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Prologue

Nearly a decade earlier, humans had
discovered and explored the world of the Uti with probes. Their
world wasn’t highly populated and the Uti, although primitive by
Earth standards, were more advanced than the beings that occupied
the continent on the opposite side of the world.

It was decided that they would claim
the small continent near the territory settled by the Uti and
divided into nine realms. Due to some similarities to the legendary
continent of Atlantis on Earth, they decided to call the colony
Atlantis.

Strategically, this continent seemed
the most ideal place to settle.

It was fertile, had an ideal climate,
and a wealth of resources.

Robots were sent to set up security
and begin building the colony and ports for dealing with the
natives.

Probes collected samples of everything
and the humans began to acclimate themselves to the bacterial and
viral inhabitants on the trip from Earth to the new world, which
the natives called Kali.

The arrival of humans didn’t go
completely unnoticed, but since they were careful to shuttle down
during the night the natives weren’t certain what they’d
seen.

In fact, the only Earthlings the
inhabitants had actually seen and become somewhat familiar with
were the robots that inhabited the colony from the time it was
first established. And it was widely believed that this was the
humans—or star children or sky people as many referred to
them.

Despite every effort to protect
themselves and acclimate to the new environment, the colony of
Atlantis was struck by an alien viral epidemic just a matter of
years after they’d arrived. The virus was deadly and swift,
decimating the population so rapidly that the only defense they
were able to muster was to use cryogenics to halt the progress once
a person was infected to give them time to come up with a treatment
or cure. But this only gave them time. Freezing prevented more
deaths. It slowed the rate of contagion, but new cases continued to
threaten to overwhelm the medical staff and scientists.

Naturally, they turned to their own
people first for help, but they were told to quarantine to prevent
the contagion from reaching Earth.

In desperation, they turned to the
realms of the Uti for a cure, but they were too primitive to
understand viruses and they were distrustful of the humans if not
downright hostile. They knew they would have to use some kind of
subterfuge to find what they needed to study the virus and develop
the cure, treatment, and or prevention. They didn’t want to try to
get what they needed through force, didn’t want to make war or
start a war.

They turned to use what they’d learned
of the customs and politics of the Uti in order to get someone
inside each of the realms who stood a chance of finding their
enemy.

The custom they discovered
that seemed to fit their needs most nearly was the custom of
extending friendship through a favored female. The females were
referred to as Pleasure Women in the native tongue—Di-ore. Much
like the geisha women of the Asian custom, these women were trained
to please men by entertainment—they would entertain with song and
dance, conversation if the man desired, companionship, serve them
food and drink and massage. Rarely did these turn sexual, but it
wasn’t unheard of. Primarily, though, it was considered bad form to
use the favorite woman of someone extending friendship in this way.
And it was a
‘loan’. The women were returned within a week—Kaili
time.

All the chosen ones had to do was face
the giant barbarians alone, collect useful specimens, and return
them to the colony for study—and survive a week in the strongholds
of the giant alien barbarians they actually knew almost nothing
about.


Chapter One

Duke Bastian l’Cler, known throughout
the realms of Kaili as the Rogue Lord for his casual stance on
borders—everyone else’s—lowered the spying cylinder his people had
developed to see over distances their eyes could not, his face set
in grim lines.

As he had suspected—known—the lesser
tribes had been snubbed and insulted by the star people.

He had not believed—any of the reports
he had gotten. The star people had been on Kali many years now and
had never before shown interest in dealings with the natives of the
world they clearly thought they had conquered.

Why now?

And why offer their ‘gifts’ to only
the largest, wealthiest Realms?

Because, he thought, it was about
power. It was not about an offer of friendship, regardless of the
method they had chosen to reach out that suggested it was. That he
had been told they had chosen, the offering of a Di-ore as a token
of friendship.

They meant to unite with the most
powerful Realms of the Uti and wipeout all of the smaller tribes—or
annex them.

Either way, he would not stand for
it.

And they would discover that his
realm, regardless of its size, was far more powerful than they
could imagine.

For, of all of the tribes
of the Uti, only they wielded true magic, and it was a powerful magic—as the star
people would soon discover.

He turned to his captain-at-arms. “I
will take that one,” he said grimly, indicating what was no more
than a dark speck in the sky far in the distance, but headed in
their direction and growing larger very quickly.

“King Loki’s Di-ore?” his
captain asked with a flicker of anticipation.

Lord Bastian grunted a sound of
satisfaction and shrugged. “One is as good as another, yes? Can we
help it if it is Loki’s Di-ore that is presented to us?”

In the sense that all of the Di-ore
were as close to womanly perfection as could be had, yes, although
it seemed unlikely that could be said of a Di-ore of the star
people. Except, his captain thought, this one would bring them to
war with the Flaxen that marched along three of their borders. King
Loki was not one to be trifled with. They had never had more than
an uneasy peace with him and very likely this would tip the
scales.

“They are horrible
creatures,” the captain muttered, “from what I have heard—the star
people. In that sense, certainly—that one is as good as another …
and very likely true as to the regard of their people. We are
likely to have difficulties with King Loki, however—and quite
possibly the star people, as well.”

Bastian shrugged. “Mayhap. But I am
thinking King Loki will feel the slight meant for me and make war
on the star people in retaliation—when his Di-ore does not arrive
as promised. And I will have a pawn to get what is rightfully ours
from the star people—if there is ought to be had beyond a
subterfuge for something I am not willing to give.”

* * * *

Dr. Chloe Mortensen lifted her arm
when her name was called so that the lab tech could find her in the
crowd gathered at the staging area of the colony. Despite her
earnest efforts to banish it, the debilitating fear that had seized
her from the moment she discovered she had been selected as one of
the ‘Di-ores’ that would be sent to the nine main realms of the Uti
surfaced again as she watched the tech thread his way through the
crowd to reach her.

She knew it was dangerous. She didn’t
need stomach churning terror to remind her. And that natural
reaction to threat was certainly counterproductive in this instance
since she had no choice in whether to go or not.

There was no running.

And she needed calm to keep her wits
about her. And she really, really needed her wits to deal with the
barbarians, to grab what she needed, and run back to the relative
safety of the colony.

“Dr.
Mortensen?”

“Yes.”

“You have been selected to
go to the realm of King Loki, yes?”

Chloe felt her belly
cramp. He was a Flaxen king. According to research, not as
primitive as the Darklings. Or as advanced as the Spartans—although
they were all barbarians and Chloe very much doubted there was a huge gulf
between the practices of any of the three races of the Uti—whatever
tags the people studying them had applied to them.

Her voice failed her. She cleared her
throat. “Yes.”

“You are over there,” he
responded, pointing. “Drone.”

Oh fuck!

The Flaxen realm of King Loki was one
of the furthest and it had been determined by command that the best
way to transport those heading the furthest out were via the
drones—the hope being they could deliver the Di-ores safely, in a
time frame that satisfied the colony needs, without scaring the
natives badly enough to try to shoot them out of the
sky.

They just couldn’t afford to risk the
choppers and beyond that they figured those would be more obtrusive
and more frightening to the natives.

Chloe didn’t know whether to be glad
or sorry she hadn’t been informed until she’d reached
‘launch’.

She hadn’t had any time to worry about
traveling via drone in the days leading up to her launch, when she
and the other ‘volunteers’ had been furiously pouring over and
absorbing—trying to absorb—everything—the little—data the
xeno-anthropologists had gathered since their arrival on the colony
world of Kali.

And that was good thing, because she
was certain she wouldn’t have been able to focus long enough to
absorb a damn thing she didn’t already know.

They were barbarians—only slightly
less savage—dangerous, unpredictable, and violent than the
‘uncivilized’ beings that inhabited their world with
them.

In a general way, they settled
disputes by killing the bastard that disagreed with
them.

They were beginning to move away from
wholesale slaughter, but border-disputes/all out war had erupted
several times in the handful of years since the colony had been
settled. And there was every evidence that that had been pretty
much the only way they settled anything prior to that.

Now, they occasionally sat down and
discussed their issues … before they resorted to physical
violence.

Chloe didn’t mind the drone so much.
The pod wasn’t her favorite thing, but there was plenty of air and
plenty of room to move around—she just couldn’t sit up. She did get
just a tiny bit claustrophobic in it, but she could get soothing
music piped in and that usually steadied her nerves.

This time would be different,
unfortunately.

The distance was further and she
wasn’t landing in a controlled environment at the end of the
journey.

She wouldn’t see the faces of fellow
humans—fellow colonists when her pod was opened.

She would be landing smack in the
middle of the barbarians.

And she had a bad feeling the
barbarians weren’t going to be happy with her method of
delivery.

A shudder went through her at the
thought, but she resolutely made her way over to the launch area,
trying not to think about the fact that the pods looked like
coffins and how very appropriate that was all things
considered.

There was already a line waiting to be
podded when she reached the launch pad.

Not a very long line,
unfortunately.

Scientists weren’t terribly inclined
to be social butterflies, but they were all so unnerved at the
prospect they were facing that they chattered a little frantically
to distract themselves while they waited.

Chloe didn’t know if it was a good
thing or a bad thing that they’d barely shared their destinations
with one another when the first was called.

White faced, Lauren turned to wish
them luck and then scurried over to the pod that had been prepared
for her.

“Reassuring,” Chloe
muttered.

Kally, the woman directly in front of
her, managed a sickly smile. “I don’t know whether to hope it’ll
take a while to get there or not. I really hate the
pods.”

Chloe shrugged with an effort. “Low
profile for less wind drag—I hate them, too. Feels like being
….”

Kally was called before she could
complete the thought.

Mentally, she kicked herself for even
bringing it up.

“Break a leg!” she called
out.

Kally sent her a frightened
look.

“That’s what actors say
instead of good luck. It’s the Karma thing.”

Still looking terrified … and baffled,
Kally went to her pod.

“Dr.
Mortensen.”

Chloe lifted a hand and
waved.

The tech summoned her with a hand
gesture.

“Oh.”

She scurried over to stand beside her
coffin.

Pod.

And then climbed in when the tech
reminded her to get in. “No need to settle and seal just yet.
They’re doing a final systems check. If you would, though, please
attach the monitor at the wrist.”

Chloe nodded jerkily, looked around
for it and finally located the wrist band under her ass. When she’d
tugged it out, she pulled the gauntlet off that hand and wrapped
the band around her wrist, securing it.

The tech crouched beside her pod and
adjusted it and then put his finger to his com unit. “How about
now?”

Chloe stared at him and then down at
the wrist he still held.

“Confirmed.” He looked at
her. “You’re good to go.”

She managed a tight smile.

He looked like he might say more.
Instead, he straightened. “Prepare for launch,” he advised her as
the first drone arrived at the pad and lowered cables to attach the
first pod.

Sucking in a deep breath as if she was
plunging into water, Chloe lay down and pressed the button to close
the pod, squeezing her eyes shut as the lid began to lower. She
heard it close, the locks engage.

She focused on breathing to calm
herself, but the results weren’t optimal when she was in
expectation any minute of the sound of the drone
attaching.

When it came, she discovered she’d
been holding her breath. She managed to suck in a deep one just as
she felt the jerk as the drone began to lift her pod.

She skated the edge of blind panic for
many, long moments. Finally, when the pod stopped rocking quite so
badly and it seemed the drone had reached a cruising speed and
altitude, she began to relax … fractionally.

Because she couldn’t maintain the
tension.

“Would you like to listen
to music while in flight, Dr. Mortensen?”

“Yes,” Chloe responded to
the AI. “Something slow and soothing, please.”

“Affirmative.”

Brahms Lullaby began to filter through
the speakers.

If that was the AIs sense of humor,
she wasn’t amused.

On the other hand,
it was soothing.

She began to feel uncomfortably hot,
though, and after a little thought, decided to just discard her
safety gear.

What was the point of it
anyway?

Clearly the ‘bug’ was already way out
of control and she was, if they were right, heading for ground
zero.

Then, too, King Loki probably wouldn’t
be favorably impressed by it.

It was a trick, though, to discard the
various pieces with the limited room she had to work
with.

She was
really hot by the time
she’d struggled out of the suit. But she began to get cooler very
quickly—fast enough she began to regret the decision to skim down
to the skimpy outfit she’d been given to wear—that just said
Di-ore. According to the research.

Shrugging it off after a moment, she
focused on the soothing music instead of complaining and found
herself drifting after a short time, as relieved by the gentle
rocking of the pod in transit as she was by the music.

She thought she might actually have
been calmed to the point of drowsing—understandable given that
she’d barely slept a wink since she’d discovered she’d been
selected.

Then chaos erupted.

“We are being fired upon
by the barbarians,” the AI announced calmly. “Brace yourself for
evasive maneuvers.”

Groggy drunk from being snatched so
abruptly to consciousness, Chloe didn’t manage to absorb the
warning before she was slung against the wall of the pod hard
enough to startle her to a higher level of awareness.

“Plasma weapon!” the AI
announced with uncharacteristic alarm. “It is necessary to abort
….”

Chloe didn’t actually hear the rest of
the report. The pod dropped so abruptly toward the ground below
that it left her stomach behind and made her entire body—from upper
sphincter to lower sphincter—knot up with tension.

Despite the certainty that swept over
her that the drone had simply released her pod and she was falling
to her death, the impact was surprisingly gentle.

It did rattle every bone in her body
and jellify her muscles, but nothing was broken or busted open like
an overripe watermelon.

She did think she might have blacked
out for a handful of seconds, or been knocked out.

“Evac! Evac! Dr.
Mortensen! Get the hell
out of there! Run! You are surrounded by
hostiles,” a soldier from Command Center bellowed at her over her
com unit.

That was enough to get Chloe’s system
up and running at full speed—although she hardly managed to
assimilate anything but the alarm. Slamming her hand against the
button to release the door to her pod, she jackknifed upright and
bailed out of the pod, landing on her hands and knees in thick
vegetation. “Where? Which direction?” she gasped, leaping to her
feet and dancing around in a circle in her terror.

“To your right!
Hurry!”

She staggered in that direction,
trying to shake off the remnants of weakness and
disorientation.

“Not that right! Your
other right!”

Whipping around, Chloe plunged into
the wall of vegetation directly in her path.

Fortunately, less than a yard through,
she found a cleared trail.

Unfortunately, it was already occupied
by the hostiles.

Blue men.

As in Darklings.

She screamed like a siren, whipped
around, and began trying to fight her way back through the
vegetation.

An arm seemed to come out of nowhere
and hook around her waist, snatching her to a halt so abruptly that
it punched the air out of her lungs. She hung limply over it,
stunned, struggling to catch her breath, feeling darkness eat away
at the fringes of her sight and her mind as she was shaken like a
ragdoll—whipped around in his hold.

And came face to face with her worst
nightmare.

She felt her eyeballs roll back in her
head.

And then … nothing, blissful
nothing.


Chapter Two

Bastian looked down at the tiny
creature he had captured when he had turned her for a better look
at her—a female—too stunned to think for many moments.

She had the look—the coloring of her
skin—of a Spartan. Hair like nothing he had ever seen. And the
stature of a girl child barely pubescent—if that. Breasts of
stunning proportion to the frail chest they were attached to. A
waist he could almost span with one hand and the wide hips of a
champion breeder.

That thought brought both of his cocks
to attention the moment he acknowledged that he liked everything he
saw and felt, sucking the blood from his head when he was already
struggling to gather his wits.

He discovered he was not the only one
when he swiveled around with her.

Every man near enough to have gotten
so much as a glimpse of her looked frozen, as if they’d just
spotted a feast—unattended and up for grabs.

That discovery banished the wild
compulsion he had had to race to his fortress as fast as he could
with his treasure and lock it up tightly to prevent any who might
think to reclaim her from doing so.

His hands tightened reflexively, but
as light as she was, he saw no way to mount his kinji without
relinquishing her for the time it took to do so.

“Captain Killian,” he said
in a voice that sounded strange even to him. “Take her so that I
can mount.”

Killian looked at him blankly, held
his arms out like a sleepwalker. “Mount?” he asked
hoarsely.

“The gods damned kinji!
Get your head out of your ass. We’ll have every gods damned Flaxen
in fifty miles all over us before we can bounce back across our
border!”

Bastian had grave doubts any of that
penetrated his captain’s mind, but he had reminded himself that he
had a need to reach his side of the border as quickly as possible …
or she could be snatched from him faster than he had captured her
to start with. Handing her to his captain carefully, he grasped the
reins of his kinji when it was brought to him and leapt up into his
saddle.

* * * *

Chloe had barely surfaced
toward awareness when she was handed off by the Darkling who’d
caught her to another. She might still not have had the sense of
self-preservation to assert herself at that opening except for the
fortunate—maybe unfortunate—fact that her com unit squawked at just
that moment.

“Dr. Mortensen?
Status?”

As if the sound was electric current
jugging her in the ass, she bounced from the loose grip of the
barbarian holding her and hit the ground running.

She didn’t have
time to figure anything
out.

She didn’t have
time to
think.

She simply ran, ducking and dodging as
a ‘blue wall’ presented itself until she found herself miraculously
clear of obstacles.

She didn’t slow up,
however.

Lifting a hand to her com unit, she
acknowledged the call. “Here! They’re everywhere. They’ve got
me!”

She was already huffing for breath
when she heard the pounding behind her that made the hair on her
head stand on end.

She glanced behind her, saw the giant
that had caught her was already on her heels—atop some kind of
monster beast—screamed ear-splittingly, and ran faster.

She was already close to passing out
from oxygen deprivation when she was caught—right beneath her arms.
She lifted her arms instinctively to try to wiggle out of his hold
and came near enough to succeeding that she felt her heart leap
with hope.

That was dashed in the next instant
when he dragged his beast to a halt and wrestled her onto his lap.
Capturing a fistful of her hair, he dragged her head back and
covered her surprise slackened mouth with his own.

Chloe didn’t know if it was the fact
that she’d already huffed for air until her head was swimming or if
it was something about him. But she almost felt like she was going
into meltdown from the heat that scoured her as he lay siege to her
mouth and explored every inch of it thoroughly with his tongue
until she was barely clinging to the edge of consciousness and
sinking fast.

When he finally broke the kiss she was
so limp—every muscle in her body bereft of any strength—that she
was dimly surprised that she didn’t seep from his grip like water
and form a puddle beneath the beast’s hooves.

Apparently satisfied only to
obliterate any possibility of rational thought, he tucked her
tightly against him and kicked the beast they were on so that it
lurched into a ground eating run.
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