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Chapter One

Roslyn’s head was still ringing from
the beating--felt inflated as if it had been pumped full of hot
air. Her perceptions had shortened, been captured by a restrictive
net of shock that made it impossible to ‘reach’ much beyond ‘self’
or even analyze and identify what her senses captured. Dimly, she
could still hear the horrendous sounds of savagery, though, felt
the threat to her existence.

Her instincts told her that much. She
couldn’t actually string thoughts together. She wasn’t
processing--wasn’t able to. But her primal side was aware that she
was only a step away from total annihilation.

Surprise trickled through it in a
thin, weak stream when she realized she was no longer in the
killing room.

She was somewhere else.

She couldn’t figure out
where.

She didn’t truly recall the journey.
She only remembered the struggle.

She recalled that she’d stopped,
several times, in the deepest shadows, trying to catch her
breath.

Trying to decide if she could find the
strength to crawl a little further.

Struggling to decide if there was any
point to trying anyway.

She understood, dimly, what that
meant, though.

She’d put the pounding, the pain, and
the screams behind her when she’d discovered she was no longer
surrounded, begun to crawl.

And she wanted--needed--to get as far
from it as she could.

If she could, she might
live.

Doubt followed that assumption, but
then certainty followed the doubt.

A time came when she paused to
struggle to find more strength to go on and found herself staring
at something she couldn’t identify--just at first. Slowly, as she
stared at it, picking at it, it occurred to her that she’d fled
instinctively toward the only thing on the entire ship that might
save her.

A life pod.

And, miraculously, she’d found
one.

Almost the instant she identified it,
felt a mixture of terror and hopefulness wash through her, the
noise of violence abruptly escalated exponentially.

Her brain interpreted that, after a
brief, frantic search, as the sound of a hatch to the hold being
opened--the fact that she could suddenly hear it more
clearly--whether she was right or not.

Safety was within sight if not within
reach.

It seemed … inevitable that it would
be snatched from her after she’d fought so hard for it.

The thought sent a surge of
determination through her, enough to help her to her feet, to send
her staggering toward the pod with grim determination.

The portal nearly defeated her in the
last moments, but, somehow, she got the hatch open, tumbled inside
and jerked on the door until it closed and latched.

“Computer! Deploy
life-pod!” she gasped as she hoisted herself into a seat and caught
the straps of the safety harness, dragging them over her
shoulders.

“Affirmative. Life-pod will
deploy in … Mark 5, 4, 3, 2, … Deployed. Scanning for nearest
habitable world ….”

The mechanical voice faded out as a
cloak of darkness engulfed Roslyn. Something buffeted her little
island, but she was too close to the edge of knowing to feel it as
a disturbance as she might have otherwise.

She was actually amazed and a little
disappointed when she woke up after having been out of it long
enough to allow her muscles to ‘set up’ from the battering she’d
endured so that the faintest movement produced agony.

The pain made it clear that she was a
lot more alive than she felt like she wanted to be at that
moment.

Her mouth felt like it had been peeled
inside out--so dehydrated her inner cheeks and lips felt
swollen--her tongue virtually useless. “Pain killer?” she struggled
to say over and over before the AI recognized her speech and
acknowledged.

“Pain killer is available
in the med kit. It is stored in the corner locker where the
emergency facilities were placed.”

Roslyn struggled to get her eyes open
several times and finally concluded her eyelids had been sealed
shut--with something--possibly blood. “Can’t see.”

“Shall I scan life form to
determine injuries?”

Roslyn was damned if she knew what she
would do with the information. But she had to rest a few minutes
anyway to try to summon the strength to get to the meds.
“Sure.”

She thought she might have dozed
off--or lost consciousness--again.

The second time she surfaced toward
awareness, she was still in horrible pain, but she thought she was
a little more alert.

The pain meds in the med kit were
certainly the first thought that settled in her mind and a sort of
map to reach them.

She’d unfastened her safety harness at
some point, she concluded.

She was on the floor.

Gravity, she realized with some
confusion since she didn’t recall floating or landing.

She’d been tethered by the ship’s
artificial gravity when the pod deployed and secured to her seat by
the time she’d left it behind.

Dismissing it, she shuffled forward,
struggling to reach the cabinet--the pain meds.

“Subject is
conscious.”

Roslyn grunted.

The AI directed her to the drawer with
meds and suggested that she take antibiotics while she was about it
since she had been battered and had sustained significant
injury--including several minor bone fractures.

Roslyn fumbled with the containers
inside, lifting one at the time for the AI to identify them before
she found what she needed.

Then she had to find a container for
water and place it where the AI could fill it.

She struggled with the protective
packaging instead of merely waiting and had the pills in her mouth
slowly dissolving when the cup was finally filled with
water.

She washed them down--the pills. The
horrible taste was harder to rinse from her mouth, but she was
thirsty. By the time the machine had filled the container several
times, she could barely taste the residue of the meds, and her
stomach was full enough of water that she’d begun to think she
might puke.

“Nauseated,” she managed to
enunciate when the computer suggested she return to the couch to
rest.

A puff of air hit her arm that was
just a little more than air.

In a few moments, the nausea began to
abate.

“Thank you,” Roslyn said
with an effort when she managed to get back into her ‘couch’ and
settled.

“You are welcome, subject
Roslyn,” the AI responded, shifting the couch into
lounging-sleeping position and securing the passenger with the
automatic restraints.

Roslyn barely registered it before she
found herself floating toward nothingness again.

Until the pain exploded inside of her
mind, she thought she was reliving the nightmare.

In point of fact, she was, but it was
actually reliving--not resurrecting nightmare memories--when a hand
seized her by the hair and dragged her off the couch where she had
been sleeping.

She screamed, grappling to grab the
hands, her scalp, her hair--which felt as if it was being pulled
lose from her skull.

The high-pitched male laugh produced a
rash of pebbled flesh. “I knew you was faking it, bitch!” he said
with a mixture of excitement and fury when he hauled her out of the
airlock and held her up to study her--his prize.

She barely had time to realize her
life-pod was surrounded by pirates when half naked, screaming
demons erupted from the forest, swinging blades as long as she was,
bellowing incomprehensible things.

The bastard holding her only had time
to rotate his head toward the sound before one with long pale hair
landed on the pod almost toe to toe with him and hacked the arm off
that he was holding her up with and then lifted the blade and
sliced his head off.

Numbly, Roslyn watched the head tumble
away and then she was smacked in the face with something hard and
sticky. When she recognized what it was, she screamed and kept on
screaming until blackness swallowed her.

* * * *

The alert that all of them had been
anticipating came when Trinity had gone to the hold with Oberon to
try to work off some of the unpleasant side effects of too much
time in space staring at stars and little else.

While his mind slowly sank deeper and
deeper into a quagmire of apathy.

There was no way to remain sharp and
frosty while time progressed at a snail’s pace--with nothing of any
interest happening.

He had managed, he thought,
to maintain a razor’s edge for nearly a week. Midway through the
following week, he was pretty sure he had degraded by half and by
the end of that week, he had been entertaining himself with
pinching off bread crumbs, rolling them into tiny balls, and then
flicking them at the sagging mouth of his second in
command--Oberon--the only made
cyborg that was part of their squad--and feeling
only a mild sort of success when he managed to hit the middle of
his tongue so that he swallowed the ‘evidence’ before he was alert
enough to consider what might have landed on his
tongue..

Still, he might have entertained
himself with that game a bit longer if he had not captured the
interest of Nevan and Perrin--which he did not realize until they
had blown his mission cover.

The first time the pair of them
uttered snorting chuckles, Oberon sat up and glared around the
cabin suspiciously.

Because they were prone towards
immature pranks to amusement themselves at Oberon’s
expense.

To be perfectly fair, Oberon himself
had provoked them by looking down his nose at all of them as ‘born’
because they did not have the experience that he did in soldiering.
They had been born--had not been programmed or given sims or had
actual experience.

He should have thought of that, he
thought irritably, before he had succumbed to the lure of the
game--should have considered that Oberon would, with reason,
consider that he was being treated as an outsider when they were
supposed to be learning to work together as a team.

Granted, Oberon had provoked
them--even to his mind--but he was squad leader--officer--and his
job was to form them into a team--not to come up with ways to drive
a larger wedge between them.

The warning blare of their alert
system completely diverted all four of them, however.

“Shut the fucking alarm
off!” Trinity ordered Nevan impatiently after trying to sort the
drone of Oberon’s voice from the racket.

“Small commercial
transport,” Oberon repeated as soon as the alarm was shut off.
“They appear to be fleeing from a mid-size personal
yacht.”

“Pirates!” Perrin
exclaimed, almost a note of glee in his voice.

Trinity frowned at him censoriously,
but he felt the blood leap in his own veins. Battle! Finally! After
being bored stiff for the better part of three months.

He had almost become convinced that
all of the pirates truly had been cleared from the area in the late
campaign to rid themselves of the human vermin.

They had been deployed with a handful
of others to make certain of it.

“Battle stations! Oberon,
see if you can get us on an interception course!”

“Yes, Sir!” he responded at
once, as if he had been anticipating the order--which, in point of
fact--he was. And for that reason and because of the beauty of his
design his response was almost as instantaneous as the connections
within the human mind.

The response of their ship, the Raven,
was nearly as ‘sudden’. In a matter of seconds, they were closing
on the two ships.

“Decloak,” Trinitiy ordered
Perrin when he saw they would not reach the civilian ship before
the pirates attacked.

The tactic to spook them off or warn
them away failed for the simple reason that the pirates managed to
reach their target before the Raven could and, quite possibly
because it was humans operating it and they might well not have
noticed that the hunter had become the hunted.

They would never know.

The moment he realized that they had
‘nicked’ the commercial vessel in order to board it, he ordered
Oberon to come around and get into position so that they, too,
could board.

“Weapons! Perrin! Nevan!
Meet me at the transport. Watch the bastard, Oberon.”

Oberon nodded, moving so that he could
see the readouts at each of the stations.

Perrin beat Trinity to the transport.
Yielding point after a brief hesitation, Trinity bellowed even as
Perrin particalized, “Suppressing fire if you meet resistance!”,
and then added to Nevan as he leapt onto the pad to follow Perrin,
“You have our six.”

It was close-in fighting, Trinity
discovered the moment consciousness kicked in again. Fortunately,
Perrin had managed to clear a landing zone for them and hold
it.

They had a mix-up of screaming,
hysterical women, staff and officers of the commercial vessel and
the pirates to separate and contend with.

Unfortunately, the pirates had already
made mincemeat of the majority of the ship’s defenders and begun
beating the women into submission by the time they
arrived.

Not that Trinity had been inclined to
take prisoners before that discovery, but he was too infuriated to
consider it after that.

“Life pod ejected,” Oberon
said barely five seconds after initial contact.

Trinity could not say that the
information made a great impact. “Tag and track. Accidental?” he
responded, hacking down the man in front of him and carving a few
pieces off of those on either side due entirely to determination,
not the fact that they were standing almost shoulder to
shoulder.

“That is a negative. It was
deployed. A single occupant detected.”

Trinity leapt toward another opponent,
skidded two yards in the blood already puddling on the deck and
skewered his opponent by virtue of managing to hold his blade level
through the skid. “Fuck!” he snarled in irritation. No skill there
and the blade stuck in bone. “Perrin?”

“Main deck
clear!”

“Neven?”

“I am working my way down
second level. Enemy in retreat. I will attempt to chase them
down.”

“Perrin! Head them off
before they can grab any more females!”

“Fuck!” Perrin bellowed.
“Sorry, Sir. They have beamed back to their own craft.”

“Pirate craft away,” Oberon
announced. “Orders?”

“Captives?”

“I did not see any,” Perrin
responded

“Stay put, Oberon. I will
join you! Perrin! Neven! Finish up here, establish order, and tend
the injured …. Womans. I am going with Oberon to run down the
cowardly bastards before they get clean away.”

“Oberon! Give me five to
get to the hold and I will be ready for transport.”

“Affirmative, Captain.”
Instead of merely waiting, however, he locked onto Trinity’s
heat/bio signature and watched his progress through the ship to the
point he had indicated. He was ready, therefore, when Trinity
alerted him, and initiated the particle transfer.

And he had already prepared the Raven
to break away so that, when Trinity had landed and charged down the
length of the ship and dove into his seat, he peeled away almost
before Trinity had time to fasten his safety harness.

“Have you scanned
it?”

“Running scan now, Captain.
The commercial ship was blocking a clear picture.”

Trinity took over the scan, frowning
as he studied it. “What is their heading?”

“They are chasing the pod
or it is going in the same direction. Unable to determine whether
they were aware of the discharge or not.”

Trinity’s lips tightened. “Let us see
if we can get a jump on them before they catch up to the pod,” he
said grimly.

“We may have sustained some
damage when we rendezvoused with the commercial vessel,” Oberon
said after a long moment. “The Raven is responding
sluggishly.”

“We are not closing on them
at all?”

“We have narrowed the
distance between us, but it appears that they are headed to a
planet close to this place. The computer estimates that they will
likely land before we can reach them.”

“Do your best. We will have
to be ready to bail as soon as we are within range--hopefully
before they land. It looks like they may have some
captives.”

“They had time to haul some
from the commercial vessel?” Oberon asked, disbelief
evident.

Trinity shrugged. “I could not say,
but it appears they have captives--might already have had them when
they attacked the commercial vessel. Otherwise I would say blow the
bastards to hell even though I have lust for that craft they are
fleeing in.”

Oberon grunted. “It would be a fine
addition to the Nation’s arsenal.”

Trinity uttered a sour laugh. “It
would look good in my personal weapons locker. I will not count
that, however, if there is any sign they might escape.”

With the best will in the world, they
were at least five minutes behind the bastards and, as they
discovered, the pod was a target.

Dropping the ship to hover just above
the jungle canopy, they gathered weapons and bailed from the ship,
landing and launching immediately into a run that covered the
ground quickly enough that they were almost upon the bastards
before they managed to open the pod and drag the occupant out by
the hair of her head.

Her screams tore through Trinity like
nails raking along slate. Gritting his teeth, he leapt forward,
landing in the edge of the clearing the pod had made and then
bounded up and forward, landing on the pod itself. He had less than
a nanosecond to assess the situation and arrive at the safest way
to detach the pirate from the woman. Uttering a snarl of rage, he
removed the arm, caught the woman as she dropped and cinched her
against his side as he came back with his blade and lobbed the
bastard’s head off.

It was several moments after he had
slain the pirate and captured the woman before he realized that she
was still screaming deafeningly.

He leapt down from the pod, carrying
her with him, and swiftly assessed threats.

There were none, fortunately, since
Oberon had wiped out the others. “What is it?” he asked sharply
when he reached Trinity and the woman.

He did not actually wait for Trinity’s
response. He examined the woman quickly with his gaze and
discovered she was clawing at the arm dangling from her
hair.

The pirate’s arm.

“Death grip,” he muttered,
then added in a soothing croon, “Hush, my precious. Be still. I
will remove it.” Grasping the locked fingers one by one, he peeled
each back until he had broken the bone and it did not instantly
contract again. “There, now,” he said when he had finished,
carefully disentangled the tresses still tangled around the fingers
and tossed the thing away. “The nasty thing is gone. All
gone.”

Trinity released her with some
reluctance when she dove at Oberon as if she meant to burrow
through him.

Oberon dropped his weapon and gathered
her close, stroking her soothingly. “It is alright, little one. We
will not allow the bastards to hurt you again.”

Trinity studied the two of them
frowningly for a long moment and finally left Oberon to calm the
woman and searched the area carefully for any pirates that might
still be alive and lurking. Relieved when he had assured himself
that they had cleared the area, he went back to the
ship.

Only to discover that it had ‘crashed’
instead of remaining at hover.

“Well fuck!” he growled,
wondering if Oberon had bailed before checking all of the settings
to make sure the ship remained airborne.

It seemed astronomically unlikely, but
it seemed almost as high that that particular feature would have
malfunctioned.


Chapter Two

Roslyn had to consider--later when
brain function kicked in again--that she was running on instincts
when she flung herself at the giant of a man. Truthfully, she
wasn’t aware of any thought at all, then. But, once he had removed
the horrible thing dangling from her hair and tossed it away, he
was the closest safe harbor within view. And he engulfed her with
his massive self and that alone meant safety in those moments. She
didn’t care that the grip was almost painful, that he was so hard
it was like being crushed against a rock, that he was a complete
stranger and could as easily have broken her as he had the
claw-like fingers still clinging to her hair with a death
grip.

She felt his warmth, the soothing
cadence of his deep voice, and his welcome scent wafting through
her with a sense of profound safety.

The other man crouched beside them
when he returned. “I can see that you have been very … roughly
treated, sweetheart, but are you aware of injury that needs
immediate attention?”

Assimilation was slow. It took moments
to realize the stranger was speaking to her and moments more to
decide what he was asking and then more moments to run an internal
inventory. “I … can’t tell,” she said finally, struggling to speak
when her chin was wobbling with the threat of tears. “I hurt
everywhere.”

She felt a light touch along her cheek
that jolted her--because she hadn’t seen or sensed the movement
before the touch.

“Alas … we have slaughtered
the lot of them and cannot kill them again,” he murmured. “Else I
would for harming a hair on your head.”

Roslyn blinked a few times, trying to
focus on the face that went with that deep, beautiful voice.
Unfortunately, she couldn’t see a thing, could barely discern some
movement in the layers of shadow that surrounded them.

His hair was pale enough it glowed
faintly in the darkness, but shadows swallowed everything
else.

“I am guessing we cannot
take her to the ship?” Oberon asked.

Trinity made a scornful noise. “It had
…. Parked itself when I returned to move it,” he responded with
more than a touch of derisive amusement.

“Well fuck!” Oberon
growled. “It will have more damage now.” His arms tightened around
Roslyn when she tensed. “Do not mind me. I am pissed about the
ship--nothing more.”

Trinity let out a huff of irritation.
Dismissing it for the moment, he opened a channel on his personal
communications device. “That is enough. Perrin? Nevan?”

Several moments passed and a flicker
of uneasiness had gone through Trinity before he got a response.
“Yes, Captain?”

“Perrin? What is your
status?”

“We are still assessing the
ship’s damage, but life support systems are at 80 % and holding.
There are a dozen passengers still in stasis. The pirates removed
the females and were in the process, apparently, of beating them to
death with an emphasis on rape--or at least sexual assault--when we
arrived. We managed to calm the women--to a degree. We have not had
time to examine even half for serious injury, but of those we have
checked, the AI has determined they have no life threatening
injuries.”

It was certainly not the best of
situations, but it could have been far worse. It still pissed him
off that they had not managed to prevent all harm when they had
been so close and acted so quickly.

“Do you think you will be
able to insert the ship into orbit?”
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