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Chapter One

So many emotions erupted
within him as he stared at the planet below them that Zion would
have had difficulty sorting them and cataloguing them if he had
tried. He didn’t. Nor did he really study the odd sort of
terrain—odd because a good portion of the planet was covered in
greenish blue water while the rest appeared to be almost entirely
made up of rocks and orange desert with only a smattering of
patches of green vegetation here and there—and wonder that it could
be the home world of any
creature. Triumph, excitement, and even a touch
of dread were the most dominant sentiments and, of those three, he
was most focused on jubilation when he realized victory, at long
last, was within their grasp.

The knot of dread in his belly that it
might well spell the end of their long journey and leave them with
nothing but their grief—with no goals at all beyond continuing to
struggle for survival—he pushed far to the back of his mind with
the nightmare that had inspired it. The attack and destruction of
their home world by the very bastards he now had in his
sight.

His second, Bazel, swallowed audibly.
“Is this their home world, you think?” he murmured with just a
touch of doubt.

At that, it was enough to distract
Zion, and he turned to glare at him. “You have doubt?”

Bazel wrestled with his misgivings for
a moment.

“It looks nothing like the
other base we found,” Daro volunteered, “and does it not seem
strange to anyone but me that there would only be two settlements
on the entire planet? Quite aside from the fact that the creature
we saw climbing over that thing in the sky did not look a very
great deal like the bastards we are after.” He frowned, pursuing
his thoughts. “Granted, it is not a very large world and we have
been doing our best to wipe out the entire species for years now …
and this is certainly a very large facility, but, still
….”

Zion studied him through narrowed eyes
for several moments. Fortunately for Daro, he was oblivious of
having drawn Zion’s ire—as he generally was.

“You think there was some
… error in my calculations?” Zion asked in a chilly voice that was
just frigid enough to penetrate Daro’s self-absorption.

He sent a look of surprise in Zion’s
direction. Uneasiness slithered through him and he cast his mind
back over what he had said, or at least tried to. Unfortunately, it
went right out of his head the moment he discovered he had ruffled
Zion’s temper. “It does have the look of a very great city,
however,” he added, pasting a patently false smile on his lips.
“This will certainly be a coup for us! The others will be put out
that they did not find it first!”

With the best will in the world, Daro
could not see that Zion, their alpha, looked the least bit
mollified by his attempt, but, for once, he decided to just leave
the subject alone and lapsed into silence.

“You know how much I hate
to agree with Daro on anything …,” Bazel said.

“This is a crossroads for
them,” Zion pointed out tightly. “I checked the data very
carefully. If it is not their home world, it is certainly a place
very valuable to them else there would not be so much traffic among
the bastards around this place.”

“Without doubt!” Daro
exclaimed. “And it is so huge—this one facility—that there can be
no doubt at all that it houses many times the number of Basinini we
have seen in one place since the … uh … day.”

It might have been accidental that he
had brought up the reminder of the worse day in living memory of
the Beastmen of Ator, but it was fortuitous that he did. Because it
instantly focused all thought and energy on the task at hand rather
than the argument that was brewing. It was enough to bring Zion’s
fighting blood to the fore and, as soon as it did, he shifted into
his triad’s totem beast, the dragon of Ator.

Naturally enough, since Zion was the
alpha of their triad, Bazel and Daro followed suit without any
thought involved in the transformation at all and the three of them
left their ship where they had landed it on the tiny, rock of a
moon circling the planet that was their target and transported
themselves to the surface of the world.

As they passed the odd sort of thingy
in the sky above the red world, Zion was able to get a little
better look at the creature Daro had pointed out and he was forced,
somewhat grudgingly, to concede that it did not look Basinini to
him either.

On the other hand, he could not recall
ever seeing one outside of a Basinini craft doing anything at all
and there was a possibility that it did not look familiar because
of some sort of outer protective covering.

The Basinini were not warriors of
Ator, after all. Furians had no need of such things, but he knew
many other creatures did. And it could not be argued that it was
very similar in size to the bastards that they had devoted
themselves to tracking down and eliminating.

He dismissed it.

They could take care of it when they
were done with the others.

It was certainly not a threat to
them.

They were Furians, last of the great
warriors of the Furian Empire of Ator.

* * * *

The Mars venture was exactly as
described and nothing at all like Cami had imagined it would
be.

The only excitement she’d ‘enjoyed’
since she’d left Earth was the constant fear that reverberated at
the edge of her consciousness at all times, waking or sleeping,
that she was one misstep away from death—hers or one of her fellow
explorers.

And she thought, maybe, that was the
worst of it—that even if she was as careful as she could possibly
be and never screwed up, she was at the mercy of every single
member of the crew. Any one of them could bring disaster down on
the entire colony—well base camp.

It was destined to ‘grow up’ to be a
colony, but the most sublime optimist couldn’t call it a colony at
this point.

Otherwise, except for the view, there
wasn’t a hell of a lot of difference between what she’d done before
and what she was doing now.

She was just on Mars doing it instead
of Earth and it was harder to do than it had been—not by a huge
margin, but still ….

She had a lot to be grateful for and
she knew it.

‘Found’ alien technology
had paved the way. Of course they’d made a lot of headway
themselves, but she was willing to bet she wouldn’t be standing on
Mars at that moment if not for the alien technology. They’d not
only made the trip in a third of the time it would have taken them
just a few years earlier, but they’d managed to begin
terra-forming—and accelerated it tremendously.

Granted, it still wasn’t safe to go
out without a pressurized suit and a helmet and air, but they were
close to being able to discard them and go about their business in
the same clothing they’d worn on Earth—decades closer.

Within the decade, she’d
heard.

There weren’t going to be any little
Martians running around her hab, though.

Because she’d been too focused on
achieving her first goal to consider it might take her long enough
to achieve it that the second half might be undoable by the time
she had.

She shuttled that thought to the back
of her mind.

She still had time.

Years.

She was going to have a place of her
own.

A family.

A nice man ….

Ok, probably not that part—because
they hadn’t brought one with them that was nice, or attractive, or
not bad and also single.

Of course, the plan was to bring
hundreds of colonists once they had established the base and had
habs for them, but the first supply ship wasn’t due for months and
they were still setting up base camp.

Maybe next year or the year after that
colonists would start flowing in …. Or five years down the
road.

And that was the gist of the anxiety.
It could be a decade and she’d thought the pickings were slim on
Earth!

She doubted she even had the
possibility of getting a frozen pop—now—really ever had that option
without giving up her place on the Mars project.

And that went double for her future.
She was skating the edge of prime time now. By the time the colony
got underway, they’d see her as a poor candidate because she’d be
old enough she could require special care and the risk of producing
a less than perfect child—maybe a lot less—went up exponentially
the older she was.

She was just going to have to put it
out of her mind and focus on her job slash career she told herself
as she reached the shuttle and pressed the button to open the hatch
door.

“I’m in,” she said into
her radio as soon as she’d closed the door behind her.

“Roger that.”

It was Jana, their pilot. “Just
waiting for you to drag your slow poke ass up here and strap up,
old woman.”

“You better watch that
alligator mouth of yours don’t get your canary ass kicked,” Cami
shot back at her. “I’m not old, damn it!”

Jana laughed.

Because she was an Amazon and she sure
as hell didn’t have a canary ass.

The inner door opened as soon as the
air pressure evened out and she headed into the front to take her
seat. “Anybody notice anything weird just as we finished up?” Cami
asked curiously.

“Like your weird self?”
Rick quipped.

“I’d blow you a raspberry,
but I don’t want to have to deal with spit balls floating around my
helmet till we get back to the hab.”

“That’s what I mean about
weird,” Rick said pointedly. “Anybody else would have just shot me
a bird.”

“You’re so humorous,” Leon
muttered. “What kind of weird?”

Cami struggled with it. “Weird like …
kind of a like a wave, almost but not quite invisible.”

“Pressure wave?” Jana
asked with just a hint of sharpness to her voice to indicate
alarm.

Cami shrugged inwardly. “Did we pick
up anything?”

Jana checked the video and then the
readings from the shield. “I’m not seeing anything. Maybe we should
get your eyes checked out when we get back to the med
bay?”

Rick snorted a laugh.

“Alright, white boy! If
Cami doesn’t brain you with something, I’m going to,” Jana said
with forced humor. “That isn’t funny.”

Uneasiness fluttered in
Cami’s belly. Her eyes had been fine the last time they were
checked, but that didn’t mean a damned thing. They might have made
the trip in record time, but she’d still spent a lot of time in space
and that could damage the eyes.

She didn’t think it was her sight, but
she wasn’t going to argue if whatever it was had passed without
leaving a trace.

Because then they might begin to
suspect space dementia.

And she supposed it was possible it
was nothing at all—a trick of light or movement—or just
nothing.

“Well, first things first.
Let’s get the ground unit checked out and give Mars a charge
first,” she said with an attempt to lighten the
conversation.

“Oh yeah. We’ll do that
first,” Jana said instantly, excitement threading her voice now. “I
can’t wait to see how it works.”

“You think we’ll get an
aurora borealis?” Jen piped up.

“I hope to hell we don’t
see one. We’re at the equator, sweetheart,” Rick said
dryly.

“Don’t call me sweetheart,
dick-wad,” Jen growled.

That time Leon snorted a laugh and
then tried to pretend it was a cough when Rick shifted around to
shoot a bird at him.

Exactly—no prospects! Cami thought,
willing to redirect her mind from the landing since that was always
a scary situation even though it was way easier to land on the
terra formed Mars than it had been before they’d thickened the
atmosphere.

Rick was just plain annoying. She
didn’t know why that was when they’d been carefully handpicked for
the mission, but she was guessing Rick was on his best behavior
while he was under close observation and had decided to ‘relax and
just he his obnoxious self’. And Leon was … sweet. Probably one of
the most unattractive males she’d ever run into in her life, but a
nice man—extremely intelligent and a pure marvel at his job, but
she didn’t think she could get a hard on for him even if he’d
seemed to have any interest in her.

Which he didn’t.

Anyway, she suspected Jana had a thing
for him.

She wasn’t sure of why that was—that
she suspected—but there was just something about the way Jana acted
around him that was ‘different’.

Of course there wasn’t
supposed to be anything
going on—between any of them. They were supposed to
be laser focused on doing their jobs.

But they were humans, not
robots.

Even though Cami was
inclined to think men, in general, could never get their minds off
of their dicks more than a few minutes at the time and women, in
general, rarely thought about sex unless they were in nesting mode,
it was the human
condition. It was written into their DNA.

She would have thought it
purely ridiculous that NASA didn’t seem to have thought about it
very hard, except she was pretty convinced they’d actually given it
a lot of
thought.

And that was why they, the entire
crew, were pretty equally miserable and sexually frustrated. They’d
put one lesbian and two straight women with two men Cami, for one,
didn’t believe had ever been laid.

The trip down to the surface was every
bit as horrific as Cami had expected it to be. She was so shaky
when Jana landed the damned thing she decided to wait for everyone
else to get out while her body reconstituted from water to flesh
and blood. Finally, she managed to find the strength to unbuckle
her restraints and get to her feet.

So she was also the last to climb into
the Mars buggy for the trip out to the ground unit that powered and
controlled all of the other units that had been setup to create a
magnetic ‘net’ around the globe. And, if they hadn’t miscalculated,
they would have something similar to Earth’s
magnetosphere.

If they had—well they might all be
toast.

Was it really the most well thought
out plan to put humans on the surface of a planet they were
‘shaking awake’?

Granted, most of the ‘shaking’ had
taken place with only robots to do the work, and nothing had really
happened, yet, that was alarming, but it seemed to her that there
could still be fireworks at some point.

Like Marsquakes
intensifying.

Possible volcanic activity.

Bigger, more dangerous
storms.

Or had it just been decided that the
good of the many outweighed the good of the few and they’d been
thrown out as sacrificial lambs?

* * * *

It would be an understatement to say
Zion was surprised about their discovery.

Stunned was a little closer to the
mark, but then Bazel and Daro were also shocked to their core and
Zion recovered more quickly than they did and had a few moments to
mull over the situation.

They retreated beyond the perimeter
defenses before they settled to discuss what they’d found and
contemplate their next move.

“What do you suppose that
is?” Bazel asked blankly.

“It is a nursery,” Daro
responded, nodding sagely.

Zion’s lips curled in disgust. “I
could not think of it as that, myself. It is like discovering a
nest of vipers just hatched. They are only smaller, deadly and
disgusting things.”

Daro reddened, dismayed. “Yes. I meant
that. Breeding.” He nodded again.

“I am not so certain it
could even be called that. They have slaves podded there, as well.
Females, I make no doubt. I think they are using them only to
duplicate themselves.”

Bazel frowned. “Now that you mention
it …. I am certain you are right. I had always wondered why we
never ran across females.”

Zion shrugged. “I do not know if that
actually answers the question, but I do not care
either.”

“We have none ourselves,”
Daro pointed out angrily.

“Because of them,” Bazel
growled.

Daro looked angry. “Do you think they
killed their own women and children as they did ours?”

“I do not care,” Zion said
tightly. “I only care that there seems to be nothing here beyond a
handful of caretakers and the snakes still in their
tanks.”

“What are we going to do
then?” Daro asked. “I must say I am very disappointed that we have
not found their home world after all. I was hoping that we could
end this and be done with it.”

Zion and Bazel both looked at him,
clearly outraged. “Is there something more important than avenging
our people?” Zion growled.

Daro sent him a look of surprise, but
then he frowned thoughtfully. “I suppose not. I have not really
considered what we are to do once we have avenged our people and
wiped out the Basinini. There is not much point in building
anything for ourselves when we will have no family. We might just
as well continue to wander as we have these many years since …
well, the day Ator was destroyed. I do not even see much point in
counting coup and collecting spoils. What are we to do with it? We
cannot dower a bride. There are none.”

Zion and Bazel exchanged a long
look.

As accustomed as they were to the fact
that Daro had an annoying habit of stating the obvious, that
subject was a sore one for both of them.

Bazel decked him, knocking him
senseless … briefly.

Zion was tempted to hit him
again—harder—but he caught a glimpse of something just in that
moment that completely distracted him.

Chapter Two

“Jen?”

“Check!”

“Leon?”

“Check.”

“Cami?”

“Systems are
green.”

“Rick?”

“Checkity, check, check,
check!”

“Shut up!” Jana growled.
“Is that a yes or no, damn it?”

“Ready to go!” Rick said a
little sullenly. “Man, you guys need a chill pill.”

Jana shot a bird at him and focused on
reading back over the data. “Ok—y’all want to give it a try? Now, I
mean? Or head back to the hab and power up from there?”

Uneasiness slithered through Cami.
“It’s supposed to be safe, right?”

Jana shrugged and moved to the power
lever.

Cami glanced around to check the
ground for anything she might trip over if she needed to run and
spotted something … coming toward them. “Jana?”

“It’s fine. Everything
checks.”

“No, I mean …!” Cami
exclaimed, realizing abruptly that the something she’d spotted
wasn’t something she thought should be there … and it didn’t look
like anything she’d ever seen in her life. Well, not in real
life.

“Fingers crossed
everybody!”

“Well, that sure as hell
isn’t funny!” Rick growled just as Jana pulled the
switch.

“Holy shit!” Cami
yelled.

“What?” Jana demanded
impatiently.

“They just ….
Vanished.”

The entire crew turned around to stare
at her then.

“They?” Jana asked
carefully.

“Those … things! Oh my
god! They’re on the ground!”

“They who, damn it?” Leon
demanded testily.

“The damned aliens!” Cami
snarled.

Cami didn’t wait for the others, she
headed toward the figures she could make out that were laying on
the ground.

The dragons.

She wasn’t about to tell the others
she’d seen dragons, though. They’d haul her off and put her in a
straightjacket. She wanted them to see it for
themselves.

She discovered fairly quickly that it
was a damned good thing she’d decided to keep that to herself,
because they didn’t look like dragons at all when she got a little
closer.

They looked like … well, she supposed
dead, because she could see none of the three had on a suit. She
stopped, abruptly certain she didn’t want to go closer and see what
decompression looked like in person.

The rest of her crew, who’d hesitated
to follow her until they’d finally gotten a glimpse of something on
the ground that shouldn’t have been there, brushed past her in a
wave, moving faster when they got close enough to see it
better.

Cami hesitated, but, however squeamish
she felt about it, she knew she couldn’t just stand around and do
nothing.

They were a team.

She was expected to perform under any
and all circumstances.

“Bring the buggy!” Jana
yelled at her.

Oh god! They were going to collect
them?

She didn’t argue, though. She whirled
around and ran back for the buggy.

Not that she could see much point in
rushing.

They had to be dead.

She thought.

It hit her, though, that they were
aliens and the same rules might not apply to them.

Maybe.

She hadn’t seen any sign of blood, she
realized.

Shaking it since it wasn’t likely she
was going to figure anything out when she’d had no more than a
glimpse, she clambered into the buggy, started it up, and whipped
it around to head across the plane arriving shortly behind the
others. She debated, briefly, whether to stay put or get out, but
she saw that the others were laboring to lift something.

Girding herself, she got up and went
to help.

A jolt of shock hit her and virtually
rocked her back on her heels when she managed to get close enough
for a look.

“It’s … a man,” she
gasped.

“I don’t think so,” Jana
responded grimly.

Cami jerked a blank look at her and
then looked down again—scanned his length.

Jana and Leon were lined up on one
side and Jen and Rick on the other—and there was still a whole lot
of body between them.

He was buck naked—except for something
tied at his waist that barely covered more than his genitals—and he
was a giant, she realized when she focused at last on his
face.

Even completely devoid of animation,
it was a stunningly handsome face with beautifully formed,
human-like features. His hair was inky black and so long the tips
dragged through the soil as the crew struggled to move
him.

“Open the rear hatch of
the buggy. We’ll have to try to get him in there. I don’t know how
the hell we’ll fit three of them in there, but we can
try.”

Cami raced to do as she’d been
ordered. “Maybe we should take them back one at the time?” she said
vaguely.

Jana shot a hard look at her. “They’re
alive. Damned if I know how, but I don’t want to leave any of them
out here to die.”

That intelligence sent another jolt
through Cami. Fortunately, it was bracing, not more debilitating.
She climbed in and grasped the giant’s shoulders, struggling to
pull him in as the others pushed.

It was crazy! Granted he was a giant,
but the gravity on Mars was substantially less than Earth gravity.
That should have made it a lot easier to move them.

Well, and maybe it had. Maybe they
wouldn’t have been able to move him at all otherwise? He was a
giant, and beyond that he seemed to be like ninety eight percent
muscle and maybe one percent fat—an exaggeration she was sure. But
she was just as certain that he was muscle bound in a way she
wasn’t used to seeing and had a staggering ratio of muscle to
fat.

They were all huffing for breath by
the time they got the men/aliens loaded in the buggy and headed to
their hab.

Fully expecting them to come around
long before they reached the hab, Cami kept an anxious eye on them.
She was more anxious, she thought, when they didn’t regain
consciousness.

They had the robot lifters to help
them carry the giants inside and deposit them on the gurneys in the
med bay.

They overflowed he gurneys—which was a
little unnerving.

Actually a lot.

“Restrain them,” Jana
ordered.

Dismay flickered through Cami. “But …
they’re hurt … badly.”

“I doubt they’ll even
regain consciousness,” Leon seconded her from across the hall where
they’d put the second giant since the first one took up most of the
room and they needed space to work on him.

“If they do, they’re
liable to be pissed off,” Jana ground out.

“Good point!” Cami said,
recalling abruptly that the aliens had been headed toward them when
they collapsed. They might think it was their fault.

She didn’t know if it was a good thing
or a bad thing that it leapt into her mind that they’d collapsed
almost the second Jana had turned the generator on to power up the
electro-magnetic field.

“Oh my god! They collapsed
as soon as you powered up the gen.

Jana stared at her for a long moment
and finally dismissed it. “That’s just a coincidence. It shouldn’t
have affected them at all.”

“But … they’re aliens! We
don’t know that!”

Jana’s lips tightened. “And we can’t
change that, so let’s just not harp on it, ok?”

“Well, just so you know
…,” Rick called out, “if they wake up pissed off about it I’m going
to tell them it was you.”

“This is no time for your
stupid jokes!” Jen ground out angrily.

“I’m not joking!” Rick
snapped. “Do you see the size of this bastard? He could sneeze and
break me in half!”

In a weird sort of way the bickering
sort of steadied her nerves.

Or maybe it was because Jana had a way
of having that effect on pretty much everyone around her because
nothing ever seemed to really ruffle her composure?

“Do you think
…?”

“What?”

Cami considered it. “Did you ever see
that video that Major Amber Trujillo sent NASA a few years
back?”

Jana frowned. “The name sounds
familiar.”

Cami was stunned and actually just a
little outraged. How could she be in the program and not know about
Amber Trujillo? “She was head of the moon project?”

“Good god, Cami! That was
damned near ten years ago. I thought you were talking
recent.”

Had it really been that
long?

“I don’t see a damned
thing!” Jana said testily. “I don’t understand why he’s still
unconscious—they are.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to do
for them.”

They discussed various possibilities,
but in the end nobody wanted to just experiment on them.
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