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Chapter One

“This is some fuckin’
bullshit!” Collins muttered. “We’re supposed to go out there and
drag one of them savages in for sperm? Sperm huntin’? What the fuckin’ hell?
We’re gonna be mating with the savages?”

“My orders were three.
They’re looking for bio-diversity,” Jana retorted
tightly.

“Eew! Sarg is usin’ big
words. She’s pissed!” Consuelo muttered just loud enough Jana
caught it.

She stiffened, wondering if it would
be better to pretend she hadn’t heard or not.

“That’s ‘cause she’s got an
ed-u-cation,” Maddy announced to the room at large. “She was almost
somebody before they kicked her downstairs with us.”

Jana cringed inwardly, but the
comments/speculation about her background diverted everyone—as
usual—and that wasn’t a bad thing at the moment.

She got it. She wasn’t thrilled at the
idea of going outside the dome herself—especially for the purpose
they were being sent—but they were soldiers. They all took orders
from the council—even her.

Even if it had crossed her own mind
that getting a bunch of people killed to collect sperm seemed like
a piss poor reason to die.

“Did they tell you that,
Sgt?” Ken asked.

Jana didn’t even glance at him. She
focused on checking her gear. “Get real, Ken! I’m just a grunt like
the rest of you—not an officer. They don’t tell me jack-shit …
beyond what to do. They said we needed to pick up three males … if
we could find three that looked healthy.”

“So where did the ‘sperm’
and the ‘diverse’ come in?” Maddy asked, clearly puzzled and maybe
a little disappointed.

Jana turned around and looked at her,
struggling with a mixture of pity and impatience. She didn’t think
any of them lacked intelligence. They just lacked interest in
anything beyond their narrow little view of life.

Or maybe, more accurately, they
preferred to stick their heads in the sand and not listen to the
news?

They hadn’t been forbidden to breed,
but she wasn’t buying that the ‘issue’ they got with their
breakfast everyday was just vitamins.

Not when most of the men and all of
the women had lost any interest in copulation—supposedly young,
healthy, and breeding aged individuals who weren’t just complying
with orders not to. They weren’t interested. Mostly.

According to propaganda, the
‘vitamins’ were to ‘cure’ that issue, but if it had been a problem
before they began issuing the ‘treatment’ for it, she damned well
hadn’t noticed it.

There’d been couples caught sneaking
off to some hiding spot to indulge fairly regularly …
before.

And of course they’d discouraged
sexual congress in the ranks—either within or outside the
military—insisted on the soldiers using birth control—by issuing it
with their ‘vitamins’.

Because the people that were assigned
to the military weren’t just lower class citizens. They were
considered genetically inferior by the scientists monitoring what
remained of the human genome.

They didn’t want them breeding and
further weakening the gene pool.

But nobody had paid that a lot of
attention if they felt like screwing—which had led the powers to
decide to take matters into their own hands and start issuing
chemical deterrents.

Jana’s theory anyway.

It wasn’t baseless even if it wasn’t
actually informed.

It was an educated
guess-opinion.

Based on the actions taken and
overheard conversations she’d caught from time to time from people
in a position to know the truth.

And the fact that she’d started
ditching her ‘vitamins’ as soon as she noticed there were some
pretty unpleasant side effects and the way she felt once she got
off the vitamins.

Regardless of her suspicions, though,
it was unnerving that they’d been assigned a mission that seemed to
bear up her suppositions when she’d hoped she was dead
wrong.

Worse, it smacked of desperation, so
much so that it was really hard to dismiss her doubts.

There’d been very little contact with
the out-worlders, or outsiders, for generations.

Now, they were supposed to
go out and capture three and bring them in for ‘testing’?

Inside the dome? The savages? Not just
knock them out and take blood and tissue samples?

Which would’ve been scary-dangerous
enough.

That damned sure wasn’t because they
were considering going out themselves!

They had every intention of holing up
beneath the safe shelter of the dome forever.

But they didn’t mind sending out the
‘trash’ to wrangle some of the savages for them now that they’d
decided they might be useful.

So that they could determine whether
the survivors had the genetic diversity they needed to
continue.

They didn’t
want the diversity the
lower classes/genetically inferior might be able to
supply.

She shook the thought.

Above her pay grade!

She just hoped to hell she didn’t lose
half the troops trying to grab savages and make it back inside in
one piece!

* * * *

The tranq darts didn’t work worth a
fuck!

It just fucking pissed off the
savages.

Either that or the savages
were a lot stronger than they’d estimated!

They’d formed up in the airlocks just
before first light because the scientists believed they’d become
nocturnal—the outsiders. They should be asleep and it should be a
piece of cake to tranq them, bind them, and haul them
in.

Her first inkling that all was not
right in the world came when she was informed by their point that
there was movement—not far from the airlock, as it
happened.

Maybe a coincidence, maybe
not.

Maybe they weren’t asleep and they’d
noticed the activity? Maybe they wanted to know what had roused the
dome people up enough to get them outside?

She shrugged it off with an
effort. She was chasing shadows, freaked because they had to go
outside and engage when they never did that. Generally, on the
infrequent occasions when they had
engaged with the outsiders, they took up positions
in the guard towers and ‘repelled’ any attempts by the savages to
breach the dome.

Which was actually rare and truthfully
had never happened that she had heard of except when the council
had ordered ‘subjects’ taken for study and the outsiders attacked
the dome in retaliation.

She got that they were focused on
saving humanity.

She really did.

But they didn’t seem to get
that every time they wanted something from outside, some soldier paid the ultimate
price for it.

Or sometimes a lot of
soldiers.

“Nothing,” the man on point
called back. “Whatever it was, it’s gone.”

Jana wasn’t buying it.

She tapped her com. “A couple of
hostiles spotted—maybe—could be nothing, could be something bad.
Keep it tight, people, stay frosty, watch your six. Sharp
shooters—have your tranq guns at the ready.”

When she saw everyone was poised for
go, she gave the signal.

The outer door of the airlock opened
swiftly and silently.

She couldn’t see any movement to
indicate anything had been waiting outside for them to
move.

There was still limited visibility
outside, though, she discovered to her dismay—even though she could
see the sun was up. The landscape was so dark and murky she
couldn’t even see the other end of the bridge that spanned the
double moats that connected the dome with the outside world. “Go
infrared.”

She could hear a collection of pings
as the damned things were activated. She winced, undecided as to
whether it was loud because she’d caught the sound on her coms or
if it really had been loud enough to give them away.

“Any movement,
Gonzalez?”

“Nothing ….”

“Let’s move. Keep it tight
but don’t bunch up.”

They were seasoned soldiers she told
herself. They knew what they were doing.

Of course, most of the ‘experience’
was simulated, but the majority had some real world experience,
too.

Only one was outside the dome,
unfortunately, and that was directly outside. No one ever moved
more than twenty yards from the airlock in any direction. This
mission would require them to search a quadrant that was roughly
ten times that—which they were expected to complete within an eight
hour period.

But it took what it took. There was no
telling if it would take that long or twice that long. Even with
limited visibility she could see the landscape was a minefield of
debris.

They’d passed probably a
dozen makeshift shelters before they realized it
was shelters.

Instead of back tracking, Jana ordered
the troops to watch for them and began to peel off pairs to check
the interiors as they came across them.

Then they began to advance by inches …
because there was no way in hell she was going to start whittling
down on her troops when they’d detected movement before they even
got out of the airlock. When she sent someone in, the rest of them
advanced in a sort of rolling relay so that only two to four were
out of her sight for more than a few minutes and the bulk of the
group was there as backup.

They made it all the way to their
furthest point and began to turn back toward the dome before they
saw anything at all. Almost as soon as they made the turn toward
the East, though, they began to pick up movements—like the
scurrying of rodents.

“We aren’t out of the
woods, ladies. This isn’t the time to relax. Keep it
tight.”

“Tracking bogies,” their
point, Johns, reported. “Three.”

Jana’s heart jolted in her chest.
“Watch your six, people. Remember--tranqs before projectiles. We
need three. And I’ve got no interest in being selective—whatever
they said. Tranq anything you see and let’s load ‘em up on the dogs
and get the hell back to base.”

* * * *

“What do you think they’re
after?”

Thor didn’t even look at his second,
Ullr. “Nothing we want to give them,” he responded.

“Even if they ask nice,”
Ba’al growled. “And they ain’t askin’ nice.”

Thor glanced from one to other of the
men on either side of him. “Would you two knuckle heads shut the
fuck up before they hear you?”

Ba’al glared at Ullr … as
if it was his fault Ba’al had decided to chat!

They moved down the rubbish hill again
and settled.

Ullr and Ba’al waited with what
patience they could muster since they could see Thor was mulling
over what he’d seen.

“I think we need to catch a
couple or three and see what we can beat out of them,” Thor said
decisively. “Ullr—follow them. If they make another turn we’ll set
the trap up at that end. If they turn around and head back the same
way, Ba’al, we’ll need to set the trap closer to their entry spot.
You watch that side. And keep quiet. I’m going to head to the
perimeter—just in case they slip past the two of you.”

* * * *

Jana’s tension was winding tighter and
tighter the further they went with no sign at all of any of the
outsiders—to the point that her hand had begun to cramp and sweat
where she held her weapon until she started to worry she’d lose her
grip at a really bad moment. She tried surreptitiously flexing her
hand, arching it away from the weapon to allow air to pass between
her palm and the material of the weapon, but that was next door to
useless. Even shifting her grip did little to ease the
problem.

It was the lack of a
target.

They’d already covered maybe half of
the quadrant they’d marked—without seeing so much as a
rodent.

She couldn’t decide whether there was
just no one in the sector they’d chosen, or if they were hiding
because they were afraid.

Or if they were hiding because they’d
set a trap and they meant to attack at the right moment. “Steady.
Watch your grouping,” she said quietly. “You’re too
tight.”

The group paused at another shelter
and the soldiers that remained outside shifted a little to give
themselves room to maneuver if they were attacked.

Jana took the time to transfer her
weapon to her other hand and wipe her sweating palm on the leg of
her uniform. Then she flexed her hand a few times, slung it to
stimulate circulation and cool it, and moved her weapon back to her
right hand.

Their point detected movement
again—moving away from them as the other two had—as they began to
turn back toward the dome.

A more trusting sole might have
interpreted that to be proof that the savages were running
scared.

Jana felt her gut tighten up. “Eyes
and ears open, people,” she murmured. “The bastards are up to
something—sure as shit.”

Despite all of her reminders—to
herself and her troops—when there was a bellow that echoed across
the landscape and an abrupt flurry of moment her heart leapt into
her throat and tried to choke her. “Tranqs,” she bellowed,
snatching her own tranq pistol out of its holster and drawing a
bead on the ‘tank’ headed her way. “Hold until he’s close enough
you can’t miss!”

“There’s another one!”
someone yelled.

“Weapons hot!” she
bellowed. “We only need three. Take the rest out if you have
to!”

She caught her target dead center of
the chest. Three other darts hit him almost simultaneously and he
just kept coming. She began to frantically search for another tranq
to reload.

Thankfully she didn’t need it because
he collapsed in a heap almost at her feet.

Actually, he bit the dirt just shy of
her. His momentum brought him up against her hard enough it nearly
bowled her over.

“Mother fucker!” she
growled in fright.

“Fuck! Lost
one!”

They held position for several moments
more, scanning the tops of the piles of debris for any sign of
movement and finally summoned the dogs.

It took four soldiers, each, to lift
the two unconscious savages they’d downed with the tranqs and tie
them to the backs of the dogs.

“Jones! Reload tranqs. Take
four and scout around to see if the other one is still around here
somewhere.”

“I didn’t see that anybody
hit him but me. One tranq isn’t going to bring him down when it
took damned near a half a dozen to take these down.”

“Look anyway,” Jana said
tightly, mentally cussing. They’d only gotten two. She hoped to
hell they weren’t going to be sent back out for another one any
time soon, but she wasn’t betting on it.

Especially if the stupid bastards
they’d brought down died from too much sedative.

“Let’s be quick,” she said
on that thought. “We’re fucked if they die on us.”

* * * *

Ullr was beside himself when he came
to and discovered his pack brothers were taken. He wrestled,
briefly, with the guilt he felt and then dismissed it. He was
outside. He was alive and they needed help.

He needed to find a way into the old
city and join forces with them and get them out while there was
still time.

 



Chapter Two

Not only did they not die, the
bastards were wide awake by the time they got them into
decontamination and the biggest of the two—a blonde giant with hair
halfway down his back and muscles that had muscles—tossed the squad
that tried to subdue him when he was released from the walking
gurney ‘dog’ around like they were children.

It took two squads to hold him long
enough for a lab tech to give him another shot to ‘calm’ him so
that they could get him manacled.

They cut his clothing, such as it was,
off since nobody wanted to try to hold him down to strip
him.

Jana thought, if she hadn’t been so
banged up, she might have appreciated him for the beautiful, wild,
male animal he was.

Actually, she did.

It was impossible, she discovered, not
to.

She was riveted—absolutely
mesmerized—and it wasn’t just because she’d never seen one in the
flesh before—this close.

He was tattooed all over. She couldn’t
decide if the designs meant something or it was purely for
ornamentation, but he sure as hell didn’t need anything to make him
pretty. His build, without all the muscles, was sheer perfection of
symmetry—with muscles—just mind blowing. It was a little harder to
say about his face when it was contorted with rage, but the glimpse
she’d had before he reanimated was pretty heart
stopping.

She might have stood staring at him
like an imbecile except she had to call her troops down. They were
still so worked up they wanted to kill something—the specimen
they’d just risked their necks to capture. “Stowe it! Save your
breath. We have to get the other one chained for
decontamination.”

They came to order, but she saw the
dismay that flickered across their faces.

The second one—the dark one or at
least dark haired one—was damned near as big as the ‘big one’—not
quite but not a lot less of a challenge. He was still built like a
fucking tank.

All she could think the entire time
they wrestled to physically subdue the men was that they’d been
lied to.

Well—the rest of it—the
fascination—couldn’t actually be called ‘thinking’

Maybe it wasn’t actually a lie,
though—as they knew it?

Maybe everyone was ignorant about the
savages and just ‘guessing’.

She didn’t see anything about him that
made her think ‘weak’.

He wasn’t undersized.

He wasn’t emaciated.

He looked to be about twice
the size of the average male inside
the dome.

And there was intelligence in his
glittering, icy blue eyes.

He wasn’t hostile because he was
afraid, either.

He was fucking pissed off.

And so was the dark one.

He, apparently, had had plenty of time
to come off the tranquilizer and wasn’t even a little confused. The
moment the first cuff came off, he swung—and his arm was long
enough and his strength powerful enough that he took out four
soldiers with the one swing, felled them, and only one managed to
get back on his feet.

Rather than send for more men, Jana
summoned the tech with the needle and she and the squad held his
legs down long enough for the tech to stab him with a
needle.

He hit her hard enough to knock her
helmet askew, though—and it was only a glancing blow. She thought
he might’ve taken her head off if she hadn’t still been wearing her
helmet.

She stepped back when they’d gotten
him manacled for the chem bath to decontaminate him and removed her
helmet—broken—and wiped at her face. There was blood on her hand
when she took it down to examine it.

The blow and or the helmet had
bloodied her nose and cracked her lip.

“You ok, Sarg?”

Jana glanced toward Ken when he spoke,
but her gaze was snagged by the blonde giant as she turned her head
and she never completed the motion.

He was awake, again, and alert, and
staring straight at her. She managed a faint smile. “Fine, thanks.
I’m going to need a new helmet, though.”

“I ought to kick his ass,”
he muttered.

That time she made it all the way to
Ken when he spoke.

She had suspected Ken had a ‘thing’
for her. She didn’t know if that comment/threat proved it or not,
but if he didn’t he was an idiot even to think it was possible for
him to kick the dark giant’s ass. He was barely a hair taller than
she was—and probably weighed less. Unless his muscle mass tipped
the scales and she couldn’t see he had a lot more of that than she
did.

So—no match for a man that had a way
longer reach and way more weight to throw behind his
punches.

Sad to say Ken was as fine a male
specimen as they had.

She’d always thought he was pretty
impressive … before she got a look at the savages.

She’d even considered him as a
potential genetic donor … if they were ever allowed to
breed.

“Stowe it. Any animal,
including us, would’ve fought back. I’d have hard feelings if I was
dead, mind you,” she added with a touch of dark humor. “But this is
nothing to get all stirred up about.”

She’d gotten worse in
training.

Not to the point where she’d been
reeling from the blow and thought she might pass out, but banged up
plenty.

It had pissed her off the first few
times she’d felt pain, but then she’d realized they were trading
pain and she was giving out as good as she got—and the trainers
considered it a way of hardening them up.

It must have worked, she thought
wryly.

They had to knock the heavy bastards
out again to get them back on the gurney dogs for transport to the
lab once they decontaminated them—had to parade them halfway across
the damned city—which she wasn’t happy about.

It seemed … unnecessarily
demeaning.

That might not have bothered her so
much if she hadn’t noticed the intelligence in their
eyes.

They weren’t animals.

Or if they’d been half as magnificent
as they were.

They weren’t subhuman.

She dismissed it with an
effort.

Not her decision or her preference and
nothing she could do to change it.

The head of lab—Dr. Thomas—came in and
looked the specimens over when they finally managed to get them
into the examination room and chained to the tables. “Only
two?”

Jana’s lips tightened. “The other one
got away. The tranqs didn’t even slow them down a hell of a
lot.”

The man whipped a glare in her
direction. “Is that a criticism?”

Jana felt the blood leave her face.
“An observation,” she responded tightly. “And an explanation. You
suggested we’d failed our mission.”
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