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Chapter One

Mindy had thought the decision to
colonize, alone, was one of the most frightening things she had
ever done. Leaving Earth had been even scarier, though, and right
up until the alien virus had invaded the colony, it topped her list
of ‘scariest things’ she’d had to deal with.

She was currently facing something
exponentially more terrifying, however. She might have begged for
some drug to help to calm her except that she was afraid to face
what she was about to have face without being in full possession of
her facilities.

Because she knew her wits could be her
only hope of survival and she couldn’t afford to have them
compromised.

Not that she was—in full
possession.

Fear, she’d discovered, trumped
all.

It was physically and mentally
debilitating.

For her, anyway.

She didn’t know about the
other women—the ‘Di-ore’—(pleasure women)
as the natives called them—the ‘sacrificial offerings’ the colony
council had cooked up as a ruse to collect what they needed to
fight, and hopefully defeat, the disease that was threatening to
wipe out the colony.

Of course that depended upon whether
any of the ‘volunteers’ made it back alive—or at least managed to
collect needed specimens and sent them back.

Mindy hadn’t volunteered. As
frightened as she was by the disease that was decimating the
colony, she was far more terrified of the barbarians—the aliens who
claimed the world as their own—and going out among them, completely
alone, wasn’t something she was willing to do.

She’d been selected,
though.

Ordered to take part in the plot to
find what they needed to create a vaccine.

She supposed it was karma—or something
of the like. Because she was the one who’d come up with the idea of
using the native custom of the Di-ore to their advantage—as the
ruse they needed to infiltrate.

Well—she hadn’t actually had any
opportunity to think it through and it hadn’t been her idea to
infiltrate the Uti or to plot against them. The council had called
upon their scientists to come up with something that could be used.
A lot of people had contributed suggestions.

It was just her shit-house
luck that they’d liked hers best—and then bullied her into
volunteering—because she understood that custom and the culture of the
natives far better than most of the other colonists.

Not that anyone, including her, knew a
hell of a lot about them.

The natives were the key, though, to
their survival—the colony’s. The scientists were
certain.

They had reasoned the
natives must have
immunity to the disease and the virologists needed to find it so
that they could create the cure.

The nearly insurmountable problem was
that they were barbarians—the natives. They were too primitive to
understand viruses and they were distrustful of the humans if not
downright hostile. They couldn’t petition them for help—without
running the risk of getting a bellowed NO and losing any chance at
all of getting what they needed. The Uti saw the science of the
‘aliens’ in the same light that Earth people saw barbaric
religions—voodoo, magic—and black magic at that.

There were nine realms. Each consisted
of numerous ‘clans’.

It was unknown whether these ‘clans’
bore any resemblance at all to the clans of the Earth cultures, but
it was speculated that there was at least some
similarity.

The xeno-anthropologists
had done a lot of
speculating, but the truth was they hadn’t interacted to any
significant degree with any of the aliens in the years since the
colony had been established on their world—which they called
Kali.

Because even though their
colony had been built on the sub-continent they’d named Atlantis
almost a decade earlier, they
hadn’t arrived until several years after that.
And they’d kept their distance from the dangerously primitive and
war-like natives, dealing with them only through their avatars or
androids—and very sparingly at that.

The fear of ‘picking up’ some deadly
disease was part of it, of course. They’d sent probes to collect as
diverse a sample of microbial life as possible and developed a
cocktail of immunizations for the colonists before they were ever
sent. But it couldn’t be ignored that it was completely possible to
have missed something dangerous.

And it was very clear from first
arrival that the natives, themselves, were extremely
dangerous.

It frustrated the scientists, of
course, that it just wasn’t safe to ‘explore’ beyond their
territory, but they had done all they could to ‘study’ the natives
and their cultures, and the planet with their electronic
surveillance capabilities, and had compiled quite a bit of data in
the years since first arrival.

They weren’t completely
clueless.

Just mostly.

Mindy knew they’d barely scratched the
surface.

Because
she was one of the
colony’s xeno-anthropologists.

She knew just enough to be so
terrified she’d spent half the night before D-Day—Deployment
Day—battling diarrhea and vomiting.

Brought on by sheer terror at the
thought of going out among the giant, alien, barbarians—as a
fucking spy—as if she needed anything more than just being human to
incite them to violence!

They’d thoughtfully done a scan on her
at the med center when she’d tried to call in sick, dosed her with
medicine to calm her digestive tract, and sent her on her
way.

She suspected they had also dosed her
with valium to produce the false calm that gripped her at the
moment.

Just enough to get her in the middle
of barbarian territory without hysterics—although how they thought
that was going to play was beyond her.

She had seven days—by Kali. The Di-ore
were supposed to ‘visit’ for seven days before the natives returned
them to the colony, hopefully in one piece and still
breathing.

Despite her suspicions and that
possibility—the drug she thought might be floating around in her
system—she felt her belly knot with nerves when she reached a point
where she could see the ‘volunteers’ and their escorts had gathered
to launch ‘operation xvc—xeno viral capture‘.

She wanted to turn tail and run like
hell.

But there
was no
escape.

The colony was under siege—by the
alien virus.

And they had been cut off from
Earth—per quarantine procedures.

She could go out and do what she could
to stop it.

Or stay in the colony and do what she
could to stop it.

She saw the majority of the people
collected at the drop point were wearing their hazmat suits. She
hadn’t bothered to put hers on.

Or rather, she’d discarded it when the
med-center had sent her back to her hab to get ready.

What was the point?

They had failed to contain it. They
all knew that even though most still clung to the suits in the hope
of stopping it.

But she was headed out of the colony
and into the virus’ home grounds and she was being sent as a
Di-ore. She wouldn’t be allowed to wear anything beyond the
clothing appropriate for the Di-ore. And that certainly wasn’t a
hazmat suit.

So she’d simply dressed her part,
collected her bag, and left her hab—wondering if she would ever see
it again.

Probably not, said the fatalistic
voice in the back of her mind.

It was odd, but that thought actually
seemed to bolster the tenuous calm she’d achieved.

“Dr. MacGyver?”

Mindy’s belly tightened, but she
lifted her hand to catch the speaker’s attention.
“Here.”

The tech wound his way to
her, gave her a disapproving once over for the lack of a hazmat
suit and then seemed to dismiss it when Mindy gave him a ‘look’ in
response. Lifting his pad, he scrolled through his data. “You were
selected for Baactar, yes?”

“Yes.” Mindy swallowed
with an effort. It was one of the realms of the Darklings—the
scariest of all—unknown if that was merely the name of the race or
a derogatory term since the other races, the Flaxen and the
Spartans, looked down upon them. Not that she believed, as the
natives appeared to, that they were magical.

But they also thought they were the
most barbaric and when barbaric people called someone else a
barbarian—well! She certainly took notice.

They looked the least like
humans—because of their skin pigmentation—which was blue, not
blue-ish—blue.

Speculation among the scientists of
Atlantis was that they were blue because their tribe inhabited an
area where there were many silver mines and they were known to mine
them. And they had extrapolated from that discovery that the
Darklings ingested silver either as some sort of ritual or
accidentally, but it was believed that was what had resulted in
their blue skin tones. For, although the skin tones of the other
two races were also notably different from human pigmentation, it
was actually a good deal closer.

The tech nodded. “Your transport is at
the far end,” he said, pointing in that direction and then
dismissing her as he lifted his head and looked around again. “Dr.
Mortensen?”

Girding herself, Mindy switched her
case to her other hand, wiped her damp palm on her costume, and
headed in the direct the tech had indicated.

She was handed a second bag containing
the supplies she would need to collect samples for the scientists
and pointed toward a bizarre conveyance.

Dismay flickered through her as she
studied it.

This was supposed to pass as one of the carriers commonly used to
convey women of class in the world of the Uti?

Granted, there was far more that they
didn’t know than they did, but …. Good god!

“I’m … I’m supposed to
ride in that?” she gasped when she couldn’t seem to formulate any
kind of argument to express the depth of her horror.

The tech she’d asked turned to look it
over—surprised and clearly displeased. “It looks pretty much like
the drawing you made for us as far as I can see. They won’t expect
it to look just like one of theirs, I’m sure. They know we aren’t
from here.”

“No … but … Well, it might
have been a little less … disturbing for them if you could’ve
attached it to something besides a carrier-bot!”

He gave her a look. “We have a
critical time restriction. We don’t have domesticated animals to
carry a litter and you know that.”

“You’re right,” she
muttered, struggling to push her dismay to the back of her mind. “I
think it might have been better, though, if we’d just
walked.”

His lips thinned. “It’s ten
miles—through hostile territory.”

Fortunately, they’d given
her meds to stop her bowels from acting or she might have
obsquatulated at the reminder that she had miles to go
before she was handed
over to the Darklings.

She was doomed! Doomed!

Nodding a little jerkily, she moved to
the conveyance. One of her escorts met her as she reached it and
let down a couple of steps for her and opened the door. “Thank
you,” she murmured when he took her bag and tossed it inside for
her. Pulling the long, trailing skirts of her gown up to keep from
stepping on them and doing a face-plant on the ground, she placed a
foot carefully on the lowest step and climbed inside the
‘box’.

She was left to wait in the ‘sweat
box’ while her entourage was proceeded by another.

It gave her time to focus on
discomfort and that calmed her mind as nothing else.

That and her personal pad.

Which she wasn’t supposed to
have.

The supplies she’d been
furnished with for collecting the specimens and returning them to
the lab to be analyzed were unavoidable. They positively
had to have them.
Otherwise, they were forbidden to take anything that might ‘unduly
influence’ the natives—specifically anything of an electronic
nature.

With the exception of the device they
needed to help them perform.

Because that was her cover.

As she understood the Di-ore custom
they were highly trained with all sorts of skills to entertain
men—through song and dance; witty, educated conversation; reading
and, sometimes, more personal things like massage—or assistance in
the bath—even though sex wasn’t typically expected of the
women.

In point of fact since the woman was
‘loaned’ as a gesture of friendship, it was considered very bad
form to force the issue (thankfully!) Rape was construed as an act
of war. Even seduction wasn’t allowed, but a man who could coax the
woman into his bed could usually count on her not carrying tales
when she returned to her master. It would be their little secret …
unless she produced a child that was clearly of a different tribe
within the gestation period and couldn’t pass it off as the issue
of her master.

In which case, all hell could break
loose.

Not that she could believe
for a moment that was anything she needed to worry about! The King
of Baactar was a
mere child, as far as they could discern—not even verging on
manhood yet. She hoped. At least in the sense that he would be
experimenting with sex.

Although, she supposed she might be
able to handle that if push came to shove—given the possibility
that they didn’t know much about the Darklings and really had no
clue of when they were inclined to become sexually
active.

The age of the boy king certainly made
it a challenge of a different kind, however.

It would’ve been easier, she thought,
if she’d had any actual experience with children—of any age. She
might have some inkling of how she could entertain him.

But she didn’t.

In the scheme of things, though, she
was far less worried about that than ‘other’.

She toyed with the idea of pulling her
PDP out from its hiding place to distract herself, but decided it
was just too risky at the moment when someone was liable to decide
to jerk the door open with last minute instructions.

It was a lucky thing she thought about
that possibility because, in fact, the soldier that had helped her
inside returned, opening the door to inform her that they were
moving out.

The ride was amazingly smooth—to
her—she discovered as they set out, although she supposed she
shouldn’t have been surprised. The ‘dogs’ as most people referred
to them, had been specifically designed for carrying things—wounded
people and supplies—and it was important not to jostle the
wounded.

It could also move at a fair
speed—which was a good thing since she’d been escorted by a half
dozen security officers mounted on hover scooters and they tended
to have difficulties with speeds under twenty miles per
hour.

It was also a bad thing since, all too
soon, they arrived at the rendezvous point.

They were kept waiting at the border
pass.

Mindy had arrived in a state of nerves
that rivaled the way she’d felt before she reached the staging
area. By the time she’d been left waiting under the baleful eye of
the sun for the better part of any hour, however, without so much
as a breath of wind to stir the drapery that enclosed her, she was
more than ready to get out.

She debated it briefly.

She was supposed to be as aloof as she
was alluring—in fact she suspected that was a good bit of the
allure. They were unattainable.

Not that she actually fit either
description!

As she understood the ritualistic side
of the custom, though, showmanship was critical to the impression
it made.

It was all about
presentation.

Climbing out and pacing nervously
might blow the glamour of it.

But would passing out from heat
exhaustion be any better?

Or emerging wet with sweat with her
clothing sticking to her everywhere?

She was still debating the issue when
the door was opened by the soldier that had helped her in and,
apparently was designated usher—or whatever.

“They are coming down the
pass,” he said in a quiet tone. “The captain thought it might be …
best if I helped you out … In case we need to leave in a hurry. He
wanted your advice on the situation.”

Mindy stared at him, wide eyed. The
comments had thrown her into complete disorder.

Because she was supposed to remain in
the damned litter all the way to the King’s palace.

Dismissing the urgent need for
information, she took his hand and allowed him to help her
out.

One look at what was coming at them
down the mountain pass was enough to make Mindy’s knees turn to
pure water, though, and she thought she might have passed out and
hit the ground if the security officer hadn’t been holding her
hand.

There was what appeared to be an
entire battalion of heavily armed barbarian warriors bearing down
on them.

“Oh shit!” Mindy gasped
faintly, struggling with her flight reflexes.

The captain glanced back at her
impatiently.

Mindy had no desire to move so much as
an inch closer, but she thought if the captain was waiting on her
input time wasn’t anything they had an abundance of. She stopped
resisting the officer trying to urge her toward the front and went
with him.

“We were told this had
been arranged and they’d accepted the offer,” the captain said, his
voice taut. “I need your best guess here to determine how to
proceed. Is this an attack?”

Mindy had been gaping in horror at the
thundering hoard, but the urgency in his question prompted her to
at least attempt to assess the situation based on the information
they had managed to gather.

“They have their shields
up,” she said shakily, “not in defensive position, but close to
hand.” She chewed her lip, scanning down the formation behind the
leader. “I think this is just … They’re prepared for an attack
because they don’t entirely trust us. I think they would have
deployed archers to shoot at us if they meant to attack. They
would’ve started with them—I’m pretty sure.”

“Pretty sure?”

“It’s all I’ve got, damn
it! All we have to go on is long range observations—and not a hell
of a lot of that—especially with the Darklings. We’re lucky to have
anything at all on them.”

“They agreed to the
meeting,” he reminded her.

Which meant exactly zilch. They were
barbarians! “So I was told. If I’d actually seen it I might have a
better idea of whether they meant it or if it was just a ploy to
capture us for whatever reason, but I didn’t.”

The captain considered a moment
longer. “It’s a big fucking escort, but that could be all it is.”
He glanced at the man that had walked her up. “Take her to the back
and stand by your bike. Be ready to jump on if we need to
run.”

“Affirmative,” the soldier
said, saluting and then turning with Mindy and walking her
back.

“Should I … uh … get back
in the carrier?” Mindy asked anxiously.

The soldier said nothing for a moment.
“Why don’t you just stand with me?”

Great idea! Mindy thought because she
didn’t want to get in the damned litter and discover everybody was
heading back to Atlantis without her! The dog was fast, but she
wasn’t convinced it was faster than the beasts the aliens
rode.

In any case, the leader was virtually
upon them by the time they’d made it to the rear where the bike
was. Dragging back on the reins of his beast with a force that made
muscles bulge all along his arms, he scanned the escort and then
his gaze settled on her for long enough it made her belly shimmy
with uneasiness.

She thought she recognized him—even
from a distance—because that was the only way she’d ever seen
him—glimpsed from a distance.

But the … uniform he wore looked the
same—different from those worn by the regular soldiers. He was
wearing the cape like she remembered and the elaborate, very
distinctive helmet.

She had no clue, of course, of what
his name was or exactly what his role was in the politics of the
realm, but he seemed to be their military leader.

“What is your business
here, Star-man?” he asked the captain after a prolonged silence
that made everyone so uneasy they jumped when he spoke at
last.

“We were sent to escort
the Di-ore to his highness, King Juru.”

His gaze moved to her again. “I would
see this … Di-ore that you have offered my king.”

The captain turned to glance in her
direction.

When he did, the warrior nudged the
beast he was riding and it plodded forward until he was directly
beside the hover bike.

She met his gaze uneasily, too rattled
to think of how she should behave, even to summon the little she’d
guessed at.

Belatedly, she recalled that the women
were considered lower class and that she would be expected to be
subservient.

She looked away at that thought, but
his image was imprinted on her brain by that time—what she could
see of it.

The helmet he wore concealed most of
his face, at least half, but she could see his eyes in the shadows
and the hard line of his jaw beneath it, the strong chin—his hard
mouth.

When her belly shimmied that time, it
had nothing to do with fear.


Chapter Two

Javar had no trust of the Star-people.
He had suspected from the moment that he received the message that
they wanted to offer friendship that they were up to something that
had nothing to do with friendship.

Despite that,
mayhap because of
that, he had accepted the offer. He thought it could be vitally
important to see if he could discover what it was that they truly
wanted.

He had anticipated treachery, expected
when he came that he would be attacked.

Which was why he had told them to
bring the Di-ore to the King’s main holding and then had met them
instead—far enough away that they could not spy upon them to
determine their strengths and weaknesses. At a time and place of
his own choosing to give him a strategic advantage.

It had made him more uneasy instead of
less so when he had seen how small a party was accompanying the
Di-ore.

They were either stupid, brazen—or
very certain of their superiority.

He did not believe they were
stupid.

Naïve perhaps?

Had they thought he was waiting with
baited breath for some offer of friendship?

Did that explain approaching them with
only a half dozen warriors?

Or were there others—hidden, waiting
for some signal to attack?

He could not rule it
out—unfortunately.

They had watched for some time before
he had decided to spring the trap and they had seen nothing, but
that did not mean they were not there.

He knew almost nothing about them,
beyond the fact that they had arrived a handful of years
earlier.

He had seen their arrival.

It had been a … deeply disturbing
incident.

He was not especially relieved that
they had kept to themselves because he knew they were still a
threat—to him, to his people, to his world.

He had seen with his own eyes the
flying thing that they had built. He had not taken the word of
another, listened to stories entirely fabricated or grossly
embellished.

He might have thought that it was
simply a craft that had traveled from across the great waters, but
he had known he could take no comfort in that when he had seen them
in their strange armor—seen that they were nothing like any of the
Uti people of Kali.

It was for that reason that he had
been so stunned when he had spotted the Di-ore that he had had to
collect his wits … even enough to demand a closer look at
her.

And when he had drawn close enough to
see her as well as he wanted to, she was so beautiful, formed so
cunningly, she had stolen his breath and his wits.

She might almost as have passed for a
Uti maiden—except for the color of her hair, her eyes, and her
diminutive stature.

The desire to have her as his own was
instantly so powerful he could not think beyond it, could not think
even to breathe.

He had to remind himself to swallow so
that he could speak. “By what name are you known, little maid?” he
asked, disconcerted when his voice emerged so roughly.

She flicked a glance up at him,
allowing him to see that he was not mistaken in the jewel-like
color of her eyes. “Mindy,” she responded after a short pause and
then the delicate pink of her flesh deepened to a rosy glow that
fascinated him even more.

Doubt flickered through him, though,
when it occurred to him it was discomfort that caused it, broke the
spell she’d woven around him.

Frowning thoughtfully, he turned the
beast and returned to the leader. “His Majesty has forbidden
entrance to his castle to the Star-people. I will take the
Di-ore.”

The captain stared at him blankly for
a long moment and then frowned. “I was given orders to deliver her
directly to the king. I was given to understand that the
arrangements had been made and agreed upon,” he responded,
resisting the urge to glance at Dr. MacGyver.

The leader of the Darklings shrugged.
“The situation has changed. I will take her—or I will leave
her.”

The Captain stared at him for a moment
and excused himself. Stepping away from the alien, he touched the
implant behind his ear. “Command Center, this is Captain Patton. I
have a situation.”

“Commander Stiles. What is
the situation?”

“We have been barred from
crossing into Baactar. The leader of the military force that has met us at the
border has offered to take the Di-ore to the king. Should I allow
it? Or return to base?”
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