this point I agree. But in the corner of the room, Layla is leaning against one of the walls, laughing at something Braylix says. Her friend in the white dress is speaking to a group of humans.

      Braylix brushes a piece of hair away from Layla’s face. Distantly, I realize that I’m stalking toward them, ignoring Daryx’s growled warning and Mikaeus’s low laugh.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Layla

      

      Zarryn looks like he wants to kill someone. His teeth are bared as he walks toward us, and the entire crowd is giving him a wide berth, moving out of his way.

      Dickhead.

      I didn’t think he’d be here. After all, parties aren’t exactly his thing. I was only planning to stay for ten minutes myself, but I got sucked into a conversation with Braylix, a Lokarian who’s insanely talented with a blaster. He was in my class but quickly passed it, and now he has one-on-one training with the instructor.

      He’s incredibly good-looking and funny, and he just asked me out.

      “Layla,” Zarryn rumbles, and I keep my eyes on Braylix for a moment longer before pulling my attention away.

      “Yes?”

      “I need to speak with you.”

      “I’m kinda busy right now. Can’t it wait?”

      He lets out a low growl, and Braylix steps in front of me. A few people surrounding us stop talking, moving back to give the warriors room to swing their dicks around.

      I grind my teeth. If I don’t shut this down now, it’s definitely going to become a public scene.

      “It’s okay, Braylix,” I murmur. “I should be getting out of here anyway. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Braylix stares at Zarryn, who shows him his teeth. People around us are beginning to murmur, and I feel a flush work its way up my cheeks.

      I loathe being stared at in public.

      Behind Zarryn’s shoulder, Cassie appears, tilting her head in concern. I nod at her. I’m okay; I just need to get the fuck out of here.

      Braylix finally nods. “If you need anything, let me know,” he says, turning away from Zarryn. “I will see you soon.”

      I smile at him, ignoring the way Zarryn practically vibrates with tension behind us.

      “Thanks, Braylix. Have a good night.”

      He walks away, and I fix a fake smile to my face.

      “How dare you,” I grit out between my clenched teeth. I turn and stalk away, still attempting to smile. Autumn takes a step toward me, and I shake my head. This day has sucked, and I’m going to curl up beneath my covers and put it all behind me.

      As soon as I’m out of the room, Zarryn grabs my wrist. I automatically slide my arm free of his grip.

      “Don’t get handsy with me,” I snap. “You no longer have permission to touch me.”

      I likely only managed to break his hold because he wasn’t expecting it, but his eyes widen anyway. He glances behind us to where people are leaving the party and links his arm through mine, steering me toward an empty meeting room.

      “What did I just say?” I hiss, and he ignores me. Prick.

      “I want to talk to you,” he growls. He guides me into the room and shuts the door behind him before whirling away to pace.

      “What the fuck is your problem?”

      “Were you speaking with Braylix to make me jealous?”

      I stare at him for a moment and then burst out laughing. He doesn’t seem to find this amusing, a muscle twitching in his cheek as he clenches his jaw.

      “Are you kidding me right now? I’m going to speak slowly so that you understand. We. Are. Over. You treated me like shit that morning. I never asked for a relationship with you, but you made me feel like I had somehow lured you into that bed under false pretenses, when we both know that’s not how it went down.”

      His hot hands on my bare skin. His groan against my mouth. His voice a low rumble. “Come to my rooms,” he growls. “I need you.”

      He’s silent.

      I laugh again, and the sound is as bitter as bad coffee. “We’re done here.”

      He steps forward, and then he’s moving with that panther speed, his hand fisting my hair as he pulls me close. My hands slam to his chest automatically, but his mouth is on mine, his tongue sweeping between my lips, and my legs go weak.

      Why? Why is it this man? This Lokarian who makes me feel this way?

      I gasp against him as he angles my head, taking our kiss deeper, while his other hand slides up my body like he owns it.

      It’s only the sound of laughing outside that drags me from my stupor as a group of Lokarians walk past our closed door.

      I push against his chest, and he moves away, his eyes dark, pupils blown.

      “You can flirt with other males. You can deny what we have for the rest of your life. But you and I both know that you belong to me.”

      “You son of a bitch.”

      I suddenly feel weepy, and I’m not someone who cries. Especially not in front of the man who’s tying me in knots. He seems to see it on my face, though, because his hand is gentle as he tucks a piece of my hair behind my ear. He leans close, breathing me in, and his breath on my neck makes me shudder with need as he whispers into my ear.

      “I may not be able to give you what you need emotionally, but you will never find what we have with another male, Layla.”

      He pushes away from the wall and stalks out of the room. I’m staring after him when Cassie approaches, her expression concerned.

      “Are you okay?”

      I laugh hollowly. “Not really.”

      She’s wearing a long red dress with a black cloak, which I could never pull off. She glances around and steps closer, pushing her cloak to the side to reveal her hand clutching a bottle of Lokarian booze.

      “I have just what you need.” She grins at me, and I laugh.

      I fall into step with her, and she leads me up a flight of stairs. “How do you know your way around this place so well?”

      She grins at me as she pushes open another door. “I was here for a few months before you guys arrived, remember? I was transferred. And there were only a few other humans here before your ship landed, so I had more than enough time to explore.”

      She leans against another door, and my mouth drops open. We’re standing on a balcony—not quite the roof of the academy, but we’re still pretty high up. It’s huge, stretching across what must be close to an entire floor. Silver-and-black machines are dotting the perimeter, spaced about a foot apart.

      “What is this place?”

      “They call it the holo deck. Computer, give us Earth. Cancun, Mexico.”

      “Oh, hell yeah,” I murmur. My mouth drops open as the air begins to heat around us, a gentle ocean breeze appearing out of nowhere. The deck seems to ripple, and then I’m stumbling back against the wall as the ocean appears in the distance, waves crashing against the shore. The stone beneath my feet disappears, and I almost lose my footing in the…sand.

      “Holy shit.”

      Cassie grins at me. We both look ridiculous in our dresses on the beach, but she gestures to where a group of recliners have appeared under an umbrella. The sun is warm on my skin, and I take a moment to pinch myself.

      “How does this work?”

      “My parents used to take us to one of those all-inclusive resorts in Cancun when we were kids. The holo can do a lot of things, but it works best with real memories. The computer scanned my brain last time I was here, and this is what it came up with.”

      “It’s so real.”

      “Yeah. It really makes you realize how far behind our technology is compared to some of the other alien races. You’ll be seeing that firsthand with the explosives.”

      I nod. “Yeah. I may have a knack for it, but it’s a huge learning curve.”

      She shivers. “I don’t know how you do it. I’d be constantly worried I was about to blow myself up.”

      I smile. “You’ve got to be able to put it away. You don’t think about family, or friends, or making it home. You just think about the next step and then the next step after that. It’s not until later that your hands shake and you crave a cigarette—even if you don’t smoke.”

      “Sounds like it takes a lot out of you.”

      I shrug. “Yes and no. I can’t imagine doing anything else. And the feeling you get when you’re successful and you’ve disarmed something that would’ve cost people their lives? It’s like a drug.” I smile as she tilts her head disbelievingly. “I forgot to ask. What is it you do again?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Intelligence. Nothing as interesting as bombs. So,” she says, twisting the cap off the bottle and handing it to me. “You want to talk about that hot Lokarian who looked like he wanted to tattoo his name all over your body?”

      I laugh at that and take a sip of the booze. It burns all the way down my throat and makes my eyes water. Lokarian alcohol is no joke.

      It’s good to have someone to talk to. I could chat with my suitemates, of course, but over the past week, we’ve all suddenly gotten busy.

      “It was after Brooke was attacked. We started talking, and one thing led to another. He made me feel…different, you know? I thought it would just be a fling anyway, but when I woke up…let’s just say that he wasn’t ready to pick up where we left off. Now he seems to think he can boss me around. He doesn’t want me himself, but he doesn’t want me to be with anyone else either.”

      Cassie raises one strawberry-blonde eyebrow as I hand her the bottle. “That wasn’t the look of a man who doesn’t want you.”

      I sigh. “He lost someone. He’s never told me about her—this is just some gossip that I overheard today. She was his girlfriend, I guess. They were both fighting against the Vagus. They were allied with the Lokarians, but the Skrum must have offered them something better and they turned on them. His girlfriend died in the attack, and he left his clan.”

      “I’m sorry,” Cassie murmurs. “It’s hard to compete with a dead woman.” I wince, and her eyes widen. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “No, you’re right. It’s just fucked up, you know? ’Cause Zarryn…I’ve never met someone like him. That night…it was like he was a different guy. We talked and laughed—in between the bouts of incredible sex, of course.” Cassie laughs, and I grin, but it quickly falls from my face. “But as long as he’s still in love with a dead woman, there’s nothing there for us.”

      Cassie hands me the bottle again. “You should talk to him. Right now, you’re assuming that she’s the problem. But without him confirming it, you’re just putting words in his mouth.”

      “I don’t want to get hurt again. I’m not this person, you know? I’m not the woman who gets wrapped up in some guy when she should be focusing on work. I came here for a reason, and I need to remember that.” I’m ready to change the subject. “Anyway…what’s going on with you and Carter?”

      Cassie smiles, but it’s sad. “I really like him. I don’t think it’ll work out though.”

      “How come?”

      “We’re too different. I had a guy—back on Theia. My transfer came out of nowhere, and I never even got to say goodbye. I guess I’m still dealing with that. And Carter…he’s a good guy. I don’t want to hurt him.”

      I sigh. “Men.”

      She grabs the bottle from my hand and takes a swig.

      “Men.”
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Zarryn

      I pound through the forest, running as if I’m being chased. My lungs burn after the hours of exercise, but perhaps, if I drive myself to exhaustion, I’ll no longer spend my nights fisting my cock as I think of Layla.

      I’m not being fair to her.

      She should belong to a male who is not consumed with guilt. One who won’t stifle her spirit. Layla is tiny and human and fragile. If Eriska—an experienced Lokarian fighter—can be killed in battle, what could happen to Layla?

      My legs pound faster at the thought of a universe without Layla in it. Without her sarcastic mouth. Without her bright-green eyes. Without her laugh. Maybe I should return to my clan. Agree to step back in line for the throne. Kidnap Layla and take her with me. My clan will protect her with their lives.

      And she will hate you for the rest of hers.

      I’m almost stumbling as I reach the gate to the academy, and I slow to a walk, my lungs aching as I recover.

      The very thought is a betrayal to Eriska. I owe her revenge. Eriska would want me to spend my life dedicated to vengeance in her name.

      People have told me to move on for years. They don’t understand what it’s like. To watch the female you love run into a building only to watch that building explode moments later. To know that it’s your fault. There’s barely anything left of me to give a female now. Nothing soft. Nothing tender. I am shattered beyond repair, interested only in making the Skrum and their vicious allies pay.

      Sweat is pouring off me, and I reroute to the closest dining hall, my throat dry. Breakfast will be available soon, but there are already a few groups of Lokarians and humans gathered, snacking on the food available all night or waiting to meet friends for the first meal of the day.

      Two serving bots replace the huge water tank, and a line begins to form. I’m not the only one who has been exercising, and one of Layla’s friends is moving toward me, her chest heaving as she recovers from her own run.

      I fill a cup with water and wait for the bot carrying the ice. The bot places the huge frozen container on the table and flicks the switch on the side of the container to keep the ice cold.

      The back of my neck tingles, and I turn as Layla walks in.

      I move out of the line for ice, my attention consumed by her. Even in her blue cadet uniform, she looks sexy, her movements graceful as she smiles and waves to one of her friends. Her eyes meet mine for a single fraught moment, and then she glances away, and I sigh.

      I don’t know what I was hoping for.

      “Zarryn.”

      I turn and watch as Mikaeus steps toward me, his face hard. Out the corner of my eye, I see Layla move closer, grabbing a drink before walking toward her friend.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      He gestures me toward him, and we move a few steps away from the crowd gathering to fill their glasses with water, fruit juice, and the Lokarian tea that is now becoming popular with the humans. The breakfast rush is starting, but Mikaeus is completely focused on me.

      “Daryx is calling a meeting. He wants us in his office immediately.”

      My stomach sinks. From the look on his face, I’m not going to like the subject of this meeting.

      “I’ll be right there.”

      I add ice to my glass and gulp down the water, the cool liquid soothing my dry throat. I refill the cup with water and drain it again.

      I frown as nausea slams into me. Someone screams, and it’s followed by shouting from all directions.

      I turn and almost stumble over a male human who falls to the ground, his head smacking against the floor with a dull crack.

      Humans and Lokarians are falling, and I blink, my thoughts far away. What is happening? Mikaeus is suddenly in front of me, his face pale.

      “Vlak!” he shouts. “Are you okay?”

      The world swims dizzily around me. This is it. I will die—not in battle like I’d assumed—but in an attack on all of us, when we least expected it.

      I should feel relief. Finally, I will see Eriska in the great beyond.

      But it’s green eyes—not brown—that swim in front of my face. And instead of relief, I’m…mourning our lost chance.

      “Poison,” I gasp at Mikaeus. “Layla.”

      He must do this one thing for me. He must make sure she doesn’t die as well.

      I can hear her across the room, screaming my name.

      “No one drink anything!” Mikaeus roars, and then I’m slumping to my knees. The room is fading, my vision dimming, but I watch as he sprints toward Layla, knocking the cup out of her hand.

      I close my eyes for a moment, and when I open them, Layla is on her own knees in front of me, tears running down her face.

      “Don’t you die on me, you son of a bitch!” she screams as I slump to the ground. “Don’t you dare!”

      I almost smile at that. If there is any female who can drag me back from the great beyond, it is the fiery, stubborn female with her hands on my face, her eyes burning into mine as she orders me to stay with her.

      “I’m sorry,” I manage to get out as everything goes dark.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      Layla

      

      I pace the corridor in the hospital wing, barely able to function. Zarryn’s going to die. The medics are working on him, but there are so many people who have died already. This attack was expertly planned.

      He’s going to die, and it’s all my fault.

      The look in his eyes when I walked into the dining hall…

      If I’d gone to him then, we would have talked. And he wouldn’t have drunk that fucking water.

      “Layla!”

      Brooke rushes in, dragging me into her arms, and I cling to her. Tears are burning my eyes, but I won’t let them fall. He’s not dead yet. He can’t be.

      I pull away, finding the hall suddenly full. Koran reaches for Brooke’s hand, nodding to me, and Autumn wraps her arm around me, her face wet with tears.

      “He’s not dead yet,” I croak out, and Elena nods as she approaches us.

      “That’s right,” she says. “Have they updated you?”

      I shake my head. “They said the only reason he’s not dead like most of the others is because it was the ice that was poisoned. Mikaeus said he was chugging the water and the ice likely hadn’t melted enough for him to get a full dose.”

      “I’ll go ask for an update,” Koran says. He presses a kiss to Brooke’s forehead and walks into the room.

      The room where the medics are fighting for Zarryn’s life.

      “They wouldn’t let me in there,” I murmur, my voice tinny.

      “Koran’s an instructor. He’ll get you an update,” Autumn soothes. “Do you want to sit down?”

      I shake my head and pace some more. It feels like an eternity that we wait.

      “How did this happen?” Brooke demands, striding to the corridor’s large window and staring out.

      “I don’t know,” I say.

      Wrath is replacing my shock. Pure, unrelenting wrath. “But when I find out who did this, I’m going to kill them,” I vow. No one gets to take Zarryn from me and live. No one.

      Distantly, I realize I sound like a crazy person, but the other women are nodding like planning a murder is a perfectly normal thing to do.

      It’s that thought that almost makes me smile. We’re all so different. But inside, we’re the same where it counts.

      We’re savages. And no one fucks with us.

      Koran opens the door, and I whirl, my heart jumping into my throat. Dots appear in front of my eyes, and Elena steps closer, linking her arm with mine and holding me steady.

      “Tell me.”

      “He’s alive.”

      My knees go weak, and it’s only Elena’s arm around me that keeps me from falling.

      Someone is running through the hall, and we turn as Cassie appears, her face white.

      “Carter,” she gasps out, and Brooke goes still.

      “He was there?”

      “I saw him in the dining hall when I walked in. I was across the room. It was chaos. I don’t know if he…”

      Brooke glances at Koran, and he moves toward her, taking her hand. “I’ll find out,” he promises, and Brooke slumps into one of the chairs in the hall, lowering her head into her hands.

      Koran turns to me. “You can go in and see him,” he says and then strides away.

      I glance at Brooke. “Will you be okay?”

      She waves me away. “Go.”

      The room is quiet when I walk in, the medics murmuring softly to each other as they bustle around Zarryn, adjusting tubes and wires. One of them smiles at me and points to a chair by the bed.

      “You can sit,” she says gently.

      “Thank you.”

      Unlike hospital rooms on Earth, this one is more like a hotel room, with high ceilings and a huge, wide window. The smell still makes my stomach roil, taking me back to that day in my dad’s hospital room before he succumbed to his injuries.

      I stare at Zarryn. His face is a sickly gray color, and he’s covered in a sheen of sweat.

      “Is he in pain?”

      The medic smiles at me. “He’s sleeping right now. We don’t know yet which type of poison was used, so we’ve stimulated his liver to produce more enzymes and flush it out. We’ll make sure he’s not in pain when he wakes up. He’ll be weak for a few days, but he’s lucky to be here.” Her smile drops. “We need to check on other patients,” she says as the other medics file out. “Press that button if you need us.”

      I nod and reach for his hand.

      Now that I can see he’s okay, I’m coming down from the adrenaline rush. But my hands shake as I hold his hand in both of mine, pressing my lips to his knuckles.

      When I saw him go down…

      It was like I was being ripped apart. I can still hear his slurred apology. It could have been the last thing he said.

      Ever.

      I shudder, and now that I’m alone, I give in to the tears. I bury my face in his cool sheets and sob like a baby.

      For the first time since I arrived, I’m homesick. My mother and I are no longer speaking, thanks to my decision to take this mission. So I can’t even call her for reassurance.

      Somehow, in spite of everything that’s happened between us, I feel more than I should for this grumpy, possessive Lokarian warrior.

      But it would never work out between us. Even if the ghost of his dead lover weren’t hanging over all our interactions, we have basically nothing in common.

      Besides, I’m not looking for someone like Zarryn. I’m looking for a partner.

      I lift my head and wipe the tears off my face. The medics have cut off Zarryn’s shirt, and his medallion is gleaming in the light. It’s silver, tied around his throat with a black cord, and the design is like nothing I’ve ever seen before. I don’t know what it means, but I’ve caught other Lokarians glancing at it wide-eyed whenever it slipped free of his shirt.

      More secrets.

      I sigh.

      Zarryn groans, and I sit up straighter, willing him to open his eyes. His brow wrinkles, and I can’t help it; I lean close, smoothing my fingers over the lines. Of course, that’s when he chooses to wake up.

      Blurry ice-blue eyes meet mine. We stare at each other, and then he buries his hand in my hair and pulls me closer, taking my mouth with his.

      Our kisses are never soft, never gentle. They’re hard and rough, burning each other up. But today, he kisses me like I’m the most precious thing he’s ever seen, his lips tender.

      My eyes burn, but I force myself to smile as I pull away. “You’re obviously feeling better. I’m guessing the adrenaline kicked in, and I won’t hold that against you.”

      He smiles, and it’s…charming. Damn him.

      “But what if I want you to hold it against me?” He winks, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Ah,” I say. “They’ve got you on the good drugs.”

      One of the medics walks in, and she smiles at us.

      “You’re awake already!” she exclaims, raising her brow at Zarryn. “I need to take some more blood.”

      He nods, and I pull my hand from his. He immediately reaches for me, but I’m already on my feet, backing away.

      Nothing has changed. I may be feeling a lot of things for this guy, but he’s still about as emotionally available as a brick wall.

      “I’ve got to go,” I mumble. “Feel better soon.”

      He frowns and opens his mouth, but I don’t stick around to hear what he has to say. Instead, I turn and walk away.
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Zarryn

      My life became clear when I thought I was breathing my last breaths.

      I’m watching the medic adjust a few dials on one of the machines I’m hooked up to, but my thoughts are elsewhere.

      They’re entirely focused on the tiny human who makes me long for her.

      It’s not just her body—although that is spectacular. It’s her fierceness and her loyalty. It’s the way she ordered me to live and the way she was here by my side when I woke even though she hates me right now.

      “Are you in pain?” the medic asks.

      Yes.

      “No,” I grit out, and she raises her eyebrow, turning to the machine next to my bed. I hold up my hand.

      “No more drugs,” I say, and she frowns at me.

      I want a clear head. I need to figure out what happened this morning and why. And then I need to get out of this bed.

      The medic opens her mouth and then turns to Mikaeus as he walks in, relief clear on his face as I manage to sit up.

      The medic’s mouth twists disapprovingly. “Perhaps you can convince your friend not to be stubborn,” she tells Mikaeus. “The drugs we used to stimulate his liver are extremely painful, not to mention the side effects from the poison itself.”

      Whatever she gave me to dull the pain is wearing off, and I grind my teeth as I slump back against the pillow.

      Friend. Is that what Mikaeus is? I haven’t had a friend since before Eriska died. I open my mouth to protest, and he simply overrides me, stepping close to the machine and turning the dial himself.

      “Vlak,” I mutter as relief hits me. But the room is once again fading in and out. I scowl at him.

      “I need to get back on my feet,” I growl, and he snorts, slumping in the chair next to my bed. The medic checks the machine and hums her approval before leaving us alone.

      “There’s nothing you can do,” Mikaeus says. “The medics haven’t yet narrowed down which poison was used, and we can’t trace it until they do.”

      “Daryx must be pulling out his hair.”

      Mikaeus nods. “We lost seventeen people. Almost eighteen,” he scowls at me. “The gods were on your side today.”

      “Thank you. For making sure Layla didn’t drink the poison.”

      He smiles. “I had to drag her off your unconscious body so the medics could get to you.” He slides a hand over his jaw, the jewelry of his clan glinting in the sunlight. “The little hellion hit me.”

      I can’t help but laugh, picturing Layla catching the hand-to-hand combat instructor by surprise.

      His smile widens. “These human females are different from anything I expected,” he muses.

      I nod. “They may be small, but they are wild.”

      “Daryx told me why we were supposed to meet in his office,” he says, his face sobering. “Against all expectations, the traitor has successfully hacked our main system.”

      I stare at him. “All the codes were changed and only given to the most trustworthy among us. Another hack is impossible.”

      He waves a hand. “Not impossible. The human hacker suggested we leave a tiny window in our system that the traitor could enter.”

      Satisfaction hits me. “And you planted fake information.”

      “Yes. The Skrum may believe we are unaware of the traitor in our midst, but they will soon learn differently.”

      My eyelids are heavy, and he gets to his feet. “Rest, Zarryn. I’ll keep you updated.”

      I nod, my eyes already sliding shut.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      Layla

      

      “How’s Zarryn doing?” Autumn murmurs as I pull my favorite spicy stew from the conveyor belt at lunch.

      “Good, as far as I know.”

      She gives me a look, and I shrug. “I’m making the medics keep me updated, but I’m not dumb enough to go see him while he’s lying there without a shirt. That way lies madness.”

      Elena plunks herself down, a glass of water in her hand. I shiver at the sight, my gaze drifting around the room. Security has been seriously stepped up here. There are now guards covering every inch of every dining hall, and they’re also stationed in all the kitchens.

      I glance at Brooke. “How’s Carter?”

      She smiles, relief clear on her face. “He’s fine. He hates ice in his drinks. Thank God.”

      I blow out a breath. “Do you guys have any news about how they managed to pull it off?”

      Elena inclines her head. “The security systems were disabled. There’s no video or audio footage.”

      Autumn scowls. “Fuck.”

      We all turn to her, our mouths dropping open, and she shrugs. “I owed you a curse word,” she says, blushing. “And this felt like the perfect time to use it.”

      We crack up, but she stabs into her salad like it’s personally offending her.

      “I asked to take a look at the academy’s system,” she explains. “They listened to my suggestions about leaving a tiny opening for the traitor to slip through and planting some bogus data for them to take. But when I told them their security cameras likely needed some work, they brushed me off. I was told to focus on passing these stupid classes.”

      She pushes her salad away disgustedly. “Look, I get that we’re all supposed to have a basic skill level before we’re deployed. But if they’d listened to me, maybe I could’ve helped protect the camera systems.”

      We all frown at that, and the table turns silent.

      I lean across Brooke and grab a piece of cake. Since we’ve been here, the Lokarians have added more human food, and I’m not complaining. I’ll burn off the calories later. Besides, if a girl can’t have cake when the guy she’s into almost dies in front of her, when can she?

      “So,” Brooke says. “What’s going on with you and Zarryn?” I glance at her, and she holds up her hands with a smile at whatever she sees on my face. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

      I sigh. “I don’t know what’s going on. You should’ve seen me after I realized he was going to be okay. I hightailed it out of that hospital room like my ass was on fire.”

      “You obviously really care about the guy,” Autumn says. “That much was evident when it looked like he wouldn’t make it. So why are you pushing him away?”

      I frown at her, but it’s a valid question.

      Lokar is what was known on Earth as a Goldilocks planet. Not too close to its suns. But not too far from them. A similar size to Earth. In other words, it’s just right.

      That’s how I felt about Zarryn.

      When he entered me, his hands linking with mine, I felt as if I was coming home. As if together, we were perfect.

      And then all that was ripped away. I never get all googly-eyed about guys. So when Zarryn made it clear that he wasn’t all that interested in a repeat performance, I mentally kicked myself and hauled ass away from him.

      I push my hair off my face. “I want to say something really immature like ‘he pushed me away first,’ but the truth is, he hurt me. And we have to work together. It just doesn’t seem smart to be distracted right now.”

      Autumn gazes at me steadily. “You don’t think maybe he regrets the way he reacted as much as you do? Did you give him a chance to talk about it?”

      “No. It seemed self-explanatory. He woke up expecting to see a different woman, and I wasn’t her.”

      I swallow around the lump in my throat, and Brooke gives me a sympathetic look.

      “I’d talk to him if I were you,” she says. “Remember when I thought Koran was dirty? It was only for a little while, but I nearly ruined everything between us.”

      “That’s different. Koran adores you.”

      Brooke rolls her eyes, elbowing me in the ribs. “Come on. Anyone can see that Zarryn’s obsessed with you.”

      “Oh yeah,” Autumn nods. “You guys should have seen how he was staring at her at the party. If I didn’t know she was into him too, I would’ve called him a creeper.”

      I narrow my eyes at her, and she shrugs, giving me a sweet smile. “Just sayin’.”

      Elena is staying quiet, and I raise my eyebrow at her. “What do you think?”

      “I think…that other Lokarian has been watching you every time we’ve eaten in here, and if you’re definitely done with Zarryn, maybe you should give him a chance.” She grins at me. “Nothing gets you over the last guy…”

      “Like getting under the next one,” I finish with a laugh. “Who exactly are you talking about?”

      This girl. I swear she knows more about what’s going on in this academy at any given time than anyone else.

      “Don’t look now,” she says in a low voice. “Over by the drinks station.”

      Of course, we all look. And I turn bright red as I make eye contact with Braylix, who gives me a slow grin. His gaze slides over my friends, and I wince. It couldn’t be more obvious that we’re talking about him.

      Some of the Lokarian cadets want nothing to do with us weak humans, and even more of them just want us as notches in their bedposts. But Braylix has been a gentleman every time I’ve talked to him. He doesn’t make my heart flutter, but he’s funny and cute, and best of all, he’s not comparing me to a dead woman.

      Maybe a fluttering heart is overrated anyway.

      “Autumn,” I hiss at the back of her head, and she finally turns back to face me with a grin.

      “He’s cute,” she says.

      “I talked to him at the party,” I admit. “He asked me out.”

      Elena smiles at that, while Brooke sneaks a peek over her shoulder for another look.

      “Are you going to give him a chance?” Elena asks.

      I sigh. “Believe it or not, I didn’t come to this academy to date every man in sight.”

      Autumn snorts. “Someone has to. Let me live vicariously through you. Pleeeeease…” She holds up her hands as if she’s begging, and I can’t help but laugh.

      Elena brushes her hair off her face. “I’m not saying you have to fall in love with the guy. Or even that you have to bone him. But maybe it would be nice for you to just have a no-strings-attached date.” Her eyes turn bleak, and I glance over my shoulder at where the headmaster has just walked in, his gaze immediately finding hers. She looks away with a soft snort. “But then, what do I know?”

      We’re all silent at that. Elena is notoriously close-lipped, and none of us want to push her.

      I dig into my cake, but strangely, it doesn’t make this day any better.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




Layla

      I’m not expecting to see Zarryn when I show up at our explosives class. I figured I would examine the device myself, maybe practice a few of the techniques he taught me during our last session.

      Instead, he’s waiting for me, pacing impatiently.

      “You’re late.”

      “I’m late? What are you doing here? You should be in bed.”

      He sneers at that, and I roll my eyes. Lokarian males. God forbid he rest for a couple of days after almost dying in front of me.

      I step forward and poke him in the stomach, noting the tightening around his eyes that he tries to hide.

      Yup. He’s definitely in pain.

      “I’m not working with you when you should be sleeping.”

      “You’re not the instructor here, little human.”

      I raise one eyebrow, planting my hands on my hips. Silence stretches between us as we stare at each other.

      Finally, he huffs out a breath. “I’ll sit on a stool while we work,” he grits out.

      It’s likely the only concession I’m going to get from this hardheaded male. I roll my eyes but move closer to the bench, pulling up a stool and pointing at it.

      Zarryn sits down slowly, like the movement hurts him, and I find myself nibbling on my lip.

      I’ve got to get a grip. He’s not mine to worry about.

      He reaches for his tools, and we get to work. It’s useless though. Neither of us can figure out how this device works.

      On Earth, most bombs aren’t disarmed like these. We’d often use high-pressure water jets. Or, if they were stable enough, the explosives would be taken away to be blown up elsewhere.

      When you are dismantling a live bomb, adrenaline blurs out everything else around you. I’m used to it now. My hands don’t shake, my eyes don’t twitch, and my fingers don’t falter.

      But we all have a tell.

      Dan—my mentor—used to sweat so much that he’d be dripping with it. My friend Ray would grind his teeth so bad that he was continually at the dentist. Another guy used to hum. He wasn’t real popular.

      We all cope differently.

      I used to wonder…if the explosive went off, would I hear it before I was blown apart? Would I feel it? It took me a while before I learned to push it away. Those kinds of thoughts will drive you crazy.

      “What are you thinking?”

      I blink, raising my gaze to Zarryn. My mind is everywhere but here today, and I push away from the table. “I need a break,” I mutter.

      He says nothing, simply sits back and watches me, so I turn away and gaze sightlessly out the window.

      “How did they get so close, Zarryn? I thought the academy’s security was better than this.”

      I tense as I feel him moving toward me, but I keep my eyes on the black mountains in the distance.

      “We don’t yet know. We’re working on it.”

      I scowl. “What’s the fucking point of our races working together for this war if we’re going to get taken out before we even get to the first battle?”

      “You will never be taken out,” he snaps, and I turn to him, raising my eyebrow.

      “You almost were.” Every time I close my eyes, I see his skin becoming a sickly gray, see him falling to his knees, his eyes steady on mine even as they turn distant and blurry.

      His arms are around me before I realize what’s happening, and I stiffen.

      “Shh,” he murmurs, and I take a moment. Just one moment to be weak, burying my face in his chest.

      “You smell good,” I murmur, my eyelids growing heavy. I didn’t realize how tired I was. His scent is like a drug, and I frown as his chest shakes with his obvious amusement.

      “I heard that you hit Mikaeus,” he says.

      I shiver. Truthfully, I lost my ever-loving mind when Zarryn went down, and if my screaming, sobbing reaction was any indication, I need to take a giant step back.

      Both mentally and physically.

      I push away from his chest and attempt a smile. “Human women are tough. Lokarian males should know better than to get in our way,” I say lightly, but he doesn’t smile.

      “I owe you a thank-you,” he says.

      “For what?”

      “You…fought for me. When I went down. The medics said my chances of survival were less than ten percent. It was you who kept me here. Your voice I could hear.”

      I attempt to ignore the tightening of my chest. “Of course I did. Anyone would have.”

      He shakes his head. “No one has ever fought for me like that.”

      I want to ask him about his dead girlfriend, but I keep my mouth shut.

      “That’s what friends do for each other,” I say instead, and his eyes widen slightly.

      “Is that what we are? Friends?”

      I attempt a smile, but from the way his gaze is searching my face, I’m not all that successful.

      I shrug. “We have to work together,” I say instead, and something like disappointment clouds his eyes. “We may have messed things up a few weeks ago, but we can start over and try to be friends. If you want.”

      He surveys me for a long moment and then opens his mouth, but we both turn at a knock on the door.

      Koran looks intrigued at whatever he sees on our faces but chooses not to comment.

      “Daryx has called a meeting,” he tells Zarryn.

      Zarryn frowns but nods. “I’ll be right there.” He turns to me. “Will I see you here tomorrow?”

      I shake my head. “I have a flight test. I’ll see you the day after though.”

      He gazes at me for a long moment, and I let out a breath. Friends. Maybe that’s the best I can hope for.

      And maybe it’s finally time for me to move on.
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Zarryn

      I stare at my weapons, frowning. As the explosives instructor, I was given a large locker to store both my personal weapons and the weapons I use to teach.

      Several of them appear to be missing.

      I reach out to move a blaster and wince. The medics were not pleased when I demanded that they release me, but I had to get out of that bed.

      I’m not angry that I could have died. I made the choice to leave my clan and take this mission, and I doubt I’m likely to live through the coming war with the Skrum. Sure, I’d prefer to go out in a blaze of glory and not a painful death by poison, but the best part of me has been dead since the Battle of Armandexar. When our allies turned on us and killed the female I loved.

      But whoever did this…they could have killed Layla. I think of the cup in her hand, and my body breaks out in a cold sweat. That smart mouth silenced. Those blazing green eyes forever snuffed out. All because we have a traitor in our midst.

      The same traitor who appears to have broken into my arsenal.

      I need to make sure Layla is armed. I’ve seen her shoot, and she’s exceptional. But that won’t help her if she’s taken by surprise without a weapon. She needs to be carrying. Daryx won’t be happy, but I don’t care.

      No one gets to Layla.

      Distantly, I realize I may be overstepping. The beautiful human female isn’t mine to protect. While she may have been in the hospital wing when I woke, she made it clear that we were nothing to each other when she left.

      I did that. I made her look at me with suspicion. I hurt her.

      I need to talk to her. Our session last night wasn’t enough. I have so much I need to say.

      I leave the weapons for later. I change my code, but if the traitor has managed to hack this system as well, then the PIN pad is useless. I need to take this to Daryx.

      But first, my hands itch and the back of my neck tingles with the need to make sure Layla is safe.

      I turn and survey the shooting range. Down at the far end, a few human males are working with blasters while Mikaeus watches. He nods at me, and I nod back, giving him a look that says we need to talk later. If my weapons have been stolen, he needs to step up his security.

      Layla’s friend Cassie is taking a blaster apart, and I glance around as I walk closer to her.

      “Are you training alone?”

      She jumps. “Jeez, you scared the shit out of me. Yeah, I was hoping to get a few hours in before my flight class.”

      I nod, getting straight to my point. “Have you seen Layla?”

      She shifts uncomfortably, and I narrow my eyes at her.

      “What?” I bite out, and she scowls at me but quickly returns her attention to her blaster.

      “She’s busy,” she mumbles, and I narrow my eyes.

      “Busy. Doing. What.”

      She glares at me. “She’d be better off without you playing games with her, you know.”

      I lean close. “Our relationship is none of your business.”

      “She’s my friend.”

      I reach for patience and force myself to shrug as if I’m unconcerned. “I’ll find her myself.”

      “She’s on a date,” Cassie snaps and then covers her mouth with her hand.

      I smile at her, and I have a feeling it’s not a nice smile because she pales.

      “Thank you.”

      I stalk out the door, my gut clenching at the thought of another male enjoying Layla’s floral scent. Listening to her laugh. Maybe even kissing her lush mouth. I growl, ignoring the wary looks sent my way by a group of human males.

      Cassie is right. I should stay away from Layla. Should let her move on with her life.

      I need to remember why I’m here.

      I ignore those who call out to me as I make my way through the academy. I borrow a pod from Koran—who thankfully doesn’t ask any questions—and steer it out of the academy and in the direction of the glossy ebony mountains.

      I stop when I get to the large, rolling hill and leave the pod, climbing the grassy verge alone.

      My body protests, and I ignore it.

      The memorial is huge and silver, stretching across the hill and catching the afternoon light from both suns. Each name is about a metron apart, and I make my way across the top of the hill until I find the one I’m looking for.

      Eriska.

      I stare at it, numb.

      What would she think of everything that’s happening now? This was a female who was forced into combat by her clan. She never wanted to fight, and yet she was the one who paid the ultimate price.

      A part of me wonders if she would be happy if those who made her fight paid the same price.

      “I miss you,” I murmur. I sit in front of the memorial and stare at her name. All that is left of her.

      Our dead are cremated, turned to carbon, and then released into space, where they return to the great beyond. But Eriska…there was nothing left after the explosion.

      “I thought I might find you here.”

      I turn, scowling at Mikaeus. “What do you want?”

      “I overheard you talking to Cassie. Your female turns to another male and you come here?” He sends me a wolfish smile. “If she were my female, I would never allow such behavior.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “She’s not my female. And thank the gods, she’s not yours either.”

      His face turns blank as he gazes past me, his eyes locking on Eriska’s name. “You know, all these years, I’ve watched you turn her into some kind of god. Someone who could do no wrong.”

      I bare my teeth at him. “Vlak off.”

      He ignores that. “I was there too, you know. Eriska ignored her orders that day. If she’d listened, she would still be alive.”

      I get to my feet, hands fisting. “Enough.”

      He ignores that. “You know what happens when you turn a dead female into a god? No other female will ever be able to compare. Eriska was just a female. She was beautiful and intelligent, yes. Amusing too. But you have to ask yourself why you insist on mourning her as if she died yesterday.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      I turn my back to him, and he continues. “I’ve left you alone for too many years. We were friends once. After I left my clan to prove I was more than they named me, we were as close as brothers.”

      “I have a brother.”

      He’s silent for a long moment. “And how is that relationship working out?”

      I turn back to him, fighting every instinct that tells me to pound his face until it’s nothing but meat. He gives me another grin as if daring me to try.

      “You decided to abdicate when you were with Eriska, correct?”

      “You know that’s correct.” I’m not sure where he’s going with this. “You were there.”

      He nods. “And what did she say?”

      I glance back at her name, carved into the silver memorial. “She said she would leave me. She said she refused to stay with me while I threw everything away. Is that what you want to hear?”

      “Maybe it’s what you need to hear. You’re the one who insists on believing that this female could do no wrong.”

      I turn back to him as my hands fist. “Why are you attempting to smear her memory?”

      He sighs wearily. “I’m not. I’m attempting to get you to open your eyes. Your guilt over not being able to save her has made you convinced that she was some kind of martyr. You couldn’t have saved her, Zarryn. She refused to train, and she never listened to orders. And now you’re throwing away your chance at happiness.”

      I’m grinding my teeth so hard that my jaw aches. “What happiness?”

      He gives me a look like I’m a particularly dense type of idiot.

      I whirl and stalk down the hill, ignoring the throbbing pain in my abdomen. Mikaeus doesn’t know what the vlak he’s talking about.

      Layla deserves better than me. She deserves a male who can be trusted to protect her. One who won’t be too slow to save her life.

      A male who can laugh, who isn’t consumed with the past. Who wants more in life than vengeance.

      A male like Braylix.

      I slam my hands down on the pod, squeezing the handles so hard that one of them cracks slightly under the pressure.

      And then I make my way back to the academy.

      Alone.
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      Layla

      

      I smile at Braylix, but it feels forced. He doesn’t notice though, grinning back at me.

      We’re walking through the woods on our way back to the academy. Our date was a picnic next to a gorgeous waterfall. He did his research—finding all my favorite foods—and it was delicious.

      “What’s with the jewelry?” I ask him, and he rolls up one sleeve, displaying the gold bands around his arm.

      “This represents my clan,” he says proudly. “I’m from the Kurvak clan.”

      This sparks my interest. “What are the other clans?”

      “Vratvos—that’s the pod instructor’s clan. He’s claimed your friend Brooke, right?”

      I’m not sure how I feel about the word claimed, but I nod anyway.

      “The headmaster, Daryx, is from the Droq clan. And then there’s Barix.”

      “Barix?”

      He smiles again, and this time, it’s slightly awkward. “There’s only one member of the Barix clan in this academy. The prince abdicated, refusing to be next in line to the throne and handing it to his brother instead. So his father pulled their clan from the academy in retaliation.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Zarryn. The explosives instructor.”

      “Oh.”

      “Listen. I know you have something going on with him. But he’s not…right. If you need to explore things with him, I’ll wait as long as it takes. I want you, Layla.”

      I blink at him. “Whoa, that just escalated.”

      He laughs. “I’m a Lokarian male. We make our intentions clear.”

      Zarryn’s voice chooses that moment to echo through my head.

      “You can flirt with other males. You can deny what we have for the rest of your life. But you and I both know that you belong to me.”

      I bite down on my lip, and Braylix holds out his hand, helping me climb over a fallen tree in our path.

      “I like you,” I say honestly. “You’re funny and hot, and on paper, you’re the perfect guy for me.”

      He tilts his head at that. “But I’m not Zarryn.”

      “I don’t know what I’m doing with Zarryn, but I don’t want to lead you on.”

      “I told you, Layla. I can wait. I’m a patient male. Zarryn is broken. He can’t give you what you need. And I’m willing to wait as long as it takes for you to see that.”

      His words depress me, and I’m silent for the rest of the walk back to my suite. Once we arrive, he turns to me, and I peer up at him, torn.

      This guy is perfect for me. He’s charming, smooth, and says all the right things. So why can’t I keep my mind off stubborn, arrogant, snarly Zarryn?

      Braylix leans down to press a kiss to my cheek, and I turn my head, catching his lips. He stiffens in surprise but brushes his mouth gently against mine.

      No spark. None.

      I hate my life.

      I make myself smile up at him as he pulls away, his white teeth flashing as he grins.

      “I probably won’t be able to give you what you’re looking for,” I murmur, and he nods.

      “I know. But I’m willing to wait as long as it takes for you to decide. You’re worth it. And if Zarryn can’t see that, his loss is my gain.”

      My face must fall at Zarryn’s name, because Braylix steps closer.

      “I know you’ll choose him if you can. But if he doesn’t choose you back…I’m here. And I’ll choose you.”

      My eyes dampen with that, and I blink, holding back the tears that want to rise. Zarryn has never once said he chooses me. I’m holding on to something that won’t happen.

      “Thank you, Braylix.” That’s all I can say, and he gives me one last grin as he walks away.

      I open the door to our suite. “Elena? Brooke? Autumn? Anyone?”

      It’s the middle of the day. I no longer have my usual explosives class, and I passed my flight test, so I have a few hours off. Maybe what I need is some alone time to process everything—

      My mouth drops open, and I make a sound like a steam engine. “You son of a bitch. How did you get in here?”

      Zarryn raises one eyebrow from where he’s sprawled in one of our uncomfortable chrome chairs. From his heavy-lidded eyes, I’m getting the impression he’s been waiting here for a while.

      He gets to his feet, and I take a step back, immediately feeling hunted. His eyes darken at my movement, and I swallow.

      “Males aren’t allowed in our rooms.”

      He snorts but ignores that, and I continue to back up until I’m leaning against the wall and he’s caging me with his arms as he leans into my personal space.

      “Layla,” he purrs my name, and his low voice makes my thighs clench. “How was your date?”

      I stiffen and glower up at him. “None of your business.”

      “Did he kiss you?”

      “Also none of your business.”

      Fury flashes through his eyes, but they turn calculating again. “Is this an attempt to get my attention?”

      That’s it.

      I deftly slide beneath his arms and away from him, where I’ll hopefully be able to breathe more easily.

      “My love life has nothing to do with you,” I say. “You made that perfectly clear. Braylix is a nice guy. And if I want to date him, or kiss him, or fuck him, I will.”

      The words are out before I can stop them, and I should know better than to taunt a Lokarian male. He’s standing in front of me in the blink of an eye, his mouth slamming down on mine.

      I moan against him, and he echoes me, pulling me closer.

      “Wait.” I drag my mouth away from him, slamming my hand over his lips as he attempts to follow me. His eyes are blazing, and the look in them makes me shiver. “If we do this, there are no strings. You leave straight after. I don’t want a repeat of last time.”

      “Layla—” His voice is muffled against my palm.

      “Yes or no, Zarryn.”

      He nods, and I pull my hand away. Within moments, his tongue is stroking against mine, he has his hand on my ass, and I’m reaching for his cock.

      His ribbed cock. As if I could forget the way that felt inside me.

      I shiver with pure need and wrap my hand around the length of him. His body feels like a live wire as he growls against my lips.

      I let out a tiny groan of frustration. His pants are in the damn way. I’m frantically working at the buckle, but he pulls his mouth from mine with a low laugh. His pants drop to the ground, he pulls his shirt over his head, and he’s standing in front of me, tantalizingly naked.

      God, he makes my mouth water.

      I suck in a breath as he steps closer, his eyes burning into mine. And then I’m the one losing my shirt as he peels it off me before throwing it to the ground. He groans, kissing his way down my neck as one of his hands goes straight to my bra. His finger strokes gently along the top of the lace where it meets my skin, making me shiver.

      “You’re so pretty,” he murmurs. “How can you be so pretty?”

      It seems like a rhetorical question, so I smile as he buries his face between my breasts for a long moment, his body still as if he’s soaking me in. Then he’s helping me out of my pants, and I’m standing in front of him in nothing but light-blue lace.

      I’ve never had a man look at me this way. With such…devotion.

      No, Layla. Don’t get ahead of yourself here.

      His brow creases. “What are you thinking?”

      I smile lightly up at him. “I’m thinking I might get bored if you don’t make a move soon.”

      He narrows his eyes at me but doesn’t call me out on the lie. Instead, he lowers his head, kissing me again, his mouth gentle.

      I don’t want gentle. I don’t want tender touches or romantic caresses. I want it fast and hard. I want his touch to make me come alive.

      I nip at his bottom lip, and he goes completely still. So I do it again. His hand plunges into my hair, and he pulls me closer, dominating my mouth.

      I reach for his cock, and his lips move away from mine. He watches me like I’m the answer to all his questions. Like I’m a secret language he just learned to speak.

      I stroke my hand up and down, and his eyes become heavy-lidded. His fingers slide inside my underwear and deftly find their way inside me. He pumps them in and out before moving them up to flick my clit, and I groan.

      This guy knows how to play my body like a violin. Is it surprising that I’m becoming addicted to him?

      He pulls his fingers away, and I scowl at him. I let out an embarrassing squeak as he lifts me into his arms, striding into the shower.

      Hopefully none of my suitemates come back unexpectedly, because there’s no shower door. Someone half-assedly hung up a blanket for a while, but it got damp and we all just kind of shrugged and fell into a shower schedule.

      There are multiple showerheads, and Zarryn turns them all on, his hands immediately moving to my bra and underwear as he peels them off me.

      He gestures for me to step inside, and I comply, sighing in pleasure as the warm water falls around me.

      Zarryn presses the soap dispenser in the wall, and his hands get to work, gently rubbing the suds along my body.

      I moan, my head hanging low, and then my eyes fly open. This is dangerous. I’m not looking for his tenderness. For him to take care of me. I want to bang him and send him on his way.

      He grins down at me as if reading my mind.

      “I want—”

      “I know what you want. And you’ll get it. When I give it to you.”

      I narrow my eyes at him and open my mouth. He sees that as an invitation because his lips are suddenly on mine, his arms drawing me close.

      “Be good,” he says as he pulls away. “Now turn around so I can get your back.”

      I roll my eyes but give in. He rubs my shoulders like a masseuse, and my head falls back as he works on the knots in my neck. I’m a pile of goo when he turns me to face him.

      “Now you,” he says.

      “Seriously?”

      He gives me his stubborn look, and I roll my eyes again. I see what he’s doing. Make the human rub every inch of his body so she can appreciate it and want it even more than she already does. I’ve got his number.

      It works though. His body is insane, and I draw my hand along his pecs and down his abs, pleased to see just how much my touch affects him as those abs ripple and his cock grows even harder. Before I can stop myself, I’m taking it in my hand again, my fingers dancing along the ridges that drive me crazy when he thrusts inside me.

      There’s a long bench running along the shower at hip height, and I expect Zarryn to sit.

      Instead, he positions me with one knee on the bench, facing the wall, and his hands stroke down my back.

      “Zarryn…”

      Oh God. His mouth has found my pussy, and he doesn’t hesitate. He licks and nips, scrapes me gently with his teeth, and sucks my clit until I’m on the edge, my moans turning into one long wail.

      He pulls away, and I gasp out a curse.

      But then he’s slowly pushing inside me, his thick cock filling me up, and I can feel each and every ridge along the walls of my pussy. I buck, pushing back into him, and he pauses, making it clear that he’s in charge.

      Motherfucker.

      “Zarryn…”

      “Beg me.”

      “You asshole.”

      “I’m not an asshole.” His fingers dance along my butt. “I can show you what an asshole is.” His threat should worry me, but I clench around him, and he laughs.

      “Ah, Layla. What am I going to do with you?”

      “Fuck me,” I order.

      His hands are clamped on my hips, keeping me still, and I can hear the strain in his voice as I attempt to move.

      “That’s not what I asked for.”

      He slides one hand down, his fingers brushing over my clit, and I gasp, clenching around him.

      “Say it.”

      “Please, Zarryn. I’m begging, okay? Fuck me.”

      He does. He gives it to me hard, just like I wanted. Then, when I’ve come so many times I’m almost limp, he sits down, making me ride him slow. He licks along my throat, murmurs dirty words in my ear, and takes my mouth like he owns it.

      Somehow, we end up lying on my bed. This was not in my plan. I open my mouth to tell him to leave, but he’s brushing his fingertips so gently down my back that I can’t make myself end this moment.

      “These beds are uncomfortable,” he murmurs.

      “Yeah, no shit. Why is your bed so much bigger and more comfortable?”

      I’ve attempted to forget how it felt to roll around in Zarryn’s bed all those nights ago, but the memories sneak up on me when I least expect it.

      “I’m an instructor,” he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice. “I am also much bigger than you.”

      I scowl. “Typical.”

      “Where are your friends? Will they be returning soon?”

      I yawn, snuggling against his chest. “Brooke will be with Koran. Autumn has extra hand-to-hand classes. And Elena kind of does her own thing. She’s mysterious.” I grin.

      “How mysterious?”

      I roll my eyes. “She’s not the traitor, Zarryn.”

      He’s silent for a long moment, and I begin to drift off to sleep.

      I come abruptly awake when he starts gasping, shuddering in his sleep. I lift my head off his chest, and my heart aches as he calls for a woman long dead, his hands fisting as if he’s reaching for her.

      His eyes fly open, blurry and enraged.

      “Zarryn,” I murmur, and he sits up, dragging me with him. He’s panting, and I reach out a hand, pushing his hair off his face. He allows it, but he won’t meet my eyes.

      “I’m okay,” he says.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      He shrugs, and I run my thumb over the scruff of his jaw. “You don’t have to. But it might help.”

      His light-blue eyes remind me of a wolf’s when he finally looks at me. “You don’t want to hear it.”

      I frown at that. “Don’t assume you know what I want to hear, buddy. Spit it out.”

      That makes the corner of his mouth tilt up, and my eyes widen when he drags me into his arms, pulling me close.

      “I wasn’t going to come here,” he says. “The thought of you spending time with another male drove me out of my mind. But I was trying to let you go. You deserve better than me.”

      I’m silent at that. What can I say? I do deserve better than someone who’s still hung up on another woman. A guy who seems to have no intention of attempting to move on. And yet something about the pain in his eyes makes it impossible for me to kick him out.

      “Tell me about it,” I say again, and he pulls me even closer, pressing my head into his chest, his voice a low rumble in my ear.

      “Eriska never wanted to fight. I’d forgotten that. Forgotten that she wanted nothing more than to rule my clan with me.”

      I can’t decipher his tone. Is that what he wants? A woman who will be his princess—his future queen—and pop out babies for him? I frown at the thought.

      “But she was fighting.”

      His head brushes mine as he nods. “Her father insisted. It was seen as both an honor and a duty to fight the Skrum. That battle…she should never have been there. She hated war. Hated fighting.”

      “What happened?”

      “We were betrayed. The Vagus were our allies for decades. When they turned on us…” His voice trails off, and I can feel him swallow as if he’s pulling himself together. “We never saw it coming.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      He’s quiet for a long time, and when he finally speaks again, his voice is so low I can barely hear him. “She didn’t listen to orders. She was told to wait. We were planning to check for traps. She went in anyway. When I realized she’d gone, I ran toward the building after her.”

      “It was too late,” I murmur, and he nods.

      “The building exploded while I watched.”

      God, what must it have been like? For a moment, I feel nothing but good, old-fashioned rage for the woman who refused to listen to orders. Who thought she knew better than her superiors. She was so pissed at being forced to fight that it cost her her life. And for the last few years, it’s also cost Zarryn his.

      “You know it’s not your fault, right?”

      He doesn’t reply, and I grind my teeth. This is explaining a whole lot about the guilt he’s carrying around. I pull away from him and look him in the eyes.

      “If you’d disobeyed orders and ended up dead, would you have blamed Eriska?”

      He shakes his head. “It’s different.”

      “Why?” I ask coolly. “Because you have a dick?”

      His eyes widen slightly at that, and a tiny laugh escapes his throat. I’ll take it.

      I hear a door open in the suite, and I pull away from Zarryn.

      “Put on your pants,” I hiss.

      He sends me a mild look, and I ignore it, scooting out of the bed and wrapping a sheet around me.

      Shit. His pants are definitely in the common room. In fact, I think we left a trail of clothes around the suite.

      “Layla?” Elena’s voice is amused. Murmurs sound, and then someone cackles. All my suitemates have arrived back at once it seems. Perfect timing.

      I glance at the clock. Hours have passed. That’s why. What was supposed to be a quick roll in the sheets turned into an afternoon fuckfest and snuggle session.

      I am such an idiot.

      Zarryn stretches out in my bed and sends me a shit-eating grin. I flip him off and pull on my sweats, checking that he’s covered by the blankets before I open the door.

      Three very amused women stand in front of me, their gazes sliding past me and landing on Zarryn.

      He smiles at them. “Ladies,” he says.

      “Quit trying to be charming,” I say, narrowing my eyes. “It doesn’t work for you.”

      His grin simply widens, and Autumn sighs. “It kinda does,” she murmurs. I shoot her a look, and she bites her lip in an attempt to hide her smile.

      “Come on, Layla,” she says. “That there is serious man candy. You can’t blame a girl for enjoying the sight.”

      I crack a smile at that, and Brooke sends me a sympathetic look. She spends all her time in Koran’s bed, but it’s tucked away from any curious eyes.

      Brooke’s communicator dings and then Elena’s. Autumn frowns down at hers, and I can hear mine beeping from where it’s hidden under a pile of clothes.

      All amusement leaves Zarryn’s face as he wraps a blanket around him and brushes past us, his gaze intent on his own communicator.

      “Oh God,” Elena says, her face pale. “There’s been another attack.”

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      Layla

      

      We all stare silently at what used to be a Lokarian fighter.

      The L-356 is crumpled, the wreckage still smoking. I know the safety features on these ships are better than anything we could’ve imagined on Earth, but I find it difficult to believe anyone could’ve survived this.

      Zarryn is talking to Daryx as they both watch the recovery team make their way through what’s left of the fighter. Mikaeus is searching through the wreckage with them, his eyes sharp as he looks for any sign of life.

      Cassie approaches, her eyes intent as she stares at the debris. While we all get started with lessons in the simulators, the flight instructor insists that we practice taking off and landing in a real ship before we take our test.

      “Cassie,” Brooke says, her lip shaking. “Carter wanted to get an extra session in.”

      Cassie goes white, swaying on her feet. “No. He said he was studying in the library today. He’s not in there. He’s not.”

      Koran stalks over to where Zarryn and Daryx are talking. They speak briefly, and then he moves close to us, wrapping his arm around Brooke.

      Brooke seems unable to take her eyes off the remnants of the ship.

      “He said he needed more practice before his test,” she murmurs. “He convinced one of his friends to give him his slot today so he could train with Dave.”

      Brooke’s voice is hollow, her eyes dry as she stares at the scene in front of us. She’s obviously in shock, and I glance at Koran. He gives me a nod. If Carter is in there…

      Brooke will need support. Carter is one of her closest friends.

      Tears are sliding down Cassie’s face, and I wrap my arm around her shoulders. One of the Lokarians calls to the other members of his team, and they move toward him. They’ve found someone.

      Cassie starts shaking.

      Even from here, we can see the limp arm that appears as the rescue team lift a piece of fuselage off the body. Mikaeus gestures to a Lokarian standing on the edge of the wreckage, and he nods, leaning close to one of the rescue bots. He programs it, and the machine moves close, ready to evaluate the best way to free the body.

      Mikaeus glances at Zarryn and Daryx and shakes his head. Whoever it is, they’re dead.

      Cassie drops to her knees next to me, and I crouch beside her. “We don’t know who it is,” I murmur. I glance at Brooke, who has her face buried in Koran’s chest.

      I don’t blame her. I don’t know Carter well, but he’s a bright light around here. I can barely watch the search myself.

      Cassie clutches the necklace at her throat as she watches Mikaeus. He oversees the recovery of the body, and I get to my feet and take a few steps closer, squinting.

      “It’s not him, you guys. It’s David.”

      I glance over at Brooke, and her shoulders are shaking, Koran running his hand up and down her back. Cassie seems like she has turned to stone, her eyes glued to the scene in front of us.

      It can’t be healthy for these guys to see this. I can almost guarantee that the others have seen death before. I know I certainly have. But it’s different when it’s a friend. Or a lover.

      The search continues, and we all watch silently. At one point, Autumn walks over to Zarryn and Daryx, and her voice is soft when she returns.

      “Carter’s locator has malfunctioned. They’re looking in the general direction they believe he’ll be in, but without the locator pinging the rescue team, they have to search manually.”

      We all nod, but every single one of us is aware of the most likely outcome right now.

      One of the rescuers yells, and the others move toward him. Mikaeus is there in seconds, and the bot joins them as they lift pieces of the ship away.

      The voices are excited, and within moments, they’re waving the medical team toward them.

      “He’s alive,” I murmur. “Holy shit. He’s alive.”

      Brooke’s knees buckle, and Koran lifts her into his arms. She turns her head, and her face is wet as she watches them recover Carter’s limp body.

      It’s a painstakingly slow process. The medics work with the rescuers, stabilizing Carter before they can move him. When he’s finally loaded onto a robotic gurney, they roll him toward us.

      Zarryn appears next to me, his face harder than I’ve seen it.

      “What’s that blue goo all over him?” I ask.

      “The protective gel in the flight deck exploded during the crash. It absorbs some of the shock.”

      The gel, combined with the blood covering Carter’s body, has turned into a purple sludge. Brooke makes Koran put her down, and she takes Cassie’s hand. They follow the medical team toward the hospital wing.

      I take a step, but Zarryn catches my arm. His eyes are flinty.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      His cheeks are slightly flushed, and he’s obviously wrestling with his rage because it takes him a moment to speak.

      “This was a planned attack,” he says. “Someone smuggled a bomb onto the L-356. Based on the filed flight path, it looks like the goal was for the fighter to go down over the academy.”
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Zarryn

      I’m waiting for Layla when she returns from the hospital wing. She looks exhausted, her face pale, purple smudges beneath her eyes. All I want is to take care of her. To protect her.

      It hits me. This academy is becoming just as dangerous as the battlefield. Every instinct I have urges me to arrange for her to be taken off this planet and returned to Earth.

      No. I will keep her safe.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here,” she murmurs as she closes the door behind her, placing her communicator on the table.

      “I would prefer my suite. It’s private. The bed is bigger.”

      She immediately shakes her head. “Not going to happen.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “Why are you so stubborn?”

      “I’m not talking about this now, Zarryn. I’m tired.”

      I nod. “I brought you some food. You should eat.”

      She glances at the food, her eyes widening. Yes, I know all her favorites. Her gaze moves to the cake and pauses, the expression on her face similar to when she watched me take off my clothes that first night.

      I almost laugh.

      “You know all my weaknesses,” she murmurs. She doesn’t sound happy about it, but I smile anyway.

      “And I plan to exploit them ruthlessly,” I say. I gesture to the table, and she sits next to me. “How’s Carter?”

      She takes a bite of her salad and lets out a hum of appreciation that makes my cock hard. “This tastes just like Caesar salad,” she says. “How’d you pull that off?”

      “I spoke to one of the humans. She also likes this ‘salad’ and helped me describe it to one of the chefs.”

      Her lip twitches at my pronounciation of the human word, but her eyes soften. “That was sweet. Thank you.”

      She offers me a bite, and I chew, but the food is bland. “It needs…more.”

      Layla laughs, and in spite of my bad day, it makes me smile. “I thought you might say that. You know, whatever you guys have done to the coffee here should be illegal.”

      She takes another bite, and I sit with her, content to watch her eat. I want to please her even more. I want to be the male responsible for looking after her when she has had a bad day. For feeding her when she is hungry, for ordering her to rest when she is clearly exhausted. She glances at me as she takes a sip of water, and I take a moment to appreciate the fact that she can’t read my mind.

      She would make me leave for sure.

      “Let’s eat the cake later,” she murmurs, pushing the remnants of her meal away.

      I get to my feet and take her hand, pulling her into her room. “Are your friends going to return?”

      “I don’t think so. Let’s stay in here, just in case.”

      I frown, opening my mouth to once again attempt to convince her to move to my quarters.

      She pushes the door closed behind her and raises her hand to my neck, pulling me down. I lower my head, taking her mouth, and she sighs.

      Her hands slide beneath my shirt, and she pushes it up, moving back as she raises the material impatiently. I pull it over my head before throwing it into the corner of the room, and then I stare down at the tiny female who makes me lose my mind. She grins up at me, kissing her way down my stomach and deftly flicking open my pants as she reaches for my cock.

      I get impossibly harder. She doesn’t waste any time, wrapping her mouth around me and twisting her head as she slides slowly down the length of me, driving me insane.

      “Vlak,” I groan, and her green eyes flash up at me, amusement clear. “You enjoy making me crazy for you?”

      She lets out a hum of acknowledgment but doesn’t remove her mouth from my cock. I bury my hand in her hair and push it off her face so I can see her soft, pillowy lips wrapped around me.

      She feels like my salvation.

      I reach for her, pulling her to her feet. “I want to come somewhere else,” I growl, and she does a little shiver that makes me smile.

      This female is adorable.

      And unfortunately, she’s still dressed.

      I pull off her shirt so fast that she blinks up at me, and then she helps me, stepping out of her pants. Beneath her blue cadet uniform, she’s wearing nothing but a few pieces of black lace.

      I groan.

      She smiles.

      “Strip for me,” I demand, and her smile widens, but she complies. Her hands are slow, her movements teasing, but within a few moments, she’s standing naked, blushing slightly as I run my greedy eyes over every inch of her.

      I pull her to me, ravaging her mouth, and she goes pliant against me, stroking her tongue against mine. Her skin is warm and soft, and my hands clutch her curvy ass as a growl escapes my throat. I pull her up, and she wraps her legs around me as I carry her to her bed.

      I want her in my room. In my bed. Where she belongs.

      But Layla is still unable to forgive me for that morning. She is determined to keep me at arm’s length.

      I won’t allow her to push me away for much longer.

      I don’t hesitate, burying my face in her cunt. She’s soaking wet, her folds bare, leaving nothing between my tongue and the sweet taste of her. I push her thighs further apart, and she moans for me as I flick my tongue against her.

      I suck on her sensitive nub and gently scrape my teeth against her. This seems to drive her wild as she writhes against me, so I do it again. And again.

      “Fuck…”

      She stiffens against me, her breath catching, and then she groans, trembling as she comes.

      Vlak. I’ve never been harder in my life.

      I give her a moment to recover, but then I’m rolling us until she’s on top. She seems dazed, but I push the tip of my cock against her, and her eyes heat again.

      “I want to watch you move on me,” I say, and she grins.

      I get exactly what I asked for. She slides down slowly, making us both gasp until I’m buried deep within her. Human females are small, and her cunt is as tight as a fist around me.

      She leans down and kisses me, her white-blonde hair falling around my face. She smells lightly of flowers, and I inhale the scent of her.

      Then she begins to move. She slides up and down, snapping her hips and leaning over me, finding the perfect angle to grind her clit into my pelvis. My hands land on her curvy ass once more, and I gently slap one of her cheeks, making her moan. Loudly.

      I raise my eyebrow at her. “We’ll explore this new revelation another time.”

      She grins, but her mouth falls open as I use my hands to control her, slamming her down on me. She begins to tighten around me.

      “Not yet,” I tell her.

      “Zarryn…” Her voice breaks as I make sure to hit the spot that makes her thighs shake.

      “Not until I say.”

      She glares down at me, but I take one of my hands and gently pinch her nipple, making her go even wetter around me.

      Her body fits mine like we were made for each other. My stomach tightens, pleasure rips down my spine, and I growl.

      “Come for me,” I demand. I reach my hand down and flick her clit, thrusting up into her at the same time, and she groans, clenching around me so hard that I see stars as I empty myself inside her.
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Layla

      I groan as I wake up with Zarryn’s arm clamped around my waist, holding me tight against him.

      Shit.

      I can tell he’s awake because he’s nuzzling my neck, his cock hard against my back.

      “You were supposed to sneak out of here last night,” I murmur.

      “Am I to be your secret?” He sounds amused, and I scowl, my eyes on the wall in front of me.

      “This is a fling, Zarryn.”

      I blink up at him as he rolls me onto my back, leaning over me.

      “I want to sleep with you every night.”

      His jaw is hard, stubborn, and I narrow my eyes at him. We both turn at a knock on my door, and I push at his chest until he rolls off me.

      “This is why we need to be in my rooms,” he mutters.

      I ignore that.

      “One second,” I call, pulling the sheet around me. This feels like déjà vu, and my stomach flutters in panic. Has there been another attack?

      I open the door and find Elena waiting. Yesterday’s events don’t show on her face, and she looks cool, calm, and collected. For the hundredth time, I wonder just what her expertise is on this planet.

      “Has something happened?” I ask.

      “No. Carter is still unconscious. But I’m going to go visit if you want to come with me. Brooke stayed in the hospital wing with Koran last night, and Autumn said she wants to take them something to eat.”

      I nod. “Let me just get changed and brush my teeth.”

      She glances behind me, the ghost of a smile on her face, and nods. “I’ll wait outside. I want some fresh air.”

      I check the time while Zarryn pulls on his pants. He prowls over to me and places a gentle kiss on my forehead, and I frown. This scene seems entirely too domestic.

      “Do you want me to come with you to see Carter?” he asks.

      “No,” I say quickly. “I’ll meet you for our lesson.”

      He nods. “Daryx said he’ll give us any parts of the bomb that caused the crash as they’re recovered. We can analyze them and see if we can find any clues.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll see you later.”

      He gives me a weird look but doesn’t comment on the fact that I’m once again kicking him out. He smiles like I’m being particularly cute, and I glower at him. His smile widens, and he leans down, brushing my lips with his, before he pulls on his shirt and opens the door to look for his shoes.

      I shut it behind him and close my eyes briefly as I lean against it.

      It feels like everything is spinning out of control. Whoever is responsible for these attacks is getting cocky. Zarryn told me some of his weapons have gone missing, and apparently, a few of the other instructors have noticed the same thing. Someone is walking around this academy like they own it, taking whatever they want so they can wreak destruction.

      And that just plain pisses me off.

      Then there’s Zarryn.

      I sigh as I find a clean uniform. I throw my hair into a ponytail and quickly brush my teeth, conscious that Elena is waiting. Zarryn seems to want it all—all the benefits of a relationship, complete with snuggling and privacy—but without any of the actual commitment.

      I wipe my mouth and head outside. I just need to be more stringent, that’s all. I need to lay down the law and make sure that Zarryn understands that I’m not his teddy bear.

      Because it hurts. It hurts to be this vulnerable to a man who has already dented my heart once.

      “Are you okay?”

      I blink. I’m outside, and Elena’s staring at me.

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Just, dealing with everything that’s going on, you know?”

      She nods. “I hear you. It’s crazy. I never would’ve imagined that our biggest threat would be coming from inside the academy. It’s genius if you think about it. The Skrum know all about this place. They know that it’s the biggest threat to them. But if they can destabilize it, they’ll push that threat level way down. Suddenly, we’re not focused on planning to take them out. We’re looking at each other with suspicion and second-guessing every move we make.”

      We fall into step and head toward the hospital wing. The academy is shaped like a V, with the hospital wing at the very end of the east section, the clear dome rising high into the sky.

      Cassie works somewhere close to the hospital wing, in one of the labs. Like Elena, she’s cagey about exactly what it is that she does here.

      I mull over Elena’s words with a frown. “How did they do it though? What human or Lokarian would work with the Skrum?”

      She shrugs. “I bet it was easier than you’d think. People are motivated to betray each other for all kinds of things. Greed, hurt, revenge. That’s what makes it difficult to figure out who could be behind it. No one does this without a motive.”

      I ponder that. “So we’re looking for someone who has a reason to betray their own people. Maybe someone who was treated badly or perceives that they were. Maybe even someone who lost someone they love.”

      I think of Zarryn and the way he lost Eriska. He wants vengeance, but he’s one-hundred-percent focused on the Skrum and the Vagus. His rage yesterday when he told me about the bomb…

      No. It couldn’t be him. And not just because it would kill me if it were.

      Someone else though. Someone who hates their people enough to turn on them. Or who feels like those people betrayed them first.

      “What are you thinking?”

      I blink, realizing we’re standing in front of the medical wing. “Sorry. I’m the worst conversationalist this morning. I was thinking about what you said. We need to get some background information on everyone here.”

      She nods. “I’m already on it. And Autumn’s going to help.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      My communicator beeps, and I glance down at it. “Shit.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Daryx has given us the pieces of the explosive that took down the fighter. I need to go examine them. Can you tell Brooke I’m thinking of her?”

      Elena nods. “She’ll understand. Good luck.”

      By now, I know all the shortcuts to our lab, but Zarryn has already beaten me there. He drops his tool on the table when he sees me and hauls me into his arms, kissing me like he’s been waiting for hours to get my lips beneath his.

      “Hello to you too,” I murmur. He winks at me, and we both get to work.

      It’s tough though. An hour later, I lean over the device as I glance at Zarryn. He’s currently holding a tool that’s similar to a pair of tweezers and using it to pull apart shards of some kind of metal.

      “Tell me about how you ended up here,” he says.

      I raise my eyebrow. “You want to talk about this now?”

      He shrugs. “Maybe if you’re more relaxed, we will be successful.”

      I give him a dirty look at the implication that my tension is what’s causing us problems with these stupid explosives.

      He smiles.

      I roll my eyes. “My dad was military. So was his father and his father before him. After she had me, my mom couldn’t have any more children. So it was expected that I’d enlist. He never said that, of course. And he was dead by the time I enlisted. But I felt him there that day, you know? It sounds crazy, but I could feel his pride. It was like he was standing behind me, looking over my shoulder with a smile on his face as I signed on the dotted line.”

      I take the screwdriver I’m holding and remove a piece of casing. This bomb held together remarkably well considering the damage that it did to that fighter. Being able to see exactly how it exploded is a good break for us, and it should help us understand how these explosives work. Not only will we be able to disarm them, but we could even create similar explosives to use against the Skrum.

      I glance up and find Zarryn is looking at me, waiting for me to continue. I smile. “Strangely, enlisting was good for me. I was a hothead growing up, with one hell of a temper.”

      He laughs. “Why am I not surprised by this?”

      “Well,” I say, grinning. “In the military, I couldn’t lose my shit when things didn’t go my way and I had to follow orders, even if I didn’t want to. When we were tested for this mission and I was given my results, there was no question. Of course I was coming to Lokar. My dad always taught me that it was the responsibility of the strong to protect the weak. The army made me strong, and there’s no way the Skrum are going to ruin our planet and kill my people.”

      I pull open the casing, still searching for the hidden detonator in these devices.

      Zarryn steps back from the table as I poke at the device with a sigh. His arms come around my waist, and I close my eyes for a moment as I lean into him.

      “You know, I’ve been thinking about this bomb,” I murmur. “About how we can’t seem to figure it out.”

      “Mm-hmm?”

      His mouth is trailing down my neck, making me lose my train of thought. I laugh as his scruff tickles my throat and push him away with a smile.

      “What if we’re going about this all wrong?”

      His eyes sharpen at that. “What do you mean?”

      “We’re acting like we’re dealing with two different bombs at the same time. You’re handling the grenade, and I’m handling the timer. But what if that’s what they want us to do?”

      “Explain.”

      “We keep doing the same thing over and over again—and that’s the definition of insanity. Whoever created this type of explosive is smart. We need to think outside the box.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “What if it’s hidden in plain sight?”

      He glances down at the device, and when his gaze returns to my face, I can see understanding. That’s what I love about working with Zarryn. Whether we’re getting along or we can’t stand each other, we’re always on the same page.

      We’re going to figure this out. And the Skrum can kiss my ass.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      Layla

      

      “How’s he doing?”

      I’m in the hospital wing, so I keep my voice at a whisper, and Brooke shrugs.

      “You can talk normally. He’s still unconscious.”

      I wince at that, my eyes stuck on Carter’s form. He looks rough.

      “Is he going to be okay?” I ask. This is the first time I’ve seen Carter since his fighter went down, and it’s unnerving to see just how badly he’s injured. Almost every inch of his skin is covered in purple-and-black bruises.

      Koran is standing by the window, and he walks to Brooke’s side, placing one hand on her shoulder as she gazes at her friend.

      “He has a broken pelvis and two broken ribs, and his legs were burned in the explosion,” Koran says.

      I wince. “God.”

      Autumn leans against the wall. “The medical care on Lokar is better than anything he could have received on Earth,” she gently reminds Brooke, and I nod.

      The Lokarians have ways to stimulate the body into healing faster, which means he should be back on his feet within a couple of weeks.

      “How is he?”

      We all turn as Daryx walks in. Autumn seems slightly nervous around the headmaster, and I make a mental note to ask her what’s going on. I strongly suspect that it’s because she’s working on hacking something she shouldn’t be.

      Brooke gets to her feet and seems to sway with exhaustion, and I see the moment that Koran has enough.

      “It’s time for you to rest,” he declares, and she sends him a look. He ignores it. “You’re not coming back here until you’ve gotten some sleep.”

      She opens her mouth, the expression on her face making it clear that she’s going to make him pay for that little announcement.

      Daryx nods. “I agree. Cadet Butler, you need to remember that you’re at this academy for a reason. And you’re of no good to anyone if you’re too tired to function.”

      He glances at Koran, and I roll my eyes. This is a textbook man moment. Why do guys always collaborate just long enough to order around the women in their lives?

      “Fine,” she mutters. “I’ll take a nap.” She stalks away, and I wince. I wouldn’t want to be Koran right now. He doesn’t look at all worried, however, and simply nods to Daryx as he turns to follow her.

      “I’ve got to go too,” Autumn says. She gives Daryx another nervous look, which he chooses to ignore. “I’ll see you later?”

      I nod. “I’ll meet you guys for lunch.”

      She heads toward the door just as heavy footsteps announce another visitor. Carter’s a popular guy.

      “Oh God.”

      I turn, my eyes narrowing at the human cadet. He looks familiar.

      “McCabe?” Daryx’s eyes narrow on the man, who is now panting.

      “It shouldn’t have been him,” he says. His face is turning green as he stares at Carter’s pale, bruised face.

      My eyes narrow at that. “What do you mean?”

      “He swapped with me,” he chokes out.

      Something about this guy rubs me the wrong way.

      “It’s no one’s fault, Cadet,” Daryx says. “Except the person who did this.”

      McCabe ignores that. He takes one last look at Carter and whirls, stalking from the room.

      I frown after him.

      “Don’t you have somewhere to be, Cadet Brewer?”

      I return my attention to Daryx. He’s obviously not planning to leave, since he’s walking over to the chair next to Carter’s bed.

      He glances at me, obviously reading my surprise. “Carter was injured in my academy,” he says softly. “I will oversee his care. Now, I suggest you go to class before you’re late.”

      I nod, hauling ass toward the explosives lab. I’m panting, running a few minutes late when I open the door, and I scowl when I realize I could’ve taken my time.

      He’s not here yet.

      I frown. He’s always on time.

      He didn’t stay with me last night. In fact, I haven’t seen him since we examined this device yesterday. I went straight to the shooting range after, and then I had my cryptography class, which I’m fully expecting to fail.

      Studying has been the last thing on my mind lately. And it’s not just thoughts of Zarryn that are keeping me distracted. It’s hard to concentrate on anything other than the attacks at our academy and the explosives we’re attempting to understand.

      I glance at my communicator. No message from Zarryn. He’s a grown man; I’m not going to chase after him as if he needs me to keep him on schedule.

      But what if something’s happened to him?

      I shake off that thought. I’d know if there had been another attack. He probably slept in.

      That’s not like him though.

      I nibble at my lip. No. I have a job to do. I examine the silver-and-black device in front of me. “Well,” I say, rolling up my sleeves. “It’s just you and me.”

      I can’t concentrate though. I pick it apart, attempting to rebuild it in my mind. I sketch it on my comm screen, with the goal of figuring out exactly how the device reacts when it’s armed.

      Nothing. I sigh and mentally throw in the towel. I’m leaving a few minutes early, but this has been a waste of time.

      It’s glaringly obvious just how much I’ve come to rely on Zarryn.

      Which, let’s face it, isn’t a good thing.

      I check the gym, the shooting range, and the dining halls. I ask around, feeling like a complete idiot when I get nothing but blank stares and shaking heads.

      Finally, I heave a sigh and walk toward Zarryn’s suite.

      I never wanted to come back here. I’ve been pretending his rooms no longer exist. But maybe he’s injured or sick. He’s not the kind of guy who just bails like this.

      I’d check on any of my friends.

      Sure. You’re checking on him because he’s your friend. Keep telling yourself that.

      The voice in my head is an asshole.

      I knock, blinking as the door immediately swings open. Zarryn looks rough. He’s unshaven, his eyes bleary. He’s not wearing a shirt, and I force myself to keep my eyes on his face.

      “Hey. You missed our session. Is everything all right?”

      “Sorry.”

      He didn’t answer the question, and I frown. “I pinged your comm a few times.”

      He shrugs. “I haven’t checked it.”

      Okay, this is weird.

      “Are you feeling okay?”

      “No. And no, I don’t want to talk about it. I’m not up to playing ‘flirt with the human’ with you today.”

      I take a step back, feeling like he’s punched me in the gut. “What the fuck?”

      He shakes his head. “Now I’ve hurt your feelings. Look, Layla, not everything is about you.”

      “I never said it was.” I push my hair off my face, unsure what the fuck is happening. “Do you need to talk?”

      “No.” He’s already closing the door, and I gape at him. Then I snap my mouth shut, turn, and stalk away.

      I head straight for our dining hall. No matter what’s going on in our lives, Elena, Brooke, Autumn, and I try to meet for lunch at least a few times a week. I’m hoping they’ll be there so someone can help me understand just what the hell is going on with Zarryn today.

      “Hey, Layla!”

      I turn, finding Cassie jogging toward me. “Oh, hey.”

      “I was calling your name for a while. Are you okay?”

      I sigh. “Not really. Something’s going on with Zarryn. I’m going to go get some lunch; do you want to join me?” The other women won’t mind if Cassie sits with us.

      “Sure, I’m starving. I just checked on Carter. He still hasn’t woken up.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      We head to the lunch hall, and Autumn waves at us from where she’s already found a table. We weave through the crowd until I finally choose a chair that allows me to see the entire room. Cassie gives me a smirk that suggests my positioning hasn’t gone unnoticed, and I shrug. These constant attacks have taught me to be on my guard.

      Elena plunks her butt down beside me, her eyes also scanning the crowd. “Brooke’s not coming,” she says. “She promised Koran she’d get some rest.”

      “I figured she’d be out,” I say.

      Autumn nudges me. “Are you okay?”

      I frown. “Zarryn missed our session today. And he was a giant dick when I went to see what was up. He looked like he’d just gotten out of bed, and he said he didn’t want to play ‘flirt with the human’ today.”

      Autumn’s mouth drops open. “Are you kidding me? That mother trucker.”

      I sigh. “Mother trucker is right. I just don’t understand it. He’s never made me feel like I was second best for being human before.”

      Cassie gives me a sympathetic look as she runs her finger along the locket at her throat.

      Elena frowns. “He lost his lover in the Battle of Armandexar, right?”

      I nod. “Yeah, how’d you know that?”

      “We were discussing it at breakfast. Today’s the anniversary.”

      “Shit.” I’m a giant asshole. The anniversary of her death and I yelled at him. “Why didn’t he tell me?”

      Cassie laughs. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but most guys aren’t exactly in a hurry to share their feelings. Especially Lokarian guys. They’re all ‘me Tarzan, you Jane.’”

      I smile at that, but my mind is on Zarryn. I’ll give him space today, since he made it clear that he doesn’t want to see me anyway. I attempt to ignore how much that hurts, but it doesn’t work.
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Layla

      My stomach is fluttering the next day as I head toward the room Zarryn and I use to examine the explosives. I don’t know if he’ll even be there. I know one thing for sure though—if he’s going to be a jackass like he was yesterday, I’d rather work alone.

      I square my shoulders, lift my chin, and open the door.

      He’s waiting for me, and his eyes instantly meet mine. I examine his face. He’s shaved today, and while his eyes are still sad, they’re not hollow and hopeless like they were yesterday.

      “I owe you an apology.”

      I stare at the floor. He does. And yet I don’t want him to see how much he hurt me.

      I clear my throat, still not looking at him. “You could’ve told me it was the anniversary, you know.”

      “You don’t know what it’s like.”

      I raise my eyes. “You think you’re the only one who’s ever lost someone and felt crippled by guilt?” He’s silent, and I sigh. “You know, we never should’ve even been on that road that day my father died. But I insisted we go to the theme park. If I hadn’t been a spoiled brat, my father would still be alive. He was a marine, and he didn’t even die in combat. He died in a stupid car accident while on leave. And I’ll live with that for the rest of my life. But I will. Live. Because that’s what I choose to do. You? You’re barely existing. And I think that’s a damn shame. I’ve done two tours, and I recognize PTSD when I see it. Why won’t you get some help?”

      His jaw tightens, and I almost take my words back. But I’m right, damn it.

      “Don’t apply your human limitations to me,” he grits out.

      “Nice. Real nice.”

      He steps closer with a sigh. “It’s not your fault that your father died.”

      “And it’s not your fault your girlfriend died.”

      He shakes his head. “You were a child. It was my job to protect Eriska.”

      “Why? She was a grown woman, Zarryn. She didn’t follow orders. Jesus, this guilt is going to eat you alive.”

      He says nothing as he turns and stalks away, and I let him think as I step closer to the table where the devices are still sitting, taunting us with their presence.

      Relationships are a lot like bombs. Because when they end, it can feel a whole lot like destruction. Like a life-changing shock wave through everything you thought you knew.

      Like ruin.

      I eye Zarryn from where I’m standing. He’s looking out the window, the sunlight illuminating the strong planes of his face. It glints off his medallion, which peeks out from beneath his shirt. We’re having fun. Sure, we’re enjoying each other. But I’m a whole lot wiser than I was just a few weeks ago. And I won’t let this man destroy me.

      He glances over at me, his brow creasing at whatever he sees on my face, and I force my expression to turn blank as I glance back down at the device that’s causing us so much head-scratching.

      On Earth, when we’re dismantling bombs, we wear bomb suits. The layers of plastic, foam, and Kevlar help protect us from the pressure of the blast wave if that bomb goes off.

      So maybe that’s what I should be doing now. I need to build a mental bomb suit around my heart. So that when my little fling with Zarryn is over, the blast wave that ends our relationship won’t take me out with it.

      Because one thing I learned yesterday? His well-being impacts me. I want him to be happy. I care about him way too much.

      It’s like this device. Cause and effect. One wire cut in the wrong place, one misstep, and the whole thing blows up in your face.

      I stare down at it.

      “Oh my God.”

      Zarryn turns, his eyebrows raised at whatever he sees in my face.

      “What?”

      “I think I’ve figured it out.”
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Zarryn

      I smile at Layla as she does a little victory dance. I have a meeting with Daryx, so I can’t stay and see this through. But she’s grinning in triumph, taking apart one side of the explosive and putting it back together again.

      The reason it’s so difficult to understand?

      The Skrum used a mix of Lokarian, Vagus, Theian, and human technology to create it. It’s unsettling to know that there are a group of humans betraying their people enough to help the Skrum create explosives that would take us this much time to replicate.

      But now we can narrow down which part of the device is from which planet. Then we can replicate it and teach the techs how to defuse it. The last step? Programming the bots to do the dirty work, which will save human and Lokarian lives.

      “I need to go,” I tell Layla.

      She glances up with a distracted nod. “Bye.”

      She doesn’t ask if she’ll see me later. Likely, she is assuming she won’t. I sigh. We need to have this conversation, but it won’t be right now.

      I watch her for a moment. “What’s on your schedule for the rest of the day?”

      Her eyes are shuttered, and my gut twists to see the wary expression on her face.

      “Um. I’m going to go get a workout in. And I’ll probably meet the girls for lunch. Then I have a shooting class and hand-to-hand.”

      “Busy.”

      “Yeah.”

      I open my mouth to ask if I can see her later. If I can try to explain. If I can—

      “Are you going to get that?”

      My communicator is beeping. “Vlak. I’ve got to go.”

      Layla’s words ring in my ears on my way to Daryx’s office.

      “You think you’re the only one who’s ever lost someone and felt crippled by guilt?”

      It’s not the same. Eriska was counting on me to keep her safe. She said she didn’t need to train because she knew I’d always be there for her.

      And I wasn’t.

      Layla would never dream of saying anything similar. Would laugh in the face of any male who told her she didn’t need to train because he’d protect her. And then she would probably punch them in the gut in offense.

      “You? You’re barely existing. And I think that’s a damn shame.”

      I grit my teeth at that. The anniversary was hard yesterday, but it was nothing compared to the long nights at this academy before Layla arrived.

      She has shaken me from my mourning. And truthfully, part of me resents her for that. Without the lens of grief covering my eyes, I can see what I’ve lost thanks to my refusal to release myself from the guilt that plagues me.

      My relationship with my father. My friendship with my brother. The rapport I once had with Mikaeus.

      I reach the meeting in time to see Koran walking in.

      “How is Carter doing?” I ask.

      He gives me a strange look, and I realize it’s because he’s not used to me asking about the health of others. Is this who I am now? A self-absorbed male who’s barely tolerated by others?

      “He’s doing much better. Brooke insisted on returning to his side. I’ve convinced Mikaeus to allow her to take her shooting test in a few days.”

      Mikaeus raises his eyebrow as we enter. “Did I hear my name?”

      I grin at him, and he looks surprised, but after a moment, he grins back.

      All the other instructors are here as well, and we take our seats as Daryx moves to the front of the room.

      “The Skrum have attacked our base on Argar.”

      “Vlak,” Koran scowls. “How many casualties?”

      “Three hundred.”

      The room goes silent as we process that. Argar is a planet close enough to Earth that it serves as one of our main defenses of the planet. Layla and Brooke will both likely spend time there when they graduate.

      “How did they learn of our base on Argar?” Mikaeus asks, his voice hard.

      “We don’t yet know. That information was kept on a separate server that’s not connected to the main interface.”

      I know nothing about our systems. My expertise lies in blowing things up. “What does that mean?”

      “The main interface connects all our bases on various planets including this one. The data about Argar was stored locally.”

      I grind my teeth, and it takes me a moment to reply. “You mean the data was hacked on this planet and given to the Skrum.”

      “Yes.” Daryx’s eyes are blazing with fury. “That’s exactly what I mean.”

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      Layla

      

      I can’t stop thinking about what Elena said. About how whoever is working with the Skrum must have a motive. Greed, she said. Greed or vengeance.

      Greed, I can’t understand. Vengeance…now that’s something I can get behind. Autumn is looking into the backgrounds of everyone at the academy, carefully searching for any hint of a motive—while keeping her search off the headmaster’s radar.

      The poison is still being analyzed, but in the meantime, we need to keep a close eye on anyone who seems suspicious.

      I pack away my tools and head toward the gym. It looked like Zarryn was going to say something before he left. But truthfully, I just don’t have it in me to listen right now. I don’t want to hear how much he misses her. How he blames himself for her death. I’m trying to be understanding, but I’m worth more than second best.

      “Autumn,” I call across the open space, and she turns, her face glum. “What’s wrong?”

      She waits for me to get closer and then sighs. “I’m failing my hand-to-hand class. And not just a little bit. A lot. The instructor hates me, Layla. You should see the way he looks at me. Like he’s wondering what I’m even doing here.”

      “You know why you’re here. So you’re not great at physical combat. So what? Your other skills more than make up for it.”

      “But he’ll never get to see those skills if I can’t pass this freaking class.”

      I study her. “Why is it so important to you that he sees your skills?”

      She chews on her lip as we fall into step. “I guess I want to prove him wrong. Not all battles are fought on the front lines, you know? Look at this traitor. They got into the academy’s server. Do you know how hard it is to do that?”

      “I really don’t.”

      She ignores that, her face flushed as she gestures toward the academy. “If I’d just been allowed to do what I’m good at, this never would’ve happened. It peeves me off, you know?”

      “I bet it does.”

      She seems to be winding down because she gives me a look. “Pisses,” she snaps. “It pisses me off.”

      “Ooh, you’re serious now.”

      She laughs. “God, you’re annoying.” She blows out a breath. “Okay,” she says. “I think I’m done.”

      “Good. Now listen. Who cares what that guy thinks?” I hold up my hand, and she opens her mouth. “I know, you think you do. But this place is just a tiny part of your career. You’re not going to be stuck in this academy forever. When you’ve graduated, you’re not even going to think about that dickhead. You’ll be too busy hacking into the Skrum’s systems or something.”

      “I hear you, but I need to be mad for a little while longer.”

      I laugh and link my arm through hers. “Fair enough. Hey, do me a favor, okay?”

      She glances at me. “Of course.”

      “I need you to look into McCabe. Something about the guy gives me the heebie-jeebies. He made a bit of a scene at Carter’s hospital room the other day.”

      “What kind of scene?”

      “He was just…overwrought. He said Carter never should’ve been the one in the fighter that went down.”

      “Brooke said the same thing. Carter wasn’t rostered on.”

      “I know. I can’t explain it. It was the way he said it. Like someone else should’ve been, you know?”

      She tilts her head. “You think he could be behind the attacks on the academy?”

      I snort. “I doubt he could pull off anything alone. But…I just want him checked out. If he’s innocent, no harm, no foul.”

      She nods. “I can do that. I’ll see what he was up to before he arrived on Lokar.”

      “Thanks, girl. I’m going to go get a workout in; you want to come blow off some steam?”

      She gives me a look like I asked her to dance naked around a fire with me during the full moon.

      “Be gone with your fit self,” she says.

      I’m pleased to see that Autumn no longer looks like she wants to cry when we split up. I’m mentally running through my schedule for the rest of the day when I walk into the huge, wide space that serves as the gym.

      In the middle, there’s an impressive collection of every kind of exercise machine imaginable. It took me a few weeks to learn how most of the Lokarian machines work, but there are a few of my favorites from Earth scattered around the place as well.

      There’s also a running track around the outside of the gym. When I first got here, one of the Lokarians showed me how to use the holo glasses while running. They transform the track into a sandy beach, a forest path, basically anything you like.

      But they can’t take away the smell of human and Lokarian sweat or the sound of their grunts as they work out. I’m all or nothing—if I’m going to run a forest path, I prefer to smell the greenery, to feel the dirty path beneath my feet. The holo system is cool, but it feels like a lie.

      Cassie waves to me as I walk in. “Run later?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “I’m going to get a quick workout in now. The rest of my day is packed. I can do tomorrow after dinner though?”

      “Sounds good. See you then.” She packs up her duffel and heads out the door. I nod at a couple of the Lokarians I recognize from my shooting class.

      McCabe is finishing up his workout, and his gaze slides past me as I reach into my gym bag. Is he embarrassed that I saw him break down? Or is he a lying motherfucker?

      He walks out the door, and I turn my attention to my own workout as I pack my bag into my locker before slamming it shut. The whole building seems to vibrate for a moment, and I frown.

      I open my mouth to scream as I’m suddenly falling, my body flying through the air.

      But everything goes black.
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Zarryn

      Daryx’s communicator beeps, and he glances down at it. His tone drips fury when he shifts his attention back to us and his voice is frigid. “There has been an explosion at the gym.”

      My world falls apart. I don’t know how I get to the building. All I know is that I’m suddenly staring at it, my gut cramping in terror as the screams and wails of the survivors reach my ears.

      The rescuers are already here, but everyone else is joining the search, picking through rubble and calling out when they find signs of life.

      “Layla,” I roar. “Layla!”

      Autumn and Elena are next to me, screaming her name as well. My hands are soon bleeding as I help lift pieces of what remains of the building.

      “Help!” a frail voice is calling from beneath the rubble.

      I gesture to a rescuer, who brings a few bots with him. A human male is trapped, and the rescuer calls to the medics to check him before anything else can be moved.

      I stumble away.

      Not Layla. Not her. Please.

      “Zarryn!” someone screams, and I whirl. Brooke has joined Autumn and Elena, and she waves her communicator at me.

      “I can hear Layla’s comm!” she yells, pointing.

      I move closer, careful not to step on anything that could destabilize the rubble beneath it.

      I can hear it too.

      “Layla!” My voice is almost hoarse with desperation, but the others call for her too. Mikaeus and Koran join us, lifting the rubble.

      Her shoe. Oh gods. I see her shoe.

      The wall of lockers has crumpled around her, and one of the techs directs the bots to lift it away.

      “Is she breathing?” Autumn is sobbing, and Brooke wraps her arm around her.

      Layla looks like she’s dead. Her face is so pale it’s as if she is a corpse. Her head is covered in blood, and her arm is bent the wrong way, broken at the elbow.

      We’re all silent for one long moment.

      She cracks open her eyes.

      They’re glazed and full of pain, but they’re open. She’s alive. And she’s going to stay that way.

      “Don’t move,” I order her, but she ignores that. Her hand is reaching into her pocket for something.

      “Layla—”

      She narrows her eyes at me, and I push her hand away, reaching into her pocket for her.

      “It’s a healing patch,” Brooke murmurs as I pull it out.

      Why am I not surprised that my little human is prepared for anything? I take the patch from her hand and bend it, activating the healing gel. Then I slap it over the vicious wound in her head. Her eyes roll back.

      “Here!” I roar, and a group of medics quickly make their way across the debris.

      The medics are asking Layla questions, but she’s already unconscious.

      “Move,” one of them orders me, and I fight the instinct to pull Layla into my arms. Where I can keep her safe.

      No one speaks as the medics work with the rescue team to carefully pull her from the wreckage. She must have been standing by the lockers because as they fell, they created a tiny space for her, helping to protect her from the huge stone slabs as they crumbled.

      Bile creeps up my throat.

      She’s alive through luck. Nothing more. Someone tried to take her from me today. Bodies are still being pulled from the wreckage. Some are alive, although many of them are so injured that they will likely wish they had died as the medics stimulate their bodies into healing.

      Layla is loaded onto a gurney, and we all follow as the medics take her to the hospital wing. I’m struck by déjà vu. Carter is still healing from his own attack. Whoever did this is getting bolder.

      And I’m betting that they did it with some of my vlakking weapons.

      I’m shaking, and Mikaeus steps closer, walking with me to the hospital wing. We watch as the medics take her through the wide doors that lead to their surgical rooms.

      “She could have died,” I murmur, unable to remove my eyes from the doors where they took my female.

      “She didn’t.”

      I give him a look, and he sighs. “She’s not Eriska, Zarryn. We’ll keep her safe.”

      “How?”

      He’s silent, and I let out a bitter laugh. “I’m putting my foot down. She’s not staying in that suite anymore. She stays with me, and where she goes, I go.”

      Mikaeus raises his eyebrow. “I’m sure your female will accept that decree without any problems. After all, these human females are excellent at following our orders.”

      His tone is slightly bitter, his eyes on Autumn as she huddles with Layla’s friends.

      “I must go help with the search,” he says. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      I take a moment to meet his eyes. “Thank you.” He nods, and with one last glance at Autumn—who is carefully ignoring him—he leaves.

      I pace the hall for hours. Brooke sits on Koran’s lap, eventually falling asleep, while Autumn and Elena speak in hushed voices.

      Finally, one of the medics appears. “She has a broken elbow, a broken ankle, and a severe concussion. Her elbow required surgery, and we strengthened the bone when we put it back in place.”

      “Is she in pain?” My voice is hoarse, and the medic’s expression turns sympathetic.

      “No. She’s unconscious right now while the drugs do their work. You may want to leave and get some sleep.” She sighs as I shake my head. “You can sit next to her, but she won’t wake for hours.”

      “I don’t care.”

      The medic nods and leads me through the large silver doors and into another hall. Koran and the other women follow me, and we file into the room.

      “You can’t all stay,” the medic says. “But you can spend a few minutes with her.”

      Tears are sliding down Autumn’s face. “She could’ve died, and my last words to her would’ve been complaints about Mikaeus.”

      Brooke reaches for her hand and squeezes it. “You can’t think that way. She’s going to be okay.”

      She’s going to be okay.

      Those words repeat over and over in my head as I step closer to the bed, ignoring the others. I sit in the chair next to it, take her good hand, and lift her knuckles to my mouth.

      She’s still so pale that it makes me want to roar.

      Koran steps forward and puts his hand on my shoulder. “I’m going to take the females to their rooms. We’re going to find out who did this, Zarryn. I promise you.”

      I nod, my throat tight. I listen to their footsteps as they leave, and then I watch Layla’s chest as it rises and falls.

      She’s going to be okay.

      But she almost wasn’t.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    

    
      Layla

      

      Something is wrong.

      I try to move my arm, and it hurts. A deep voice says my name, and I panic as I move my legs and a sharp pain stabs through my ankle.

      I cry out.

      “Shh, Layla, open your eyes.”

      They’re heavier than they’ve ever been, but it’s Zarryn who’s asking, so I manage to slide them open.

      “What happened?” My voice sounds like I’ve been on a three-day bender, and Zarryn holds up some water for me to sip.

      His expression is one of stark relief, and he places the cup back on the stand beside my bed. Then he gets to his feet, leans over me, and buries his face in my neck.

      I blink up at the ceiling. I’m in the hospital wing. And Zarryn is being incredibly gentle with me because I’m hurt. Maybe even badly.

      Panic begins to rise again, and Zarryn moves back, brushing my lips with his.

      “How bad is it?” I ask.

      “You’ll recover. Your arm and ankle are both broken. You’ve got a concussion, but the medics are no longer worried about that. You’ll probably be exhausted for a few days as your body heals.”

      I scowl at that. “I was at the gym,” I say, attempting to make sense of it all.

      His jaw tightens. “Someone blew it up.”

      It takes me a moment to process this. “What the fuck? This is insane. How are they getting away with this? Security is a big deal here—the gym is always busy. Someone would’ve noticed if a traitor was smuggling in a bomb.”

      “Not if they were working with the traitor.”

      I stare at him. “You think there are more of them. All working together. You’re right. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      I picture the gym, the people who were exercising—without any idea that they were living their last few moments.

      “How many dead?”

      He looks away, his mouth tight.

      “How many, Zarryn?”

      “Ten. Twenty-four more are either in surgery or recovering. It should’ve been worse. At that time of the day, there are sometimes a hundred people exercising. But Koran had organized a pod race. It was last-minute, so whoever did this would’ve had no idea that they weren’t going to be able to get the kind of casualties they were looking for.”

      My stomach swims, and I try to breathe through the nausea.

      “What’s wrong?” Zarryn leans close. “Are you in pain?”

      “No. I mean, yes, but the drugs are keeping it at bay. I feel like I’m going to throw up.”

      Zarryn nods. “The medic said this might happen. Human bodies aren’t used to accelerated healing like ours. I’ll ask one of the medics if she can give you anything to help.”

      He whirls and stalks away, and I blink after him. Something’s going on with that guy.

      My brain is too fuzzy to think about it now, and my eyes begin to slide shut.

      “Zarryn said she was awake,” someone whispers.

      “I am,” I say, cracking open my eyes. Cassie, Autumn, Elena, and Brooke are hesitating by the door. “Come on in.”

      They step forward, crowding around the bed, and I suddenly feel claustrophobic lying flat on my back.

      “Can someone sit me up?”

      Elena steps forward and raises the back of the bed, and I grin at my friends.

      “So. I gave you a fright, huh?”

      Brooke smiles. “You sure did. You’re lucky you survived, Layla.”

      “I know. Whoever did this was hoping for more destruction. I don’t know if they’re playing with us or if they’re trying to make some kind of point.”

      Elena nods. “Whoever the traitor is, they know exactly what they’re doing. It was complete pandemonium here yesterday. If they were using it as a distraction, they succeeded.”

      I shift, wishing one of the medics would hurry up and give me something to take care of this nausea. “You think that’s what they were going for? Get everyone rushing toward the gym and then they can do whatever it is they’re really trying to do?”

      “They’re smart,” Cassie says, toying with her necklace. “They knew exactly where to hit for maximum damage and to get everyone to leave their posts.”

      “Yeah,” Elena says. “But not smart enough. They’re leaving clues behind.”

      “What kind of clues?” Cassie asks.

      Brooke shifts on her feet. “The poison, for one. The Lokarians are finding it difficult to analyze it, but it’s only a matter of time. Plus, Zarryn and Layla are working on the bomb fragments. They may have taken the people here by surprise, but they’re not going to get away with it.”

      Autumn slumps down in the chair Zarryn vacated. “But in the meantime, they’re killing us. Hurting us. And keeping us distracted.”

      I frown at that. “So what are we going to do about it?”

      “We need to sniff out this traitor,” Brooke says, her eyes hard.

      “Or traitors,” I say.

      The door opens, and Zarryn walks in, the medic following him.

      “There are too many people in here,” Zarryn says, and I give him a look. He narrows his eyes back at me. “You need to rest.”

      Brooke rolls her eyes but leans close and gives me a gentle hug. “You have no idea what you’re in for,” she whispers in my ear. “Don’t let Mr. Overprotective boss you around too much.”

      I widen my eyes at that and glance at Zarryn. He’s speaking to the medic, and from the expression on the poor woman’s face, Zarryn is getting on her last nerve.

      My friends all hug me and file out the door, and the medic hands me a pill to swallow for the nausea.

      “What’s your name?” I ask the medic.

      She smiles. “Savea,” she says.

      “Thanks for taking such good care of me, Savea. How long do I need to stay here?”

      Zarryn opens his mouth, and I glower at him until he snaps it shut. Savea glances at him, and a smile plays around her mouth as she returns her attention to me.

      “You’ll need to stay off that foot, and you won’t be able to use crutches due to your arm. You’ll find it difficult to get around. We have a suite here that is designed for rehabilitation if you’d like it.”

      “What about the other people who were hurt in the explosion?”

      Her eyes turn sad. “Most of them won’t be able to leave their beds for at least a few weeks.”

      Zarryn sits next to me and reaches for my hand.

      “Save the suite for someone else,” he says. “Layla is staying with me.”
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Zarryn

      I frown down at the bomb fragments on the table. Layla insisted I stop “hovering” and get some rest. She said she didn’t want to see me unless I’d had a nap, food, and a shower.

      For a tiny human, she knows how to play dirty. She threatened to move in to the rehabilitation suite if I didn’t “take care of myself.”

      Fortunately, Elena agreed to stay with her for the afternoon. Layla threw up her good arm and declared that she didn’t need a babysitter. But Elena simply gave her a look and said if she didn’t stop being a brat, she wouldn’t give her the chocolate cake she’d smuggled past the medics.

      I pretended I hadn’t heard that.

      I ponder this. I may be micromanaging Layla’s recovery. The medics were annoyed when I checked the nutritional value of the food they’re giving her. I compared it to a list of foods that promote healing in humans. Fortunately, each meal they have planned for Layla is perfectly aligned with that list.

      But every time I close my eyes, all I see is her pale face, her twisted arm, and the blood dripping down her head. Whenever I think about it, I feel the sick certainty that without Layla, I have nothing left to live for.

      She has changed everything.

      I thought the most important thing in my life was vengeance. But it’s not. It’s the tiny human who just declared me a “mother hen” and ordered me from her room.

      Keeping her safe is more important than anything else.

      I study the silver-and-black fragments, but I’m so fatigued that they’re beginning to blur in front of my eyes.

      I turn at a knock on the door.

      Mikaeus.

      “You look like you’ve been drinking for a week,” he says.

      I glower at him, and the corner of his mouth tips up.

      “You need to keep a close eye on your female.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      He holds up his hands at my tone. “Relax. One of Koran’s friends overheard them talking a few days ago. They’re determined to figure out who the traitors are. And they’re painting targets on their backs.”

      I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Why am I not surprised?”

      He gives me a sour look. “Indeed.”

      I turn to pace, wanting nothing more than to return to Layla’s side. But she’ll be angry with me if I don’t rest like I agreed. And I don’t want to upset her while she’s hurting.

      “Zarryn?”

      “What?”

      “Are you listening to me?”

      “Sorry. What were you saying?” He narrows his eyes at me, and I sigh. “I’m listening. Go.”

      “They’re cadets, Zarryn. They have no business investigating this. We have our best people on it.”

      “I’m not arguing with you.”

      He growls. “Talk to your female and make sure they stop.”

      “Does your bad mood have anything to do with a certain clumsy cadet?”

      His eyes turn icy. “The other human females may believe that they can handle any danger that comes their way. I’ve seen Autumn’s hand-to-hand, and I’m telling you that’s not the case.”

      “So why aren’t you talking to her?”

      He gives me a look that says the idea is ludicrous, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Fine. I’ll talk to them. Anything else?”

      “Get some rest. You can’t protect anyone right now.”

      This makes me growl, and I take a step toward him.

      The bastard laughs at me. “Anytime, Zarryn. Except when you’ve been awake for three days. It wouldn’t be fair, and your female has already hit me once.” He rubs at his jaw, and I roll my eyes.

      “Anything else?”

      “You should think about taking Layla for a visit to your clan.”

      All amusement drains from my body. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. She can’t train until she has recovered, and Daryx isn’t expecting you to teach your classes while your female is injured. Why not take her back to the clan for a few days where you can be guaranteed she’s safe?”

      I mull over that. “She won’t like it.”

      “She’ll get to meet your family. Females love that kind of thing.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “For all your talk, you seem to know nothing about human females.”

      That makes him scowl. “Just a suggestion. Take it or leave it.”
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Layla

      Zarryn is driving me batshit crazy.

      I scowl at him as he picks me up before placing me gently on his sofa. The furniture in his rooms is much more comfortable than anything seen in the cadets’ suites. It makes sense, I guess, since the cadets are deployed as soon as they graduate, while the instructors stay here to teach.

      “What’s wrong?” Zarryn’s eyes widen as I glare up at him. “Are you in pain?”

      “No,” I sigh. I’m pissy because I hate being dependent on anyone. He’s just looking after me. “Don’t you have classes? I’ll be fine here if you want to go teach.”

      He looks down his nose at me as if the suggestion is insane. “Absolutely not.”

      I sigh again. “It’s been a week, Zarryn. I’m bored. You’re bored. I’m ready to climb the walls. I need to do something.”

      He narrows his eyes at me, and I use my good arm to lean against the sofa and get up on my good foot. These injuries really are a bitch.

      “What are you doing? You’ll hurt yourself. Sit down.”

      I ignore that. If I’m going to have it out with this overprotective Lokarian, I’m not doing it while he’s looming over me.

      He had another nightmare last night, only it was my name he roared as he woke up. He held me close for the rest of the night, his eyes open as his body shook against mine.

      I keep my voice gentle. “Look, Zarryn, I understand that this must be hard for you. But I won’t tolerate being locked away. You should go back to teaching. Or at least the lab. I’m fine.”

      He’s got that stubborn look on his face that tells me he’s not really listening to me. “I’ll go back when we return.”

      “Return from where?”

      “My clan. I’m taking you to meet my family.”

      I stare at him for a moment, stunned. Something flutters inside my chest. He wants me to meet his family? This feels like a big step. And then reality hits me, and the fluttering dies.

      He’s not taking me because he actually wants to move our relationship forward. He’s getting me out of here because he’s afraid I’ll end up in the middle of another attack.

      I open my mouth to refuse, and he steps close, gently helping me sit back down on the sofa. He drops to his knees in front of me and takes my face in his hands.

      “There’s nothing we can do here for the next few days,” he says. “I’ve sent our notes about the devices to Daryx. You need to heal, and I need to keep you safe. Please, can you just cooperate with me on this one thing?”

      I give him squinty eyes. “It feels like a big concession, buddy.”

      He leans forward, and the way he gently kisses the skin beneath my ear makes me shiver. “I’ll make it worth it.”

      “You better.”

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    

    
      Zarryn

      

      I didn’t expect Layla to agree so readily to our trip, but I think she was secretly eager to get away from the academy. Especially since the medics have banned her from classes for the next week.

      Layla turns her head, and her chair rolls toward me, the technology allowing it to hover slightly above the ground, ensuring her injuries aren’t jostled with the movement.

      Savea took an imprint of Layla’s brain when she gave her the hoverchair, and I smile as I remember Layla’s delight when she realized she’d be able to move around without any help.

      Daryx has given me one of the academy’s shuttles to use for this trip, since Layla won’t be able to sit on a pod comfortably. Her pale, bloody face flashes in front of my eyes again, and I shake my head, attempting to forget.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      Layla frowns at me, but the pilot nods at us, and I gesture her toward the ramp. I’ve had this shuttle checked three times for explosives, but I’m still nervous about allowing her to board it.

      “We don’t have to go if you don’t want to, Zarryn.” Her voice is low, her expression understanding, and I shake my head.

      “No, let’s go.”

      The trip is uneventful. My clan is located close to the obsidian mountains. Our territory is vast, and Layla gasps as my huge silver home comes into view.

      “Wow, it’s gorgeous. It reminds me of a castle.”

      I smile at that. I can feel some of my tension melting away as we leave the academy behind us. Of course, that tension comes roaring back when I glance out the window as we land only to see my brother waiting for us.

      “Vlak.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You’re about to meet my brother.”

      She tilts her head. “Do you not want me to?”

      “It’s not that, I promise.” I reach for her hand and stroke my thumb along her wrist. “Raz and I aren’t close anymore.”

      “How come?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll tell you about it later. Let’s get this over with.”

      I stand up, shoving my hands into my pockets as I meet my brother’s eyes. I frown as my right hand encounters something that doesn’t belong. I pull out a healing patch and raise one eyebrow at Layla.

      It’s the same type of patch she managed to reach for when she was lying under that rubble.

      “What?” she says defensively. “Better to be safe than sorry.”

      My chest warms. My prickly female may not want to care for me, but she does.

      “So you are the opposite of a pickpocket,” I murmur. “You put things in instead of taking them out.”

      She grins. “I like to keep you guessing.”

      I reach over and release the strap that held her hoverchair to the side of the shuttle. She smiles up at me, and I can’t resist brushing her lips with mine.

      She reaches for me, pulling me close, and I growl as her tongue slips inside my mouth, teasing me. All I want to do is pick Layla up and bury myself inside her.

      “Your Highness?”

      I wince, and Layla pulls away in surprise.

      “Your Highness?” she laughs, her gaze shifting behind me to where one of Raz’s servants is waiting.

      “I’ve managed to break everyone at the academy out of calling me that,” I murmur. “Unfortunately, the people here aren’t so quick to stop.”

      Her face is delighted, and as much as the term annoys me, I’ll do almost anything to see her wide smile.

      “If you think I’m going to call you Your Highness, you’re wrong,” she laughs. “Although, if it pisses you off this much, maybe it should be my new term of endearment.”

      “You can call me anything you like as long as you’re naked while you do it,” I murmur, and her eyes heat. I turn to my brother’s servant, who is busy pretending to be both blind and deaf.

      “Yaris. How are you?”

      “Fine, thank you, Your Highness.” I wince, and Yaris laughs. “Zarryn,” she amends, glancing behind her to make sure my brother hasn’t boarded.

      I grin at her. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Layla is relaxed and composed when she meets Raz. She offers her hand, and he shakes it in the common human greeting.

      “Cadet Brewer,” Raz says. “I was grieved to hear of your injuries.”

      I grit my teeth. With that statement, Raz is informing me that his spies are still keeping him up to date with my life at the academy. He glances at me, amusement in his eyes, and I keep my face blank.

      “Call me Layla, please. I appreciate your concern. Luckily, I’ve had Zarryn to dote on me throughout my recovery.”

      She bats her eyes at me, her long lashes dancing along her cheek, and I barely resist the urge to lean down and kiss her.

      Raz’s mouth twitches, and I sigh.

      “Let’s get out of the heat.”

      The day is warming up, and Layla sends me a grateful look. We move toward the large state-of-the-art pod that Raz prefers to use, and I lift Layla into her seat as the driver loads her hoverchair into the back.

      Within moments, we’re at the entrance to my home. I take a deep breath, and Layla reaches for my hand, giving it a squeeze.

      I haven’t been back for months. And each visit has been worse than the last, thanks to my father’s disappointment and my brother’s disapproval.

      I help Layla out of the pod. Her eyes are wide as she stares up at the huge, arched doorway. Guards stand on either side, and I nod at them when they stand taller as we walk toward them.

      The silver tiles gleam in the midday sun, and Layla places her hand over her eyes as she gazes up at the ornate, curved structure.

      “This place is incredible,” she murmurs.

      “If only my brother thought the same,” Raz says. I give him a look. My decision to leave the clan has nothing to do with our home, which he knows well.

      “Let’s go inside, where it’s cooler,” I say, and Layla nods.

      I take over the control of her hoverchair as we move inside, since her attention continues to flick from place to place, making the chair start and stop, constantly changing directions.

      “Where’s Father?” I ask.

      Raz tilts his head. “In his office. Where he usually is.”

      My jaw feels as if it might crack if I clench my teeth any harder. I’m itching to fight with my brother, but it won’t be in front of my injured female. Raz seems to read my mind because he glances at Layla again.

      “I have business to attend to,” he says. “I will see you both at dinner.”

      He bows his head and strolls away, instantly relieving some of my tension.

      “Let’s go find my father, and then you can rest,” I say.

      Layla nods, and I take her through our home, attempting to ignore the multitude of feelings that arise at being here.

      Her eyes dart as she takes in the architecture. She murmurs to me, admiring the thick rugs and silver tiles, which are used to heat or cool the huge space.

      “Where does the rest of your clan live?”

      I push her chair to one of the huge windows, and she gasps as she gazes down.

      I have to admit, it’s a beautiful sight. My clan built their homes at the foot of the obsidian mountains. To the east, a river winds toward us, a series of bridges connecting the small towns on either side.

      “Son,” a voice says, and we both turn. My father looks older every time I see him, and my chest tightens at the new lines on his face. His gaze leaves me and settles on Layla, who beams at him.

      “Hi,” she says. “It’s so nice to meet you, Your Majesty.”

      He waves that away. “Call me Calin,” he says.

      “Thank you. And you can call me Layla.”

      I can tell my father is charmed by my female. His eyes sharpen, and I can almost see him making plans. Cagey old bastard. His gaze shifts to me, and his grin widens as he obviously reads my mind.

      My father knows me better than anyone else alive. Even my brother. This is likely why he was able to agree to let me abdicate, while my brother practically lost his mind at the thought.

      “Your mother’s in the garden,” he says.

      I glance at Layla, who turns to look out the window as if attempting to spot my mother. But I can see her eyes growing heavy, each blink longer than the last.

      “Layla needs to rest,” I say, holding up my hand at her protest. “We will see everyone at dinner.”

      My father glances at Layla, who scowls at me, and he smiles again.

      “It was nice to meet you,” he says. “I’ll see you both at dinner.”

      Layla waits until my father has strolled away in the direction of his office before she speaks.

      “I don’t need to be babied, Zarryn. I want to meet your mom.”

      “And I want to bury my face in your cunt,” I say. “You can meet my mother later.”

      “Ahem.”

      I sigh as heat travels up Layla’s face and her shoulders hunch. Why must my family insist on the worst possible timing?

      My mother is wearing a long blue gown, her hair braided into a crown. Black boots cover her feet, and her gown is spotted with dirt. No matter how many times we suggest she wear pants in the garden, she won’t hear of it, insisting that a queen must dress accordingly at all times.

      “Mother.”

      Her eyes are cool as she studies me before returning her attention to Layla. My mother has never forgiven me for leaving the clan, and I tense, waiting for her reaction to my female.

      “Raz only just told me you were here,” she says. “No one wanted to tell me you were coming in case you changed your mind.”

      Her gaze is still on Layla, who’s staring steadily back at her. I barely resist shifting on my feet at the chastisement. No one can make me feel like a child like my mother can.

      “It was a last-minute trip,” I say. “I wanted to get Layla away from the academy for a few days so she could recover in peace.”

      “Recover from what?”

      No one has told my mother what’s happening at the academy. Instead, Raz and my father have left it up to me to break the news of the traitor, the attacks.

      Vlak.

      “There was a teeny-tiny explosion in the gym,” Layla tells her. My mother is not amused. She stares at me for a long moment, and I sigh. She will insist on hearing all the details later.

      “I will leave you to your…activities,” she says, and Layla blushes again. “Dinner will be outside.”

      Layla grimaces as my mother walks away.

      “She hates me,” she mutters. “And it’s all your fault.”

      I can’t hold back my smile at that, and Layla reaches out her good hand, thumping me in the thigh. I laugh.

      “It’s not you she’s mad at. It’s me. But I’m sorry.” She shrugs, and I sigh. “You must be tired,” I say. “You can take a nap before dinner.”

      The fact that she doesn’t argue means that she’s likely exhausted, and I tamp down the panic that rises. Logically, I know that it’s normal for her to be this tired while her body heals her injuries. But the sight of her slumped in her chair, her face pale, her eyes weary…

      It kills me.
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Layla

      Zarryn is worrying again. I can tell by the tension in his jaw, the slight line between his eyebrows.

      I just woke up from my nap, and after a long, hot shower where he wrung several orgasms from my body, he tenderly washed every inch of me. He also refused to let me return the favor.

      If it weren’t so annoying, it would be kinda cute that he thinks I’m so fragile.

      I’m already making plans to pounce on him just as soon as I’m back on my feet.

      His eyes heat as they meet mine, and he takes a step toward me as if reading my mind. But a knock sounds, and we both sigh as we glance toward the door.

      “I need to meet with my brother before dinner,” Zarryn says. “I’ve arranged for one of my mother’s maids to help you get ready.”

      I open my mouth to insist I don’t need help, and he steps close, leaning down to brush his lips against mine. I’m instantly ready for more of him, those orgasms a distant memory.

      He smiles at me as he pulls away. Cocky bastard.

      “Be good,” he tells me, and I scowl at him.

      “You’re pushing it, buddy.”

      He laughs. “I’ll come find you before dinner. I can’t wait to see you in the dress I picked out.”

      My mouth drops open at that. He picked out a dress for me? But he’s already turning away, opening the door for a beautiful Lokarian woman who’s holding a long dress that’s hidden away in a cloth bag.

      “My name is Ethir.” She beams at me. “I’m going to help you get ready tonight.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Ethir,” I begin, ready to insist I can do it myself. Zarryn narrows his eyes at me from the doorway, and I sigh. If this is what it takes for him to lose that frown, I’ll let him have his way. For now.

      I wave him off, and he grins at me as he closes the door, wandering away to deal with his brother.

      Ethir chats to me about all kinds of things. The weather, the academy, the Skrum, and of course, Zarryn and Raz.

      “They were best friends as children,” she says as I sit in front of the mirror and she twists my hair into an elegant updo. “It was only when Zarryn chose to abdicate that they stopped speaking.” She sighs. “It was a terrible time. The queen could barely leave her bed, and the king had to convince our clan that Raz would be a worthy ruler.”

      “Did it work?”

      She shrugs. “There are still some who grumble, sure that if they complain enough, Zarryn will return and say he will take the throne after his father dies.”

      “It seems kind of…cold-blooded to be so consumed with the next ruler while the current ruler is still alive.”

      She nods, reaching for one of the glimmering blue jewels on the vanity in front of me. I assumed they were earrings, but she places them in my hair. The light catches them as I move, making them gleam.

      “I can see why you’d think that,” she says. “But before our clan was ruled by our king’s grandfather, the infighting was bloody and gruesome. The first king took control and banned families from feuding. Now our clan is prosperous, with many trade deals and alliances with other clans.”

      “The people here are hoping that Zarryn comes back, aren’t they?”

      She’s silent for a long moment. “Many of them would like to fight against the Skrum. But thanks to the king’s decree, they can’t do that unless Zarryn returns. Raz will be a fair ruler, but he never expected to be king. He feels it is selfish of Zarryn to make him rule in his stead.”

      Wow, Ethir knows all the goss.

      She makes me turn away from the mirror so she can paint my face. I open my mouth to tell her I’m not a heavy makeup kind of girl, but then I shrug. Something tells me that one of the queen’s servants isn’t likely to make me look like a streetwalker.

      “Okay,” Ethir says finally. “Take a look.”

      I turn back to the mirror. “Wow.”

      My white-blonde hair is glossy in a way it’s never been before, the updo dotted with jewels, while tendrils frame my face. Thankfully, Ethir hasn’t painted me up to look like a clown. My skin has been smoothed out, the hint of a blush added. My eyes have been darkened, my lashes lengthened, but I’m still me.

      My lips are nude, with a glossy layer that looks like I’ve just licked them.

      “You’re an artist,” I murmur, and Ethir laughs.

      “It helps to have such a beautiful canvas,” she says. “Now the dress.”

      I have to admit I’m curious. My life in the military hasn’t given me that many chances to dress up. And I haven’t exactly jumped at those chances when they did occur. But here, in Zarryn’s home, it feels like a dream. Like I can live out any secret fantasies I have of dressing like a princess for a night.

      I’m able to stand on my good leg, and I can already bear more weight on my broken ankle, so I get to my feet while Ethir turns to remove the gown from the cloth bag.

      I’d been worried that Zarryn might put me in something pastel. Or perhaps a blush pink or mint green. All those light colors are guaranteed to wash me out, thanks to my fair skin and hair.

      Thankfully, this dress is none of those things. It’s midnight blue, with tiny jewels scattered across the bodice. They’re not obnoxiously shiny or garish, and they gleam like stars in the night sky when Ethir holds the dress closer to me.

      “It’s incredible,” I say.

      I’m not a tomboy like Brooke, but I’m not exactly a girlie girl either. If they’d put me in Pepto-Bismol pink, I might’ve rebelled.

      But I’m excited to wear this dress.

      In fact, my stomach is fluttering in anticipation for the moment Zarryn peels this dress off me.

      Ethir helps me into it, and I turn to face the mirror, transfixed by the way it hugs my body, falling elegantly to the floor.

      “Wow, Ethir, you’ve transformed me. Thank you.”

      She smiles at me. “You’re most welcome.”

      The door opens behind me, and I glance over my shoulder, my eyes meeting Zarryn’s.

      His mouth drops open, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Well, that expression tells me everything I need to know about what you think of this dress.”

      Ethir giggles and excuses herself, but I barely notice, all my attention on Zarryn.

      He’s dressed in black, with his silver medallion in plain view. He stalks toward me, and I manage to turn to face him, his indrawn breath communicating exactly what he thinks of the front of my dress.

      The neckline shows a hint of cleavage, but it’s certainly not lewd. It’s the tiny jewels scattered across the bodice that he’s staring at before his greedy gaze turns to the bare skin at my throat.

      “I want to dress you in nothing but jewels and fuck you beneath the stars.”

      It takes me a moment to process this, and then my cheeks heat, my thighs clench, and I go damp.

      “Don’t you dare get me all worked up before dinner with your parents.”

      Zarryn smiles, and my lips twitch.

      “I’m serious. Now help me into that stupid chair.”

      He brings the chair closer, and I can’t help but voice the tiny insecurity in the back of my mind.

      “Do you prefer me like this?”

      His eyes meet mine, and he gives me an incredulous look that tells me quite clearly what he thinks of that. “I prefer you naked. And in my bed.”

      Something in my chest relaxes. I’m never going to be a woman who’s comfortable waltzing around in fancy dresses and jewels except for infrequent special occasions.

      Zarryn smiles. “Let’s go before we’re late and my brother uses it as another reason to hate me.”

      I sigh at that, my heart hurting at the thought of how close they used to be. But I let him help me into my chair, and within moments, we’re moving down the long hall outside my room and down to one of the gardens.

      His family is waiting for us, glasses in their hands. A large table has been set with silver plates, and the sweet scent of the surrounding flowers almost makes my head spin.

      Zarryn removes one of the chairs, and I direct mine into place while Raz offers me a drink.

      “Uh—”

      “It’s human champagne,” Zarryn says. “I had it brought with us.”

      He’s so thoughtful sometimes. There’s no way I’d indulge in Lokarian alcohol while I’m eating with his family. A few sips of that and I’d likely be slurring and telling them all about the pranks my squad used to play on each other on Earth.

      “Thank you.”

      Once all our glasses are full, Calin makes a toast.

      “To successful alliances, and more importantly, to new friends.” He nods at me, and I grin back. At least Zarryn’s dad seems to like me.

      Zarryn’s mom isn’t as pleased to see me. Her face is cool, and she waves her hand at one of the servants, gesturing for them to begin bringing in plates of food. I suddenly realize I don’t know her name, but she doesn’t exactly seem like the kind of woman I’ll be on a first-name basis with anyway.

      “So, Layla,” Raz says, once we’ve all served ourselves. “What made you decide to attend the academy?”

      I swallow and reach for my glass of water. “My family has been a military family for generations. When I took the test and it showed I was in the top one percent for my skills on Earth, there was no question—I was coming.”

      “And you truly believe humans are helpful in the war against the Skrum?” Zarryn’s mother asks, gazing at me over her glass.

      “Mother—”

      I hold up my hand, and Zarryn shuts his mouth.

      “At first, it seemed like there was no real point in us humans attending the academy. Especially when I arrived and realized how technically advanced you guys are compared to humans. But the more I worked with Zarryn, the more I realized that this is a good thing.”

      Raz lifts one brow. “How so?”

      “Not only are my people quickly getting up to speed and becoming threats to the Skrum, but we approach problems from a different angle. We bring a unique background to Lokar, which allows us to think outside the box.”

      Zarryn reaches for my free hand under the table. “It’s Layla who has almost figured out how to disarm the Skrum bomb we stole from them. It will likely only be a few weeks before our bots are being programmed to safely disarm them from a distance.”

      Raz nods, his expression finally holding a begrudging respect.

      But it’s his mother that speaks. “And do you believe the future king of our clan should be wasting his time at the academy?”

      Okay, now she’s really pissing me off. I open my mouth to give her a piece of my mind, and her eyes spark in a way that suggests she’s ready for a verbal brawl.

      “Mother, please. It’s not often that I get to visit. Can’t we just have a nice dinner?” Zarryn asks.

      “If you’d return to the clan that needs you, you wouldn’t need to visit,” she says. And while the words are harsh, the pain in her eyes is stark. She’s just a mother who misses her kid.

      A muscle jumps in Zarryn’s cheek, and this time, I’m the one reaching for his hand and giving it a squeeze. He glances at me and sighs.

      “I’d like to spend some time with you, Mother. How about we take a walk in your gardens in the morning?”

      She stares at him for a long moment, and her shoulders slump. “That would be lovely.”

      Thankfully, Zarryn changes the subject, and his dad begins filling him in on the changes within his clan, so I can tune out for a while. The rest of the meal is uneventful, and before I know it, we’re saying good night.

      “I’m sorry,” Zarryn murmurs as we head back toward our room. “My mother is…difficult.”

      “It’s fine, Zarryn. She misses her baby boy. I get it.”

      He laughs at that, pushing open our door so I can direct my chair into our room.

      “I have something to show you,” he says.

      “If that’s a line, it needs some work.”

      He gives me a slow smile as his eyes heat. “You love the things I show you,” he purrs, and I laugh. Then he steps forward, scooping me out of my chair as I let out a yelp of surprise.

      “What are you doing?”

      He sends me an enigmatic smile and then strides toward the wall facing the massive bed. He pushes against three silver tiles in quick succession, and I gasp as the wall swings open.

      “A secret passageway?”

      He grins down at me, obviously pleased at my reaction. He’s careful not to bump my foot or my arm as we step inside, and I cling to him as he ducks his head slightly.

      The tunnel is wide and well lit, and once we’ve been walking for a few minutes, Zarryn turns left at an intersection and begins to climb a set of stairs.

      We go up, and up, and up.

      “God, you’re fit,” I murmur. “I’m not exactly a lightweight.”

      He gives me a look of reproach. “I’ll take any excuse to get my hands on you.”

      Aaaw.

      We reach a door that swings open when Zarryn raises his palm to a scanner on the wall.

      We’re standing on a roof, overlooking the town. Tiny lights have been placed around the space, providing just enough of a glow for us to see yet not competing with the gleaming curtain of stars in the night sky.

      “Wow. This is incredible.”

      “It was my favorite place when I was young. I wanted you to see it.”

      I smile at him as he sits down on one of the chairs with me still in his lap.

      “Thank you. And thank you for bringing me here. I’m glad we came.”

      “Me too.”

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    

    
      Layla

      

      Today’s the day. I’m out of my hoverchair, and I finally get to go back to classes. The time away at Zarryn’s clan was amazing, but after a few days, I was desperate to get back in the lab and help rebuild the bombs so we can teach the techs to disarm them.

      Zarryn walks me to our lunch table and leaves me with a kiss on the forehead. “I’ll come find you after lunch,” he murmurs before stalking away to meet with Daryx.

      “Wow, he’s serious about you if he’s kissing you in public,” Autumn says.

      I glance around. The lunch hall is full of people, and more than one pair of eyes dart away as they meet mine.

      I scowl, shifting in my chair. My boot hits my ankle holster, and my scowl deepens. Zarryn has devolved into full-blown paranoia and insists that I walk around armed. The blaster is unsanctioned, and if Daryx finds out about it, I’m blaming Zarryn.

      “What’s up with you?” Brooke asks as she and Elena take their seats.

      “I hate having people talk about me,” I mutter.

      Elena smirks at me. “You’re irritable because you’re no longer living that princess life. It must suck to be back with us grunts.”

      I ball up a napkin and throw it at her as the others laugh.

      “Haha,” I mutter, but I can’t help the smile that keeps trying to crawl across my face. “It was pretty incredible though. It was nice to get away and focus on something other than the traitors and the Skrum, you know?”

      Autumn nods. “Tell us everything.”

      I fill them in, going into great detail about the building I’ll forever refer to as a castle, the food, the gown, all of it.

      Autumn sighs. “It sounds amazing.”

      “It was. I’m back in the real world now though. So why don’t you guys tell me what’s been going on?”

      Autumn glances at Brooke, and I narrow my eyes. “What?”

      She hesitates, and I raise my eyebrow. “Spill.”

      “Someone got into your lab when you were away. They trashed it and set it on fire.”

      I stare at her. “What?”

      “Yeah. Apparently Zarryn saw this coming, and he hid the evidence elsewhere. Whoever got into the lab didn’t get what they wanted. So they set fire to the lab.”

      And Zarryn didn’t tell me.

      I grit my teeth. I have no doubt that Daryx would have gotten in touch with Zarryn when it happened.

      Elena nudges my good leg with her foot under the table. “I know what you’re thinking, but there was nothing you could do. Would you really have wanted to be worried and pissed off over the last few days?”

      I scowl. “He should’ve told me.”

      “And then you probably would’ve insisted you come back here. But there’s nothing you could’ve done. You look much better than you did when you left, Layla. You needed the break.”

      I pick at my salad while I think about that. “You’re right. And I guess he was right not to tell me. It just worries me, you know? These Lokarian guys are forces of nature. I’m scared I’ll get so wrapped up in Zarryn that I’ll wake up one day and there’ll be no more Layla.”

      Brooke bursts out laughing at that. “That’s the last thing you need to worry about. You have that man wrapped around your little finger.”

      I grin at that. “I do, don’t I?”

      “Layla? Can I talk to you for a moment?”

      I glance up at Braylix. Life has been so crazy that I haven’t seen him since our date.

      “I’m done with my food,” I say. “Let’s go sit over at that empty table.”

      I turn to the other women. “I’ll see you guys after my physical therapy session.”

      They nod, eyes curious as they stare at Braylix. We’ve all agreed to hang out in our suite tonight—the way we used to before all this craziness started. Elena has smuggled a bottle of Lokarian booze from somewhere; Autumn’s in charge of food, since she has a contact in one of the kitchens who owes her a favor; and Brooke has even managed to find some music from Earth.

      We’re all well overdue for a girls’ night.

      Braylix and I make our way to the empty table, and I attempt to ignore all the eyes on us.

      “You went away with Zarryn,” he says when we take our seats.

      I nod. “I did. I don’t want to hurt you, Braylix.”

      “But you’ve already chosen.” He tilts his head. “I get it. I’m disappointed, but I get it. If you ever get tired of him…”

      “She won’t.”

      I jolt as Zarryn’s voice sounds behind me. A muscle jumps in Braylix’s jaw as he glowers up at Zarryn, and I glance around. All eyes are on us.

      “I’d like to remind you both that we’re in public,” I say through gritted teeth, a fake smile on my face. “And if you embarrass me by doing something ridiculous like fighting, then the moment my physical therapist gives me the okay, I’ll kick both your asses.”

      Braylix stares at Zarryn for one more moment, and they seem to come to some kind of male agreement because he nods. He smiles at me, but his eyes are serious.

      “Good luck, Layla.” He turns and walks away, and Zarryn offers me a hand, helping me to my feet.

      He waits until we’ve left the dining hall before speaking. “Why were you talking to him?”

      I blow out a long breath. “Are you seriously jealous?”

      Silence. Then he turns toward a storage closet, pushing it open and pulling me after him.

      His expression is grim. “Yes.”

      I stare at him for a long moment. My lips twitch, and he scowls.

      “I’m sorry. I’m not laughing, I swear.”

      But I am. And he squints at me as I crack up.

      I don’t know why it’s funny. I think I’m mostly laughing in relief. In the back of my mind, I’ve been convinced that this was all about to end at any time. I know Zarryn wants me. But who’s to say I’m not just some itch he’s scratching?

      “Are you done?”

      “Almost.” I giggle for a little longer, and he sighs.

      “I don’t like you talking to him. He’d take you from me if he could.”

      I stop laughing at that. “If I wanted to be with him, I would.”

      He glowers at me.

      I sigh and reach out, running my hand over the scruff on his jaw. “That came out wrong. I’m with you. I want to be with you. You have nothing to worry about.”

      He studies my face for a long moment and then finally nods. He leans forward, and his kiss is tender as his lips caress mine. Then he gets to his feet.

      “I’ll walk you to the hospital wing,” he says. “Then I have a meeting with Mikaeus.”

      We get a few interesting looks as we leave the storage closet, and I feel my cheeks heat as McCabe walks past with a snort. He glances at Zarryn, and whatever he sees on his face makes him haul ass down the hall.

      Fuck that guy.

      I glower after him. There’s something not right about McCabe. According to Autumn, he’s had more than a few pings on his record for fighting, and even one sexual harassment complaint.

      He must be one hell of a marksman if the Lokarians are overlooking that.

      Unless his record is sealed.

      “Are you listening to me?”

      “Hmm?”

      I realize we’re already at the hospital wing, and I glance at Zarryn.

      He opens his mouth to repeat his question, but I cut him off. “Why didn’t you tell me our lab was set on fire?”

      He blinks. “I wanted to wait until you felt better.”

      “I won’t be coddled, Zarryn. If I’m your partner, then you have to respect me enough to give me all the information.”

      He’s silent for a long moment. “You’re right,” he says, and it’s my turn to blink at him. “I’m sorry.”

      “Well that was easier than I thought it would be.”

      He smiles, and my heart does a flip in my chest. “You’re teaching me, Layla. I’ll see you after you’re finished with your session,” he murmurs.

      I nod. “See you later.”

      He brushes his lips with mine, and then he’s gone.
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Zarryn

      I’m already missing being alone with Layla, far from the academy. I spent hours walking with my mother, and by the time I left, she was looking more relaxed than I’ve seen her in years. She even smiled at Layla and said she hoped to see her soon.

      Raz…I don’t think he’ll ever understand why I left. But when we managed to talk, we kept our subjects away from both the academy and the crown, and it was…nice. Even if he can’t understand, I hold out hope that one day he’ll forgive me for my decision to walk away.

      He slapped me on the back as we boarded our shuttle. “I’m keeping the throne warm for you,” he murmured. “I have no intention of ruling.”

      I grinned at that. For all my brother’s protests, he would be a fine king.

      I raise my hand as Koran calls out to me as I walk across the grass, but Mikaeus made it clear that he needs to speak to me urgently, so I don’t stop.

      His expression is grim when I arrive at the shooting range. He glances around and takes me to his office, a large soundproof room overlooking one of the gardens.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Thankfully, he gets straight to the point. “We have the results for the poison.”

      “Tell me.”

      “It was developed in Theia. It uses a very specific compound only found on that planet.”

      It sounds so familiar. Did Layla mention Theia in a conversation recently? I wrack my brain, but I can’t place it.

      “What now?”

      “Now we match anyone who is known to have been on that planet in the last two years and ask them to explain themselves. The compound is only active for a year, so it must have been taken within that time. However, anyone who has taken a mission on that planet is a suspect.”

      “We have a base on that planet.”

      “Yes, but there aren’t many people who have traveled from Theia to Lokar. Only from Lokar to Theia.”

      I frown at that. It’s too slow. It’s all too slow. Whoever is behind these attacks is winning. They’re always one step ahead of us.

      “How are you going to narrow down the suspects?”

      His mouth twists. “I’ll use the human hacker.”

      I grin at that. “Good luck.”

      I make my way toward the hospital wing, where Layla has her first physical therapy session. The gym is being rebuilt, but in the meantime, she can begin gradually increasing her strength again. She was shocked when her arm and leg had healed within two weeks.

      “This is insane,” she marveled. “My recovery will be a snap. I’ve barely lost any muscle.”

      She grinned up at me, and I couldn’t resist taking her mouth. I know she believes I still feel guilty about Eriska and this is the reason I’m so careful with her safety. But it’s no longer about the past. It’s about Layla. What I felt for Eriska pales in comparison to the way I feel about my human female.

      If I think about this too long, guilt stabs into me. But it’s always replaced by fear. Because if I barely survived Eriska’s death, there’s no way I would be able to recover if anything happened to Layla.

      I grind my teeth at the thought. Whoever is behind these attacks will pay for the way they’ve hurt her. There are only a few people who have been at all attacks, who didn’t come here straight from Earth—

      “Vlak.” It hits me. Theia.

      I know exactly who it is. Layla’s not safe. None of us are safe.

      I sprint toward the hospital wing, dodging a group of cadets. I reach into my pocket for my comm as I get closer, cursing. I raise it to my face as I burst through the doors leading to the east wing.

      I’m almost at the hospital wing, the hall empty, when pain explodes across the back of my head.

      My comm falls from my hand as the ground rises up and hits me in the face.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      Layla

      

      I thank Savea as I leave the rehabilitation rooms. I’m walking with a slight limp, thanks to the physical therapy session, but I couldn’t be happier with my recovery. I’ve broken bones on Earth and spent six weeks healing before even starting physical therapy. Here, I’m already rebuilding the strength that I lost.

      I frown. Where the hell is Zarryn?

      He said he’d meet me here. I glance out the window, looking down at where the gym is being rebuilt. Like everything on this planet, the rebuild is moving quickly, and it looks like the building will be an exact replica of the original.

      I shiver. I love working out. I won’t let whoever set that bomb ruin my love for exercise. Although, I may need to begin with a few outdoor workouts with Cassie first.

      Since I’m here anyway and I have a few minutes to spare, maybe I’ll check in on Carter. They’re expecting him to regain consciousness within the next few days.

      The medic in charge of his care explained his recovery to me the last time I was here. It’s not the typical unconsciousness that comes from a head injury or a medically induced coma. It’s more like a deep, deep sleep that the human body needs for the accelerated healing to work.

      For once, Carter’s room is empty of visitors. I hope he doesn’t wake up alone after so many people have been visiting him continuously all this time.

      Guilt makes my stomach clench. It’s not fair that I’m walking in here while he’s still recovering. Granted, his injuries were much worse than mine, but unless you pay careful attention to the way I walk, you’d never know I’ve been hurt recently.

      Why did I live when so many other people died?

      Carter groans.

      I blink, and then I’m striding toward his bed and leaning over him.

      “Carter? Can you hear me?”

      He groans again, and I turn to call the medics. But I jolt as he grabs my hand with a surprising strength.

      “Cassie,” he grinds out.

      “I’ll get her for you now.”

      He turns a shade paler at that. “No.”

      “What’s wrong?” He must be confused. He’s been unconscious for days.

      “She’s…behind…this.”

      My mouth falls open, and he frowns at me. He shifts, and his eyes darken in pain.

      “Let me get the medics.”

      “Not…yet. You need to…listen.”

      “Okay,” I soothe. I sit on the side of his bed and focus on what he’s saying.

      “What makes you think it was Cassie who hurt you?”

      He swallows, and it looks like even that movement is painful.

      “She was in…here. Thought…I was asleep. Or…unconscious, I guess.”

      I smile. “But you weren’t. You big faker.”

      He gives me a tiny smile, but he looks devastated. He takes a deep breath and seems to reach for some stamina. “She was crying. Said the bomb was never meant for me. Said I should’ve told her I was planning to swap with Matt.”

      “Maybe she was speaking hypothetically?”

      He shakes his head. “She almost killed me, Layla.” His expression is mournful, and I swallow around the sudden lump in my throat.

      “Don’t get a big head,” I advise him, even as the hair stands up on the back of my neck. “You’re not all that special. If what you’re saying is true, then she almost killed me too.”

      That bitch.

      Carter’s eyes widen at that, and he chokes out a laugh that makes his face turn ashen. I explain about the explosion at the gym, and he stares at me silently for a long moment.

      “How could she do it?”

      “I don’t know.” Betrayal makes my gut twist. I thought we were friends. I push that away for now. “I thought it was McCabe,” I admit. “We’ve been trying to gather evidence that he’s dirty.”

      The ghost of a smile crosses his face. “My second cousin,” he murmurs. “He’s an asshole, but he wouldn’t hurt me. His mother would kill him.”

      I laugh at that, but Carter looks half crazed by this point, his eyes rolling with the pain. I turn and call for the medics.

      “I’ll make her pay for doing this to you, Carter. I promise.”

      He clutches my hand. “Be careful.”

      A million thoughts are racing through my head as I stalk out of the room, dodging the medics who rush toward Carter.

      Where would she be?

      I reach for my comm, planning to send Zarryn a message. I need backup. Right now, I have no proof that Cassie is behind any of the attacks. I need some kind of recording of her confessing, or another way to link to her to the attack.

      Maybe I can get Autumn to sneak into Cassie’s lab and hack her system. I shake my head immediately at the thought. There’s no way Cassie would be dumb enough to keep anything incriminating on an academy computer. I bet she has her own hidden server somewhere.

      Shit.

      My comm beeps in my hand, and I jump. I’m way too nervous.

      Meet me in your lab or Zarryn dies.
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Zarryn

      I groan as I move my head and a stabbing pain shoots through my brain.

      “Vlak.”

      “Such bad language.”

      I open my eyes to slits. The human female is standing in front of me, her expression gloating.

      I shift, scowling as my hands encounter thick rope.

      “Taken down and chained up by a tiny human female,” I mutter. “How Mikaeus will laugh.”

      Cassie smirks, waving the blaster in her hand. “At least you won’t have to live with the shame.”

      I grit my teeth at that. “Why wait until I’m conscious to kill me?”

      “I have questions.”

      I laugh at the idea that I’ll tell this traitor anything.

      She narrows her eyes at me, stepping closer as she arms the blaster. “What does Layla know?”

      “What?”

      She fires the blaster at my arm. I flinch away, and it wings me, burning along my bicep.

      “You should have spent more time at the shooting range,” I say.

      She smiles. “Pissing me off won’t make me kill you quicker. It’ll just mean that I take my time when I kill Layla.”

      Horror hits me at the thought even as I keep my face carefully blank. Layla won’t see this coming. She’ll never expect her friend to be a traitor.

      “Tell me what I want to know, and I’ll kill her quick.”

      I ignore that. My only hope is that I can make her draw this out as long as possible and someone will notice I’m gone. Hopefully, that someone will be Layla, who’ll go to Daryx or one of the other instructors. They’ll keep her safe.

      “The longer you take to answer, the fewer people will survive when this academy explodes,” she tells me.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I need a distraction so I can return to my people. My real team. The people who care about me enough to listen to what I want.”

      “Is that what this is about? You don’t have enough friends?”

      Her hands shake as her face flushes, and I close my eyes, waiting for the shot that will end me. Layla’s face swims in my mind.

      “You think you’re so smart. You’re not tough. You didn’t even come close to figuring out who set those bombs.”

      “Theian technology in those bombs,” I mutter, attempting to ignore the blood seeping from my arm. “Theian poison used in the ice cubes. There are only a limited number of people who have been on Theia recently. Your people set you up.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Mikaeus has the poison. Daryx has the bombs and the list of components from each planet. You’re done, Cassie. You’ll never get off Lokar alive.”

      Her face goes cold. “Then I’ll take you all down with me.”

      She shoots me in the stomach and stalks from the room. I gasp as fire explodes through my entire body. Not an instant death but not an easy one either. My vision begins to dim as I maneuver my arms, attempting to find any slack at all in the rope holding me to the ring attached to the wall.

      I growl out a curse, but I force myself to think of Layla. She’s waiting for me. If I die, she’ll be all alone.

      I manage to slide the tips of two fingers into my pocket. They slip off the healing patch, and I take a deep breath, trying again and again until I can slowly pull the patch up to my other hand.

      I’ve carried this patch every day since Layla reverse pickpocketed me. It’s a sign that she cares. That she worries. For me. And now it’s my only shot at living through this.

      I manage to lift my shirt and slap the patch in place. The healing nanobytes get to work, and I close my eyes. Just for a moment.
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Layla

      I’m shaking, terror making my mouth dry. If someone managed to get Zarryn’s comm off him, he’s seriously hurt.

      I send an SOS message to Daryx.

      Zarryn has been taken. Find the security footage and locate him. Please.

      Another message comes in immediately from Zarryn’s comm.

      Tell anyone and I’ll torture him before he dies.

      Too late, you bitch. I’m not dumb enough to walk into a trap without getting help. Cassie may think she’s smart, but she’s underestimating me.

      What if she has already killed Zarryn?

      I can’t fall apart. If he’s still alive, he’s relying on me.

      I could really use my friends right about now. Cassie has chosen her timing well—they’re all in class. In fact, the halls are almost empty.

      I can’t let Zarryn die. I know it’s a trap, but I have no choice.

      I turn off my comm and tuck it down my bra. It wouldn’t surprise me if Cassie’s people have hacked our security systems again and she’s watching me. In that case, I’m going to suppress the urge to reach down for my blaster and make sure it’s armed.

      She doesn’t know that I know she’s the traitor. And she doesn’t know I’m carrying. The element of surprise is all I really have.

      I chew on my lip. Cassie pretended to be my friend. That means that I can likely keep her talking for a while and give Daryx time to organize our rescue. Either way, Cassie is obviously a cold, bloodthirsty bitch, and I have no doubt that she’ll kill Zarryn if I don’t show.

      I walk toward our lab. McCabe strolls past me, and I have no idea why he’s not in class, but I give him wide eyes. He scowls at me, and I have to take the chance. Cassie knows I thought McCabe was dirty. She’ll never believe that I’d ask him for help.

      I walk closer and shoulder check him.

      “What the fuck, Brewer?”

      I sneer at him but keep my voice level, making sure that the camera is at my back so no one can read my lips.

      “Cassie is holding Zarryn hostage,” I say, sticking my finger in his face like I’m threatening him. “Get to Daryx and get us help.”

      His eyes widen, but surprisingly, he catches on quick. His gaze darts toward the camera above us, and he flips me off. Then he turns his back, striding away. “Where is he?” he calls as he walks away.

      “Our lab.”

      He flips me off again behind his back, and I throw my hands up in the air as if I’m frustrated. Then I continue my little jaunt toward the psychopath who managed to take Zarryn by surprise.

      And how the hell did she do that anyway? Zarryn is not someone who is easy to sneak up on.

      I’m trembling as I walk toward our lab. There’s a sign outside it in both Lokarian and English, stating that the room is off-limits, and I reach for the door.

      A blaster jabs into my head.

      “Open the door.”

      “Cassie? What are you doing?”

      I play dumb, and there’s a hint of regret in her voice when she answers me. “Open the door.”

      I open it. The fire damage isn’t as bad as I thought it would be. I’m guessing the automatic sprinkler system put it out quickly.

      “Sit down with your back against the wall.”

      I comply, pulling my feet up close to my butt. “What’s going on, Cassie?”

      “You’re not an idiot, Layla. By now, you know I’m the patriot.”

      My mouth drops open at that. “I think the word you’re looking for is traitor.”

      She shakes her head at me. “I don’t expect you to understand. But I’m working for the greater good. The Skrum will lead our people toward a better future.”

      “They want to kill us and steal all our resources. How is that a better future?”

      “You’re too shortsighted. They’ve promised us a superior planet. One that’s better suited for humans.”

      Okay, it’s official. She’s full-blown crazy. I change the subject.

      “Where’s Zarryn?”

      She sends me a pitying look, and I swallow around the lump in my throat. He’s not dead.

      “Where?” I demand.

      “It’s too late, Layla. He was on his way to my lab. He’d figured it out.”

      I refuse to believe he’s dead, but just the thought makes my eyes water. “You fucking bitch.”

      She shrugs. “You’ll never understand. Now how about you tell me what you told McCabe and I’ll make this quick?”

      I sneer at her. “McCabe?”

      “Don’t play dumb. You’re no good at it. What did you tell him just now?”

      I blink at her. “I told him I knew he was the traitor and I was going to prove it. So you hacked the systems again, huh?”

      She nods. “Your little friend thought she could keep us out.” I smile at that, and she narrows her eyes. “What?”

      “If you got into our system, it’s because Autumn wanted you to. By now, she’ll be tracing exactly where your signal came from.”

      She bares her teeth at me, and my eyes focus on her blaster, which is shuddering all over the place as her hand shakes with rage. Time for another change of subject.

      “You almost killed Carter. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      “I never meant for him to get hurt, I swear. He wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near the ships.”

      “But killing his friends was okay?”

      A flash of regret slides into her eyes, but she firms her jaw. “Sacrifices have to be made.”

      “And what about me? I thought we were friends. But you let me walk into that gym before it blew. And you had the nerve to make plans with me for the next day?”

      She nods gravely. “You were getting too close. I could tell you were onto something with Zarryn in that lab. I couldn’t risk the bombs being traced back to Eriska.”

      I stare at her. “What?”

      “Oh,” she laughs. “Eriska didn’t die. She’s alive. Alive and fighting with the Skrum. I forgot to tell Zarryn but only because he was already bleeding out.”

      Bile creeps up my throat, and my hands shake. “You’re scum.”

      She sighs. “You two have been a pain in my ass. I’m leaving. Of course, you won’t be around to see it, but this academy is going to be nothing but rubble soon.”

      “You’re going to blow it up? What did we ever do to you?”

      Her face flushes almost purple, her eyes bulging. “I never wanted to take this fucking mission. I never wanted to go to Theia. But I did. And I met the love of my life. But of course, I got transferred again.”

      “This is about a boyfriend?”

      She sneers at me. “No. It’s about me finally taking control of my life. You know, you’re lucky. You got to choose if you’d come here. I never wanted to join the military. I sure as hell never wanted to move off planet. But my father insisted.”

      “So that’s what this is? You’ll kill all these people because you have daddy issues?”

      Her eyes fill with tears, and she clutches the necklace at her throat. “I had a life. He told me if I didn’t do what he said, he’d tell everyone that I was a coward. And he’d disown me.”

      “So you decided that the best way to get revenge was to turn on your own people.”

      “I don’t expect you to understand.”

      She wipes the tears off her face, and her eyes harden. It’s now or never.

      We’ll see which one of us is faster.

      I roll to the side as she fires at me. I crouch behind the table I spent so many hours standing next to and wait for her to move.

      I pull my blaster from my holster as she laughs.

      “You can’t escape, Layla. Don’t make this any more difficult than it already is.”

      “Fuck you.”

      I roll again as she moves toward my voice. She steps forward, and I jump to my feet, shooting her straight in the head.

      My hands shake as I lean over her, pulling the necklace free of the wreckage of her body. I open the small heart, and a tiny chip falls out into my hand. Surprise, surprise.

      I put the chip back inside the locket and shove it into my pocket before reaching for my comm and turning it on.

      There must be fifty messages waiting for me. I call Daryx.

      “Evacuate the building,” I order. “Cassie has set it to blow.”

      He doesn’t hesitate, glancing over his shoulder and yelling at someone to get it done. A siren sounds over the loudspeaker, and then a prerecorded message orders everyone to move to the nearest exit.

      “Evacuate, Cadet. That’s an order.”

      I ignore that and end the communication. And then I run.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    

    
      Layla

      

      I sprint through the halls, dodging around crowds of people who are ambling toward the exit.

      “There’s a fucking bomb in here somewhere!” I yell. “Move your asses!”

      People move more quickly after that.

      By the time I reach the medical wing, my comm is dinging like crazy, and I ignore it. I slam through the doors to Cassie’s lab, and my heart falls into my stomach. My Lokarian is slumped in the corner, chained to the wall in a pool of his own blood.

      “Oh God.”

      He cracks open his eyes, and I sway, relief hitting me so hard that I almost throw up.

      “The damsel-in-distress look suits you,” I say around the lump in my throat as I move toward him.

      His eyes are blurry, but they’re sharpening as they meet mine. “Cassie.”

      “I know. She’s dead. We need to find her bomb and disarm it though. I doubt the academy will be evacuated in time.” I crouch next to him. “You’re a fucking mess.”

      “I love you,” he groans. “That’s why I was jealous of Braylix earlier. I’m sorry.”

      “Has this blood loss gone to your brain?”

      He cracks open one eye. “I tell you I love you, and you ask if I’m brain damaged?”

      “Maybe we can have this conversation another time?”

      He scowls at me. “We’re about to be blown into a million pieces. Tell me you love me.”

      I roll my eyes as I lean forward, examining the rope. Ever since the attack on the gym, I’ve been MacGyvering the shit out of my life. And my pocketknife is one of the best on Lokar, the blade sharper than anything found on Earth.

      “Of course I love you, you idiot. Now lie still so I can get this fucking rope off you.”

      He falls silent, and I attempt to tamp down my panic. He’s really hurt. I can see the bandage that he’s slapped on his abdomen, but his arm is bleeding as well.

      We’re both silent as I cut through the rope. I finally pull it off him, and he manages to sit up slightly.

      “You love me?” His voice is low.

      I blow out a breath. His face is suddenly inches from mine, his hand in my hair.

      “I love you.”

      He takes my mouth, and for a moment, none of this is happening. I sink into him, reaching out to pull him closer.

      He flinches, and I jolt back.

      “Zarryn, you’re seriously hurt. Let me check you out.”

      “We don’t have time.”

      “If you die on me, I’ll kick your ass.”

      I make sure my hands are gentle as I inspect his arm. It’s bleeding, but it doesn’t look like Cassie hit anything critical. I reach into my pocket for a bandage and cover the wound, and then I turn my attention to his abdomen.

      “You saved my life,” Zarryn murmurs as I examine his stomach.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “That healing patch, my little reverse pickpocket.”

      I study it. It seems to be holding, but I’m sure as hell not a medic. I slap another one on top just in case and help him to his feet.

      “She didn’t tell me where the bomb is, Zarryn. Daryx has ordered an evacuation, but this place is huge and we don’t know when it’s set to blow.”

      His jaw is hard, and he’s trembling with rage, but he manages to keep his voice even. “We can figure this out. Where would she put it for maximum damage?”

      My hands start sweating. If we get this wrong…

      “Layla, look at me.”

      I realize I’m hyperventilating, and I force myself to regain control. It’s not defusing the bomb that worries me. It’s the thought of being too late. Of not getting there in time.

      “There are so many people here,” I murmur.

      “Pull yourself together, Cadet, and think.”

      I scowl at him but slow my breathing. “Okay. Maximum damage. She has a grudge against everyone in this place, and she’d love to see it all fall. What’s the weakest point structurally?”

      He stares at me. “The entrance hall.”

      I nod. “There are so many corridors leading off it. If she took it out, people would panic. It’s also central enough that depending on the size of the bomb, this entire place could explode.” I blow out a breath. “But what if we’re wrong, Zarryn? What if she’s chosen somewhere like Daryx’s office as one last ‘fuck you’ and we miss it?”

      “Don’t second-guess yourself. We head for the entrance hall, and if it’s not there, you get out of here.”

      “What? I’m not leaving you.”

      His eyes burn into mine. “You’ll do as I tell you.”

      I turn, already stalking toward the door. “We don’t have time to argue about this. Let’s go.”

      Zarryn stumbles as we sprint down the hall, and I reach out to help him, but he shakes me off. Stubborn male.

      By the time we’re close to the entrance hall, the corridors are packed with people heading toward the exits.

      “Move!” Zarryn roars, and the crowd parts for us.

      Sweat drips down my spine as we reach the entrance hall. If Cassie did plant her bomb here, she chose the right place. Long, curved walkways cut across the wide space at varying levels, and each walkway is packed with people. It’s almost impossible to see where she could have hidden the device.

      We both gaze around the space, looking for the bomb. Someone slams into my back, and I stumble.

      “Give me your comm,” Zarryn orders.

      Daryx answers. “Cadet Brewer, I told you—Zarryn. You’re okay.”

      Zarryn grunts at that. “Bomb is likely in the entrance hall, but we can’t see anything. Can you direct people to evacuate out the side doors?”

      “Get out of there, Zarryn.”

      Zarryn ignores that, ending the communication, and I almost smile. Daryx is likely cursing both of us. A moment later, however, his voice comes over the loudspeaker, asking people to move quickly and use exits other than the main entrance hall if they can.

      Within a few minutes, the crowd has thinned, and we’ve run up and down most of the walkways, searching for anywhere a bomb could be hidden.

      “What if we’re wrong? What if it’s somewhere else?” I ask.

      “We’re not wrong.”

      I wish I were as certain as Zarryn. He looks up at the glass ceiling, frustration evident on his face, and then his head turns from side to side.

      “There.” He points.

      High above the tallest walkway is a long metal overhang, holding a security camera, a speaker, and…a black-and-silver box.

      “She must’ve studied the security cameras and placed it just beyond the camera so it wouldn’t be found. How the hell will we get up there?”

      Zarryn’s already moving, hauling me with him. We run until we’re on the highest walkway, and he crouches.

      “Stand on my shoulders.”

      I don’t hesitate. He’s much taller than me, and I manage to grab the edge of the overhang and swing myself up.

      “How the hell are you going to get up here?”

      He grits his teeth and moves to the far end of the walkway. Then he takes off. He raises his knees high in the air as he sprints toward me before leaping at the handrail of the walkway and using it to launch himself into the air.

      His hand slams into the overhang, and he pulls himself over before landing flat on his back.

      His face is now the color of sour milk, and he’s bleeding through both bandages. He lets out a single groan, and then he rolls up to his knees.

      “Zarryn…”

      “Later.” All his attention is on the device in front of us.

      I examine it. It’s identical to the other explosives we’ve been working on. This should make me feel a little more confident, but neither of us have actually disarmed a live device before.

      “If only this bomb had a timer counting down for us like on the movies,” I mutter. Zarryn grunts at that.

      We’ve got no idea when it’s due to detonate, and the unknown is scarier than having a countdown.

      We get to work. I pretend we’re in our lab, working on the same device we studied every damn day for weeks. Unfortunately, there’s no way to ignore the flashing red light that tells us that this device is armed.

      I hand Zarryn my pocketknife, and he cuts one of the wires. I have to stop and wipe away the sweat that’s dripping into my eyes before I can continue, but at least my hands are steady.

      “You should go,” Zarryn says. “I’ll meet you outside.”

      “Fuck that noise. We’re in this together.”

      He doesn’t bother arguing. By now, he should know better than to even make the suggestion.

      Below us, the last of the cadets are evacuating, and the entrance hall goes quiet.

      I finally locate the detonator, and we both hold our breath as we disconnect it. The red light turns green, and I shudder with relief.

      Zarryn’s eyes are wild as they meet mine, and then I’m laughing as he hauls me into his arms, burying his face in my hair. He moves back and then leans down, taking my mouth with his as he cups my face in his large hands.

      His kiss turns gentle, and he nibbles on my lower lip before finally pulling away.

      “We’re alive,” I say, stunned.

      “We are.”

      He winces as he moves, and I point my finger at him. “You’re going straight to the hospital wing.”

      He nuzzles my neck. “I’ll go anywhere you want as long as you come with me.”

      I laugh. “Deal.”
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Zarryn

      After three days, I’m finally released from the hospital wing. Layla stayed with me the whole time, curled up against me. Where she belongs.

      We’re both safe, and that’s the biggest miracle of all.

      “Promise me you’ll stay with me,” I murmur against her lips as soon as we’re alone and back in my rooms. “Don’t ever leave me.”

      “I won’t,” she assures me. “You’re mine, Zarryn. I’m keeping your crazy, overprotective ass.”

      I smile at that, reaching for her underwear and sliding them down her thighs. I stare at her perfect pussy, and she blushes, shifting her hips on the bed. I raise my gaze to hers. “You’re so vlakking beautiful.”

      Her blush deepens, and I flick open the front closure on her bra. She shivers as I move my hand up to her throat, laying it there for a long moment as I cover her breast.

      “Mine,” I tell her.

      She nods, her eyes full of trust. “Yours.”

      I kiss my way down her neck, along both breasts, and down her stomach. She sighs, threading her hands into my hair, and I reach under her ass, lifting her hips until her cunt is right where I want it.

      I ease my tongue gently between her folds, licking her the way she likes. She takes a sharp breath, and I smile.

      “When you graduate this academy, I’m going with you.”

      She moans, and I move my head back, looking up at her. “Say it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      I get back to work, licking her cunt until her hips are writhing so much that I have to hold her still. She clenches her thighs around my head when she comes, her breath catching in her throat in that way that drives me crazy.

      I ease slowly into her, my movements soft and sweet. I take her mouth before pulling back, gazing down at her.

      This female brought me back to life. The fear of losing her is the price I have to pay to have her. I understand that now. Without fear, you have nothing to lose.

      “Look at me.”

      Her green eyes are blurred as her gaze meets mine, and she gasps as I angle my hips, grinding against her clit as I stroke the spot inside her that makes her clench around me.

      “I love you,” she gasps, and I smile.

      “I’ve loved you since that first night.”

      Her eyes widen before sliding closed as I grind my hips into hers.

      “What do you mean?” she moans.

      “Why do you think I felt so guilty?”

      We come together, and she pulls me close, both of us gasping.

      I growl at a knock on my front door.

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” Layla says, still panting.

      I wrap a sheet around my waist and take a moment to simply stare at her lying naked in my bed. Where she belongs.

      “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere,” I say as I leave.

      She giggles at that, and the sound is so adorable that I turn away from the door and walk back toward the bed. Whoever is knocking can come back later.

      “Zarryn,” Daryx calls. “I know you’re in there.”

      “Vlak.”

      I close the bedroom door behind me, unwilling to let the headmaster see a hint of Layla’s smooth skin, and then I open the door.

      He raises his eyebrow but chooses not to comment on my state of dress. His eyes drop to the scar on the left side of my abdomen.

      “You were lucky,” he says.

      I nod. “The medics said the same. Come in.”

      We both sit, and Daryx takes a deep breath, seemingly collecting himself.

      “I wanted to talk to you here, as a friend, instead of in my office.”

      Warmth unfurls in my chest. Another friend?

      “Okay,” I say.

      “We need to talk about your status here.”

      I lean back in my chair. “What exactly do you mean by that?”

      “At last count, there were more than four thousand Barix clan members desperate to join the fight against the Skrum.”

      I nod. “My clan is made up of brave warriors.” I can see where he’s going with this, but I want him to say it.

      “And while your expertise has helped us identify and understand the Skrum explosives, the Senate is expressing their wishes that those four thousand Lokarians be allowed to join the fight.”

      I grind my teeth at that. Raz is on the Senate. This is another way for him to throw his weight around.

      “When I came here, you assured me that my expertise was more important than adding to our forces.”

      He nods. “That was the case. However, now that you have identified the explosives, you’ve essentially worked your way out of a job.”

      “Even if I choose to leave, I’m not going anywhere until Layla graduates. And then I’m going wherever she is stationed.”

      “I’m just warning you. Soon, it may be time to consider your next step.”

      “Thank you for the warning.”

      He shifts, and it’s obvious that he doesn’t want to ask his next question. “Do we need to talk about Eriska?”

      “No.” It will take me some time to be able to even say her name aloud. She let me think she was dead. She betrayed everything my people stand for, and worst of all, she almost got Layla killed.

      “Okay, then.” He gets to his feet and glances toward my bedroom door. “If Cadet Brewer is in there, you can tell her we will be talking about her blatant disregard for my orders. And the meaning of the word evacuate.”

      “Shit.” The word is muffled but clear, and Daryx sends me an amused look.

      I walk him to the door and then enter my bedroom, finding Layla waiting for me.

      “Are you going to be okay with the whole Eriska thing?” she asks.

      I place one knee on the bed and lean over her, running my lips down her neck. The scent of her, the feel of her soft skin…I’m instantly hard again.

      “Yes,” I say.

      She pushes me away slightly, her eyes concerned as her gaze searches my face.

      I sigh. “You know, when I found out she was alive, the last of the guilt that remained just disappeared. If she could do this, then I never really knew her at all.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I owe you an apology. And a thank-you. You brought me back to life, Layla.”

      She smiles at me, pulling me close, and I lose myself in her for the rest of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      Layla

      

      “Who’s your favorite person?” I ask Autumn.

      She eyes me over her sandwich. “I get the feeling you want me to say it’s you.”

      I grin at her. “I’ve got some info for you.”

      I explain about Cassie’s necklace and the chip inside. Her eyes sharpen at that.

      “And where is this little chip?”

      “That’s what I want to talk to you about. Daryx took it off me. From what I’ve heard, his hackers can’t get through the safeguards.”

      “And you think I can?”

      I give her a look. “Oh, please. You may not be great at combat, but we both know you’ll be able to crack that chip eventually. As long as you can get your hands on it.”

      She gives me a long look, and then she smiles.

      I smile back.

      “What are you two grinning about?”

      I look up as Brooke and Elena arrive. “Nothing,” I say. “What’s new with you guys?”

      “You mean other than the fact that someone we thought was our friend tried to kill us?” Brooke snorts.

      I grimace. “Yeah, other than that.”

      After me and Carter, Brooke took Cassie’s betrayal the hardest. Carter has been released from the medical wing, and he’s recovering in his room. Unfortunately, he’s missed so many classes that he may have to make up some of them.

      “I’m more interested in hearing about you and Zarryn,” she says.

      Autumn nods. “Spill.”

      I laugh.

      It turns out that I was right all along. Relationships really are like bombs. But maybe that’s what love is. Giving someone the ability to turn you into miniscule pieces of yourself. But trusting that they won’t. Because they love you whole.

      It’s scary. Handing someone that amount of power. But without that level of trust, the determination to conquer the fear of heartbreak, what’s the point?

      Elena nudges me with her foot, and I realize I’m staring into space. “We’re…good,” I say. “He’s my guy.”

      The others laugh at that, but I’m serious. He’s mine, and I’m his, and that’s all I need to know.

      Sure, we have almost nothing in common. Other than a love for blowing shit up and preventing other people from blowing our shit up. We’re from two different planets, for God’s sake.

      But it turns out that that’s a good thing. Zarryn is the yin to my yang. The guy gives me strength when I’m at my weakest, and he lets me do the same for him.

      He’s the partner I always wanted.

      Elena nudges me with her foot again. “Your Lokarian is looking for you.”

      I glance over my shoulder just as Zarryn’s gaze finds our table, and I can’t help but grin. I know exactly what that look means.

      “Someone’s getting lucky,” Autumn murmurs.

      “I sure am. I’ll meet you guys later.” We’re finally having our girls’ night, and this time, no one is going to ruin it.

      Zarryn stalks toward me, and I get to my feet, meeting him halfway.

      “I missed you,” he says.

      “You just saw me a few hours ago.”

      “Doesn’t matter. When are you going to move in with me?”

      I grin as we walk out of the dining hall. I’ve arranged for one of the techs to loan me a bot. And it should be moving my stuff into Zarryn’s rooms as we speak. It’s going to be a nice little surprise for him later.

      In the meantime, I get to torture him ruthlessly.

      “Hmm. I don’t know,” I murmur. “I guess you still need to convince me it’s worth my while…”

      He glances around us, his ice-blue gaze hard, and my head whirls as he spins, pushing me into a storage closet. He thrusts his hand into my hair, and I groan as his mouth plunders mine. He pulls away, and I snarl at him, needing his mouth.

      “Convinced yet?”

      “I don’t know,” I grin, pulling him back down to me. “How about you try that again?”

      

      The End
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