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This is a work of fiction. All
characters, events, and places are of the author’s imagination and
not to be confused with fact. Any resemblance to living persons or
events is merely coincidence.


Chapter One

Major Commander Ra stood on the
control deck of his ship with his staffers, First Officer Tao and
Tao’s Bi, Kale, watching the forward viewing display impassively as
the first wave zipped past them, headed toward the not-too-distant
blue ball of a world to clear the debris field to prevent any
damaging collisions with their armada.

Supposedly.

Ra did not entirely understand what
was happening--but it was like no operation he had ever taken part
in.

Not that there had been
many.

He had been engineered before the
males currently serving under his command and had engaged in a
handful of operations previously.

He had far more programming and
simulations than real world experience, but the operation did not
bear any resemblance to those either.

One did not question orders,
however.

Theirs was but to do or die
trying.

He supposed it was something that
needed to be done before colonization could proceed.

They would not want to risk the lives
of any of the colonists--however low the possibility that a
collision might damage one of the ships badly enough to destroy the
ship.

And it had to be acknowledged that the
fields that surrounded and protected the ships could not be
depended upon to be one hundred percent infallible.

It also could not be argued that every
planet was completely unique and each had their little …
imperfections that must be dealt with.

And he was, of a certainty, no
scientist, but ….

It still seemed incomprehensible that
the planet would be enveloped in debris.

And still, apparently,
whole.

He might have more easily dismissed it
if not for the fact that the first wave did not stop at clearing
the debris field. The ships continued to the planet itself once
they had cleared the debris and …. Bombarded it.

He slid a glance at his staff officers
to see what they made of the bright ‘blossoms’ that dotted the
forward screen.

As if he sensed Ra’s gaze, Tao met it,
held it for a handful of seconds and then returned his attention to
the view--his expression as completely impassive as his
own.

Ra had seen a flicker of his own
confusion reflected back at him, however--the dawning sense that
some things just did not fit the plans they had been briefed
on.

The debris field itself did not fit
his understanding of natural phenomenon. And, true or not, why hold
them back and send in a ‘specialized’ group to make a sweep?
Granted, his force had been tapped to round up the primitives for
removal, pack them in for the trip, and then relocate them, but
they were fully programmed and fully armed even if only a fraction
were seasoned warriors. He saw no reason, no logical reason, to
require them to standby while a specialized group took care of a
far less hazardous mission. Inanimate objects, after all, would
behave in a completely predictable way--unlike the primitives they
would be dealing with.

He could not track down his
reservations, but he knew there was something not entirely ‘right’
about the situation and Tao’s reaction seemed to support his own
doubts.

There might have been a reasonable,
scientific, explanation for the debris field surrounding a
primitive planet that had no technology and no evident damage, he
supposed, although that explanation eluded him at the moment. But,
as brief as the bombardment had been that followed, despite the
fact that he had not detected a retaliatory engagement of any kind,
it just did not fit comfortably in his mind with what he’d been
told.

The worlds chosen for the colonization
project harbored primitive life only--so they had been told. The
massive force of ground troops they had brought with them had been
developed and created specifically to remove those inferior beings
to a selection of target worlds to clear the way for colonization
by the E-Ridian Empire.

Primitives, in his experience, were
completely unpredictable--but generally aggressive, territorial,
and a challenge regardless of the inferior intelligence and
weaponry.

The council thought
they could not handle
that kind of clean up and had saved the main force back to deal
with the primitives?

It was an insulting possibility, the
sort of thing the primogenitors were liable to think up to punish
anyone that had displeased them, but he had not run afoul of any
that he was aware of, had not been disciplined for any
failures.

He dismissed it as the com unit blared
and the AI announced an all clear. “Deploy the carriers,” he
responded and then turned on his heel and strode across the command
center. First Officer Tao and his Bi, Kale, fell into step behind
him and they moved briskly to the hanger level. Perhaps a quarter
of their forces had been launched by the time they reached the
hanger and their booted steps echoed eerily through the space as
they headed directly toward the Major Commander’s craft and
boarded. Tao and Kale moved to the flight and navigational controls
and the commander took a seat in the command chair to observe and
assess the situation, to see if he could see anything to tell him
why the operation had been conducted as it had.

“Let us see this world the
councilors have chosen,” he murmured. “The dark side first--until
some of the traffic has slowed where the troops are
landing.”

It was startling.

There were ‘mountains’ where no
mountains should have been.

Because these were not natural but
rather artificial--clearly built by the ‘primitives’.

Ra sat forward as shock rolled over
him and stared hard at the towering edifices. “What the fuck?” he
snarled in a rare display of temper, struggling to absorb what he
was seeing.

Because it was clearly the work of an
advanced species.

And there was nothing to suggest it
was a fallen civilization--the structures were not aged and
crumbling.

And beyond that, there were skeletal
structures under construction.

His first impulse was to contact high
command immediately with a preliminary report and a
warning.

Fortunately for all concerned, himself
included, he was not in the habit of yielding to impulse. He did
not instantly assume that the urge arose from logical reason and
was, therefore, something he should give in to immediately and
act.

Unfortunately, the discovery threw him
so completely into disorder that it severely hampered his tendency
to sort with logic and reason and, by the time he had regained his
equilibrium, he realized he did not dare report the situation at
all.

Because the
planners knew already.

Someone or many someones with a great
deal of power.

It was not possible that this …
debacle was a mistake in any definition of the word.

They had planned and executed an
attack using their elite warriors--the vast army they had
engineered, programmed, and trained for this operation.

It was just not possible to make such
a horrendous ‘mistake’.

It was wrong, however.

It was so contrary to the
code of honor programmed into the phadrac warrior that it was
obscene.

It offended every sense, put him at
war with his duty and his code of honor, defied any possibility of
excusing what he had been sent to do.

Gave rise to the suspicion that he had
been wrong before when he had dismissed any possibility that he had
been earmarked for destruction by someone of the primogenitor class
because he had offended in some way.

He spent the remainder of his scouting
mission trying to convince himself that it was his duty as an
E-Ridian warrior to do as he had been told to the best of his
ability. But he found himself wrestling with anger, disgust, and
revulsion that tied his belly in knots.

He did not know or care about the
beings on the world they were conquering, he told himself. They
were nothing to him.

Less than nothing.

Until he realized his sense of pride
and honor were sinking faster than his ability to convince himself
that the E-Ridians had the right of might. And their own wants,
needs, and privilege were paramount.

* * * *

Catherine ‘Cate’ Singleton wasn’t
exactly shocked when the power went out. They tended to lose power
a bare minimum of once a week--just often enough to screw up their
work and not often enough to get used to it.

She was pissed off, though, because
she had been so focused on getting done before she had to clock out
that she hadn’t saved her work in a bare minimum of an hour--maybe
two.

“Damn it!” she exclaimed
before she thought better of it.

Not that she was alone in her
reaction.

Probably half the people working in
the warehouse let out exclamations of fury or dismay.

Then silence fell while everyone
waited in the darkness for the power to come back on.

Cate checked her phone for the time
and discovered it was off.

It had power, but it wasn’t
working.

She stared at it in disbelieve. “I
don’t have phone service.. Anybody got the time?”

Maybe thirty seconds later there was a
sound off.

“I don’t have service
either.”

“Mine’s off, too.
WTF?”

Speculation followed that--until they
discovered that they were on different phone companies and
plans.

“Well! This can’t be
because nobody paid their bill or the company went belly up,” Cate
said pointedly. “They aren’t connected ….”

“They might be on the same
satellite, though,” somebody pointed out.

Cate considered that. “I know there’s
more than one communications satellite up there.”

“What are the odds that
the power would go out and the phones … at the same
time?”

“Maybe power outage at the
phone company?”

That prompted an argument among the
ignorant--because nobody actually knew how their phones/the phone
systems worked--as to how that would be possible, or how it wasn’t
possible.

Cate’s phone still had enough battery
life to light up a small area she discovered the next time she
checked it and she decided to go outside while she still had enough
power to find her way.

Because there wasn’t a single window
to let in light because, she supposed, the ‘powers’ thought they
might be screwing off looking out if they’d had them.

It started an exodus. As soon as she
was noticed, everyone else began to push their chairs back and get
up.

Cate was among the first to make it
outside, however.

There was a covered platform directly
outside of the employee entrance/exit with docking stations for
tractor trailers to load product or unload supplies. There were two
trailers backed up to the dock, blocking much of the
view.

Cate didn’t know if that had anything
to do with the fact that it took her longer to make any sense of
what she was looking at or not. Maybe it was shock that prevented
her brain from instantly identifying and processing the view
through her eyes?

Maybe it was just the fact that it was
something she’d never seen before?

She didn’t actually feel any fear,
though, in the beginning.

She didn’t recall even feeling a lot
of curiosity.

She just didn’t comprehend what she
was looking at.

The sky seemed to be
overcast--something diffusing/blocking light that should have been
strong enough to brighten the landscape.

It wasn’t clouds, though.

And it wasn’t rain falling from the
sky.

It was giant …
somethings--oblong--almost like the trailers parked at the
dock--just dropping from the sky.

She gaped at them until one snagged
her gaze and carried it right down to the ground.

That was when she saw/heard one of the
things land right in the middle of the parking lot--on top of the
cars and trucks parked there. It was the near deafening sound of
dozens of cars being compacted at one time that knocked her out of
her catatonic state.

Or maybe the exclamations and screams
around her?

Whatever the case, by the time the
thing opened and …. Armored monsters began to pour out with strange
guns/weapons aimed to fire, she had enough presence of
mind/self-preservation instincts to race to the edge of the dock
and leap off.

Not enough sense to look for the
fucking stairs, unfortunately.

Pain shot through one of her ankles as
she landed--through the soles of both feet.

Too stunned to really feel it, she
fought her way through the people who’d followed her, or
outdistanced her, and couldn’t decide which way to run or maybe
even if they should run.

She wasn’t actually aware of choosing
a direction or deciding to evacuate. She was just moving away from
the … aliens pouring out of alien ships--like a pinball, bouncing
off of obstacles and changing directions repeatedly.

Until something grabbed
her.

Her cat-like reflexes instantly came
to her. Instinctively, she began to gyrate and fling her arms
around ineffectually in an attempt to fight ‘it’ off or get
loose.

Amazingly enough, it lost its grip on
her and she fell on the ground. She barely felt the impact. She
started running crab-like along the ground--using toes, knees,
hands, fingers, and elbows.

She managed to travel far enough to
scrape the skin off of everything scrambling along the pavement
before she hit another blockage.

That one clamped hands around her like
a vice and lifted her clean off of her feet--held her dangling in
front of him.

She found herself gaping at her own
reflection in the mirror-like surface of the
face-shield.

And then she fainted for the first
time in her life.

Well, swooned, she supposed when she
had time to consider it.

She didn’t completely lose
consciousness. She could still hear. There was just a dark cloud
forming around her head.

Then someone grabbed her around the
ass.

“Let her go, mother
fucker!” he bellowed, tugging at the lower half of her
body.

She glanced toward the voice, but she
couldn’t make out the face with the black gnats swarming
her.

“Dis you man?” asked a
strange, metallic, mostly incomprehensible voice that made her hair
stand on end almost literally.

Cate whipped a sharp look back at the
thing holding her upper body and then a look down at the man
holding the lower half.

She was stunned stupid by the fact
that the alien not only spoke human. It-He spoke English--sort
of.

Her mind was just too sluggish to
translate the sounds into anything she could understand.

Apparently the alien--man, she
thought--took her silence as a no. Because, before she could decide
how to respond, it balled one hand into a fist and hit the guy,
knocking him loose from her. When her would-be-rescuer hit the
pavement and skidded, another one grabbed him, jerked him to his
feet and then force marched him toward the thing they’d arrived
in.

Guilt swamped her.

The poor guy had tried to save
her--she thought--and now he was going to get hauled
away.

And, apparently, she was also because
the alien that had caught her settled her on her feet, captured one
arm, and hauled her after the other captive.

Captives.

Because she could see as soon as he
led her off that everybody that hadn’t run fast enough was being
herded into the ship.

And that discovery was almost enough
to turn her into a blubbering idiot.

The only reason that didn’t manifest
was because she couldn’t seem to make a sound--was too shocked to
think or feel anything, had lost any ability to even fall back on
instincts.


Chapter Two

Ra felt a heavy thud against his chest
wall when he lifted the creature that almost felt like a stab of
fear.

But was not.

He could not identify
what had caused
it, but he knew it had nothing to do with fear--with any of the
emotions he was familiar with.

Perhaps a touch of anxiety?

Because she looked so much like an
E-Ridian that, for a handful of seconds, he thought she
was.

She was not, he realized in the next
moment.

Not that he had ever gazed upon an
E-Ridian female. That was forbidden to him as a male of the soldier
class. But he saw differences that told him, when he had gathered
his wits, that she was not one of their people.

Primarily the strange color of her
skin and her cockade and her huge, round eyes.

Perhaps not even close enough to
explain his confusion except that he had no familiarity with
females among his own people.

And the alien was pleasing enough to
his eyes to rattle his wits as surely as if he had sustained a
physical blow to the head.

He did not think he had a single clear
thought until he had put her down again.

With the exception of the blast of
rage that went through him when the alien male had challenged him
for her.

But that could not be considered
thought.

Had required none.

A flicker of uneasiness went through
him when he released her and looked down to discover she had lifted
her head to look straight at him.

If he had not had his protective face
shield closed, she would have met his gaze.

That alone was enough to assure him he
had not inadvertently captured one of their own--beyond the fact
that there would be none on the alien world yet. And it most
certainly would not have happened if she had been
E-Ridian.

They did not acknowledge anyone of a
lower class than they were--certainly not the soldier
class.

And he would have faced serious
consequences if he had dared to look upon an E-Ridian woman as if
he was an equal and was allowed that privilege

Perhaps that explained it, the
turmoil, he thought as he watched her turn and race into the
ship?

Possibly.

But he did not think so and that gave
him no comfort at all.

It took an effort to break his focus
upon her. When he did, he found his first officer studying her as
keenly, no doubt, as he had.

“You have a question,
First Officer Tao? An observation you would like to
make?”

“I would not presume,
Major Commander Ra.”

Ra’s lips tightened. He stared at Tao
for several moments and finally reached up to cut the link with his
coms.

Tao followed his movements with his
gaze, hesitated, and then lifted his hand to cut his own
link.

He felt hesitant himself considering
the staggering consequences.

And yet ….

“We have a …
miscommunication regarding our current operation.”

“Yes, Major
Commander.”

“You are not to discuss
it--with anyone.”

Tao stared at him for a long moment
and finally flicked a quick look at his Bi--as if he could not help
himself.

And, no doubt, he could not. They were
Bi. He was an only. He could not claim to understand the close bond
between Bis when he had no bond with anyone, but he did understand
that they operated almost as one.

“It cannot be
discussed--at all--at any point when we are under
surveillance.”

Tao and Kale both saluted him.
“Affirmative, Major Commander.”

He turned his communicator on again.
“I will return to the main ship. They appear to have everything in
hand here.”

* * * *

Cate wasn’t actually aware of her
riveted gaze. She supposed she should have been when her gaze was
practically welded to the alien that had picked her up. But her
mind was elsewhere, replaying everything that had happened over and
over in an attempt to understand a thing incomprehensible to
her.

Her brain did record, however, she
discovered when the tether was finally broken by the people that
piled in behind her and then the closing of the door.

He didn’t have a weapon--she didn’t
think.

Maybe he’d shouldered it when he’d
reached down and picked her up to study her?

And she thought he
had picked her up to
study her.

She just wasn’t certain of
why.

Just a generic sort of
curiosity?

Or something she needed to be afraid
of?

Because she realized he had followed
her with his gaze when she’d run inside her cage--like she was too
stupid to know it was a trap.

Her belly cramped when it occurred to
her to wonder why they were capturing people and packing them into
the ships.

Not that she’d wanted to die in those
moments ….

Well, on second thought it might have
been easier than what she was facing.

The fight or flight instincts were a
long way from infallible. Historically, maybe-maybe not. In the
days of modern weapons, she thought either one was guaranteed to
lead to a swift death.

Which, actually, might not be nearly
as bad as a slow one.

Not that that made any sense at all,
but why?

What could alien beings so superior
technologically to humans want with them?

Slaves? Food?

How could it be economically feasible
for either scenario?

Wouldn’t building robots and growing
their own food be cheaper and easier?

On maybe they
were robots?

The discovery that there was a
vibration beneath her feet diverted her from her speculation,
because that said to her--even though she’d never been on a
spaceship--that something was about to happen.

When it did, it jellified her
knees.

She thought if they hadn’t been packed
in so tightly she might have wilted to the floor.

She was assisted in remaining upright
by a monster.

Not an alien monster.

A human one.

Because she discovered when he grabbed
her it was the man who’d grabbed her before and it was her nemesis
from the factory.

She’d let the bastard talk her into a
‘date’ one time and discovered he thought date meant she was going
to put out for him. And if she didn’t give it up willingly, he was
entitled to take it because he had bought her a coffee. If she
hadn’t been rescued by by-standers there was no telling what he
would’ve done to her, but she’d been terrified of him since--on the
run--even though the bastard worked in the same factory and there
was no getting away from him entirely.

“Get away from me!” she
hissed.

Anger instantly contorted his
features. “Bitch! I’m here because of you ….”

Outrage suffused her.

One of their guards caught his hands
and squeezed until he let go of her.

Cate was almost too shocked to take
advantage--was. Fortunately, her instincts kicked in and she ducked
behind him for refuge.

He twisted to look back at her and
then at the man and then straightened and allowed her to hide
behind him.

She was almost tearfully
grateful.

It wasn’t that she wasn’t used to
looking out for herself. She was.

But in a general sense, people tended
to back off if you stood up to them and refused to be
intimidated.

Floyd Moon was one of the
exceptions--a predator even though he didn’t look like one. Skinny
as a rail and very little taller than she was--and she wasn’t tall.
But he had man-strength and that was a lot more than she had even
though she thought she was pretty strong for a woman. And he was
all too happy to take advantage of his superior
strength.

It said a lot for her mental state at
the time that she’d been too shocked to even recognize the bastard
when he’d grabbed her and tried to wrestle the alien for
her.
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