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Chapter One

The planet below them was greening up
so fast it was beyond a ‘little’ unnerving. It had been earmarked
for colonization despite the fact that it had barely livable
conditions for anything ‘Earth’ … because they were convinced
they’d found a ‘shake and bake’ planet.

And ‘perfect’ was extremely rare—had
become the catch phrase for anything close enough.

‘They’ being a collective
of Earth scientists and Government and investors.

It was in the goldilocks zone and it
was close enough to Earth in size and air density to make it
comfortable. The sticking point was that the percentage of oxygen
in the air mix was low enough, when it was discovered, that they
were going to feel like they were living on Mount Everest if they
didn’t carry oxygen with them whenever they worked
outside.

And, well, it
was a colony and that
meant the colonists were officially hunter-gatherers.

Except in this case there was nothing
to hunt and gather that was food—plenty of other stuff, but nothing
edible.

The average temperature, the soil
composition, and the elevated levels of carbon dioxide had
suggested it would be a fabulous place to farm, though, so that had
been their first objective when they’d reached the planet and
inserted the ship into orbit. They’d dropped drones to spray down
the terrain with plant seed that had been coated with fertilizer
and a growth accelerant.

Naturally enough, it was a little more
complicated than that. They’d had to ‘zone’ the planet and make up
batches of baby plants/seeds that were most likely to survive the
conditions particular to each area.

And voila`! They had a planet nearly
ready for herbivores already and the herbivores were still weeks or
in some cases months away from being ready to turn loose—already
getting too big for the hold, for certain—but not mature
enough—yet—to be self sufficient.

The really good news—pleasant
surprise—was that the plants had blossomed so abundantly that the
oxygen content in the atmosphere was almost as high as Earth’s at
this point.

They needed to get those animals down
there to start ingesting oxygen and producing carbon dioxide if
they didn’t want to introduce climate change that could cause the
biosphere to shift!

Playing god, Arabella reflected, was
unnerving when so many lives depended upon it.

Dismissing her qualms, Bella left the
observation window, scanned the lab she’d occupied for the past two
years and was about to leave—permanently—and finally left it with a
sense of having been liberated. When she got to the hold, she saw
the stock carriers were almost ready to launch. She headed toward
the nearest and went inside to check the animals to make certain
they were properly secured for the trip to the surface.

They were babies and it
was really, really hard to remain detached and scientific about
babies—of almost any kind—the fuzzy ones, especially. She did her
best to ignore their frightened little cries and keep her hands to
herself, though. They were supposed
to be wild, needed to be—merely performing a
quick check and then leaving them for a look at the next
ship.

The young animals would be ‘nurtured’
robotically and kept in a safe area until they were mature enough
to strike out on their own. She and the other members of her team
would continue to monitor them to determine how well they were
adapting, or not, but it would all be electronic from this point
onward.

She was sad to see them go—excited to
know they had introduced life on a barren rock and she had been a
part of it—but still suffering separation anxiety.

The whole planet was going to be one
enormous lab, she thought with wry amusement—probably forever, but
certainly until they had had time to see if they had gotten the
balance of nature right.

It was a totally unique experience—the
scale of it. They were the only colony that had taken everything
with them. Their children and descendants, hopefully, would live on
a world that was very close to the home world they had left—closer
than any other. Although, of course, all of the colony ships had
taken some flora and fauna from Earth to introduce to their new
homes. Humans were a part of an ecosystem, however, and they needed
that system, or at least a facsimile of it, to thrive.

She left the hold when she’d finished
checking all of the animals in all of the carriers and took up a
position at an observation window to watch when the ships were
launched. When the bay doors had closed behind the last, and the
air pressure was restored, she headed to the shuttle that would
carry her to the surface with a quarter of the other
colonists.

Hopefully, this would be her first
night on solid ground since they’d left Earth.

It all depended on how well the
construction bots had performed.

Everything that could be checked from
orbit had been and, according to their data, it was all in working
order, but she never counted on anything she hadn’t checked out in
person.

Humans weren’t infallible, and neither
were machines—because humans built them.

Fortunately, the ‘hive’ was everything
they had expected.

Entibe, as they’d named their new home
since it was a ‘distant shore’, was habitable when discovered—not
especially hospitable, but not entirely hostile to Earth life
forms. And the terra-forming they’d done already had improved it
beyond what it had been to begin with.

But it wasn’t Eden. They couldn’t live
without shelter and the environment within the structure they all
referred to as the ‘hive’ was far more welcoming than the natural
world at that point.

It was their first test of ‘roughing
it’.

On the ship they’d had cabins—tiny
cabins, but privacy.

The hive was one huge warehouse for
the colony supplies, labs and equipment, and colonists. The most
privacy it offered was the tiny cubicles that surrounded the
toilets. Even the showers had no dividers. They had one big shower
room to accommodate a dozen people at the time and the barracks was
just that, not even separated from the electronics and labs by more
than a clear walkway.

The first colony city was already laid
out in a grid map—on the computer—though. And the robots that had
constructed the hive had replicated that map on the
ground.

All the new colonists had to do was to
choose a spot and assemble their first habs—which consisted of a
sleeping area big enough for a single bed and a self-contained
bathroom.

Sadly, it wasn’t something they could
do immediately.

Because Bella was wired to do just
that and it chafed that there were tasks that had to be done before
she could focus on her own little patch.

By the time they’d put together a
meal, set up their sleeping area, and checked on the systems
already installed and the animals already transported to the
ground, it was too late in the day to even take a walk to look
around.

Fortunately, Bella had managed to wear
herself down enough to tamp her enthusiasm and she was able to
sleep. She was up again, though, almost before the sun had managed
to crest the distant horizon, dressed, and ready to head out and
explore.

The first ‘law’ of the colony, though,
was that no one went anywhere alone until they had established
themselves and knew of any and all potential threats. They had a
wealth of information about their colony world from the probes that
had been sent to ‘explore’ and map it. Everyone was convinced it
had been sterilized of life at some point, by something, but they
weren’t going to be positive of that until they’d done
studies.

And beyond that kind of possible
threat, the terrain was a complete unknown. They didn’t think there
were any ‘traps’ for the unwary like quicksand or sinkholes, but
they weren’t a hundred percent certain of what was
there.

So Bella still had to contain her
impatience. Luckily, she wasn’t the only one eager to get outside
and explore. Pretty much everyone got up within a few minutes of
her and settled with coffee or breakfast, made short work of it,
and headed out.

As an armed group, they left the hive
and headed out to the furthermost land lots that had been marked
off.

It was something of a disappointment
to discover the spot marked for the colony was basically
featureless, flat and smooth. There were young plants growing
everywhere, but not an actual tree in sight, and no more than a
gentle roll to the ground.

There was a mountain range in the
distance and its highest peaks were coated in snow, but
otherwise—nothing to see or do.

“I think we should spread
out,” Bella remarked speculatively, to no one in particular. “I
mean … I left Earth because I was tired of being up under
everybody’s ass.”

“We don’t know that that
will be safe,” one of the others, named Charlie, Bella thought,
remarked.

Bella gaped at her. “But … as far as
we know there isn’t another living thing within light years of
us!”

“That’s the whole point,
Bella. What we don’t know out here can hurt us,” Kelly, a member of
the flight crew, said incisively.

* * * *

The leader duo, Korin and Enan wore
nearly identical, stony expressions as they approached the bridge
where the Commander awaited. It was never a good thing when they
were summoned by the delizo commander, Jud, and the expectations of
both men were that the meeting they had been summoned for would be
… unpleasant at the very least.

More often than not, it had to do with
some disciplinary action he had thought up for some infraction that
he had invented in his mind. It was at times like that that their
captivity chafed nearly unbearably and Korin had to wrestle with
his desire to bludgeon the bastard till he was no more than a
greasy spot.

Of course he could not.

Quite aside from the fact that they
would instantly blow his head off with the control collar he was
forced to wear and could not remove, there were other
considerations that were far more important to him than his head at
this point.

The people of Eos.

His people. His world.

In all likelihood they were long gone
now. Their world and all they had left behind had most likely
perished before they had been fully indoctrinated into the war
machine of the Delizo Empire.

But they could not risk the home world
for their freedom. They would not.

And it was that threat more than any
other that kept them from turning on the creatures that had
enslaved them and slaying them with extreme prejudice.

Korin’s belly knotted as if in
expectation of a fist to the gut when they reached the bridge and
Jud turned to grin at them—a stomach churning expression on the
reptilian face at the best of times.

It threw Korin since he had been
convinced a round of punishment was about to be ordered.

“We have discovered some
juicy colonists!” Jud announced gleefully.

Korin’s gaze moved to the viewing
screen, but he could see nothing to support the statement—nothing
but endless black space. “You picked up heat signatures?” he asked
somewhat doubtfully.

Jud cackled. It grated on Korin as
nothing else and he clenched his jaws to prevent a shudder. “Yes!
We have enhanced it to expand our range! The mother ship is still
in orbit around the planet, but we have reason to believe a good
bit of equipment and supplies have already been transported to the
surface. You must ready your men for a two pronged assault. I am
thinking that it would work best if you coordinated your attacks so
that neither would have the chance to warn the others, but I am no
military man—certainly not with your experience. You must decide
which will work best. Deliver them to me and I shall be satisfied.
I do not care how you do it.”

Korin stared at the bastard,
mesmerized by his complete lack of empathy for other living things.
“Colonists?” he repeated, unadvisedly. “They are not likely to have
much of any value to the Empire, surely?”

Jud’s mood soured instantly. “Beggars
cannot be choosers!” he snarled, sending out a spray of spittle as
he spoke and gestured toward the screen. “We are in the back of
beyond. There are precious few targets, as you may have noticed
when you and your men have done nothing for months beyond kicking
your heels and eating up my supplies!”

Fury washed over Korin. Kicking their
heels? They had been recovering from the last battle Jud had
dropped them in to. Due, according to Jud, to some unknown
interference the delizo had ‘misread’ the data and dropped them in
middle of a well armed force nigh three times their numbers. What
he might have done or said in response to the accusation, however,
remained unspoken. If they had not been the elite warriors of Eos,
they would not have been able to fight their way out of
it.

And they certainly had not
emerged victorious and unscathed.

His duo, Enan, shifted subtly in his
direction so that they touched, shoulder to shoulder—more of a
brush, really. But that was enough for Enan to use his empathic
abilities to calm the waters sufficiently to allow Korin to
reconsider splattering the bastard across the room.

A head butt would do it, Korin
thought, greatly tempted, relishing the thought of taking the
bastard out with his own bomb—wired into the slave collars they
were forced to wear—if he managed nothing else.

Then again, the blast might well take
out the bridge, or enough to leave his men stranded in space even
if the ship didn’t implode.

And, of course, his duo, Enan, would
die with him and he could more easily accept his own death than
Enan’s.

Grinding his teeth, he bowed his head.
“I will ready the men for the attack, Commander.”

Enan hesitated when they had left the
bridge, struggling to keep pace with his duo, Korin, when his
stride alone spoke volumes about his state of mind. “Will we not
need Intel beyond the fact that it is colonists?”

Korin’s lips tightened. As if the
Intel they had received was ever to be relied upon! “It is
sufficient to know they are colonists—assuming, of course, that Jud
has a clue,” he responded tightly. “They will be poorly armed and
have little or no defenses to being breached when it is clear they
have only just begun to set up their base.”

Enan swallowed with difficulty. “It
will be a slaughter then,” he responded, struggling to remain
neutral when he felt anything but that.

Madrone warriors did not make war on
those too weak to defend themselves. If they were indeed colonists,
there would be women and children and Korin was so disgusted about
being ordered to attack them he felt ill.

It was against their code to strike an
unworthy opponent.

Korin sucked in a deep breath and let
it out slowly. “It will not. We were not ordered to slaughter them.
Some will most assuredly perish—many if they are of a mind to fight
us, for I will not expect our men to hold themselves in check while
they are attacked.”

“We will leave them to die
slowly?” Enan ground out.

Korin turned a furious look upon him
and abruptly cut the feed of his communications device. “To your
mind it would be kinder to slaughter them? I will not mind action
when we have been idle so long that the men are becoming less and
less cautious when we have mock battle. It would do us all good, I
am certain, to have something to kill other than one
another.”

“But you do not expect
much of a challenge?”

Korin was silent for several moments.
“I suppose that will depend upon how many there are, how desperate
they are to protect what is theirs, and if they perceive that we
are evenly matched.” He hesitated. “Go and see what Intel you can
collect that may be pertinent to our endeavor.”

The men were practically vibrating
with anticipation from the moment he gathered them to announce that
they had a mission. Ordinarily, he was not inclined to take the
entire force. With the exception of the last near disaster, they
had not—thus far—encountered resistance that would warrant it and
he was certain the colonists, if they were colonists, were not
going to be a challenge. But the men were dangerously restless and
he thought any action at all would relieve some of their
frustration. Simply being free of the ship for a short time would
help. “I have been advised by Commander Jud that the operation will
more likely result in success if we divide our forces, coordinate
our efforts, and strike at the same time. Ordinarily, I would
dismiss that, but in this instance it seems … prudent.”

The men remained stone faced, but he
could see the flicker in their eyes that told him they had as much
contempt for Jud’s military prowess as he did and that they
realized instantly that the ‘prudence’ referred to appeasing Jud’s
ego rather than the danger of the mission.

Unless Jud was wrong and it was not a
colony ship.

That, he realized, was entirely
possible since Jud was prone to wild mood swings and impulsiveness.
He had concluded that it was a colony ship based on no more than
the heat signatures as far as Korin had been able to
discern.

Nevertheless, he felt confident that
they would be more than a match for their adversaries—even if he
split his forces.

The main question was whether to
divide his men in half or otherwise. Enan arrived with the
intelligence that no more than a handful had been sent to the
surface so far—which might have been what had convinced Jud that
they were colonists. If that remained the case by the time they
were close enough to launch the attack, he thought a quarter of his
men would be sufficient to round up the surface colonists and the
others should attack the ship since the probes had reported well
over two hundred separate heat signatures.

Summoning his second in command,
Dayne, and Dayne’s duo, Dax, Korin put Dayne in charge of the
ground forces and the two of them settled to working out the
logistics of the assault. There was no high ground. As confident as
he was in his men and Dayne’s leadership, he was not happy with
that circumstance. It was not something they could change, however,
and it merely convinced him to reverse his earlier determination
about dividing his forces. He decided that it would be best to
divide his forces more or less equally. Even though they would have
a much smaller force to contend with on the ground, they would be
dealing with a much larger area and a flat terrain that was not
only going to mean they would have no cover, it was going to make
it difficult to impossible to surround and contain the enemy. They
would, perforce, have to spread themselves thinly in order to
encircle the compound the settlers had established. That could
leave them open to snipers if any of the enemy just happened to be
outside the perimeter when they landed, but they, their opponents,
would have no more cover than his men had and he thought they could
be dealt with swiftly to minimize casualties within his
force.

The force he planned to lead would
have a confined area to work with and far more targets and there
was very little that they could determine about the layout of the
craft.

He finally decided that, even though
it would give his enemy time to prepare to repel them, he and his
men would board via the hold of the ship and fan out once they
reached the populated levels. Once they were inside, there would be
very little the occupants could do beyond surrender … unless they
just decided suicide would be preferable.

In which case, they were all
fucked.

He dismissed the possibility fairly
quickly, however, not because he thought it highly unlikely that
they would choose that option but because his fighting blood was
up. And the closer they came to their quarry, the more focused he
was on battle.

In any case, there was no choice in
the matter. They had been ordered to take the target and take it
they must.


Chapter Two

As luck would have it, just as they
were moving into position to launch the assault, they discovered
their target had shifted their own forces with perhaps half
remaining on board ship and the other half moving to the
surface.

Almost as if they were well aware that
they were in the crosshairs of an invasion force.

Korin could not believe they had been
detected, but he could not dismiss the possibility and that
required some eleventh hour repositioning of his forces and
adjustment of their attack plan.

He gave Dayne the command
of the force that would take the alien ship and allocated three
quarters of the men to the ground assault—in case their target
actually had discovered them and was completely prepared to repel their
attempts to take their base.

Fully anticipating that a
counterattack would be launched the moment they materialized, Korin
assumed an attack stance when he stepped on the transporter with
his duo, Enan. Taking their cue from their commander, the other
warriors also prepared to launch an instantaneous
attack.

Korin discovered he was not prepared
for the sight that greeted his eyes when they focused, however. The
image, or the figure, in point of fact, hit him with the force of a
physical blow and froze him where he stood for fully long enough he
could have been attacked and slain if they had been so
inclined.

His war cry dried in his throat as his
brain relayed the as-it-happened-false identification of a
friendly, a madrone woman—a beautiful madrone woman—strangely
colored.

Then he realized the figure was far
too small to be a madrone woman.

A child?

His brain and his cock could not seem
to sync up.

That thought brought his gaze to her
breasts, however, and he realized she was indeed full grown—or at
least mature.

It was not until she screamed at him
and began to screech completely unintelligible words at the top of
her lungs as she took flight toward the building far into the
distance that it hit him that she was not, in fact, a madrone woman
at all. He could dismiss everything else but that—was completely
willing to. But she—every female within his sight—and there were
dozens—running in circles, running in every direction—was far too
tiny to be madrone, the language was not theirs and he had never,
he was certain, seen a madrone woman with the skin and hair colors
that these women had.
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