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Chapter One

Anika felt her pulse surging in sync
with the music as she entered the club and was enveloped in the
wild tempo of the music and wilder gyrations of the dancers. Even
the smattering of people standing around the tables or perched on
stools along the bar were moving to the beat—while they downed
booze and searched the ‘available’ for possible
connections.

It was the first time
Anika had actually gotten up enough nerve to follow through with
her impulse to check out a night club—not the first time
she’d felt the
impulse. Just the first time she’d managed to get past the front
door without losing her nerve. She’d heard they were wild places
where reckless behavior was the rule not the exception and that had
intrigued her as much as it had terrified her when reckless
behavior had led to the great die off that had dominated most of
her life.

Well, a good percentage,
anyway—late childhood and early adult life—but she was one of the
lucky, careful, strong who’d survived and she was, like the other
patrons, ready to live.

Meaning, get laid and possibly
bred.

She thought she really wanted to get
bred the most. Dating and mating had finally gone the way of most
everything else during the dark days. The end result was that she’d
‘missed’ the chance at sowing her wild oats when she’d felt her
wildest and she’d reached a plane where she was willing to just go
for the reproduction part of the equation—because she wasn’t naïve
enough anymore to believe there were happily-ever-afters to be
had.

Or maybe she was just tired? And
disillusioned?

On the positive side, anybody that had
made it through to celebrate post pandemic life was of excellent
stock.

Well strong and healthy—lucky and
pretty smart.

Of course, on the negative side, the
gene pool had been narrowed considerably.

But she wasn’t going to let that deter
her. It was what it was. She had to seize the day because she
wasn’t getting any damned younger. She was still in a pretty good
place for reproducing, age wise, and she’d managed to build a
decent life for herself where she had security to offer her
off-spring if not luxury.

After a brief hesitation, she moved to
the bar to get a drink—to help her blend in with all of the wild
partiers in the place. She couldn’t actually afford more than one,
but she thought she would nurse it anyway because on the practical
side, she didn’t want to get so toasted she made a piss poor choice
for a gene donor.

Not that she could ‘detect’ a hell of
a lot.

She couldn’t even rely on a visual
because she couldn’t see worth a shit in the dim lighting the place
boasted.

But she was looking for a build and
she could see that pretty well. If the build didn’t suit—as in
muscular and nicely proportioned—she had no intention of getting
close enough to check out the face or find out if there was a
chemical attraction—not that ‘fun’ was an expectation, but she’d
heard that meant they were a good genetic match.

Luckily for her, she’d arrived early
enough that she had plenty of time to study and discard the males
that were already present. When she’d found a place near the wall
in the back where she could see but not be seen easily, she studied
the men that entered the club after her.

It was pretty disappointing,
actually.

An hour passed and then two and very
few unattached men came in at all and of those, not even one really
appealed to her. As slowly as she’d drank her drink, she was down
to the bottom of the glass and debating whether to just give up
altogether and try another time or to get another drink and hang
around a little longer when a male entered that sent a jolt through
her from all the way across the room.

It wasn’t just that he was tall and
fit, the strobe lights captured tantalizing ‘snap shots’ of his
face and that appealed in a scary sort of way—because his face was
hard and angular and more ‘beast’ than handsome.

Dark and dangerous, she decided,
wondering a little uneasily if those ‘danger’ vibes that were
teasing her were a warning she should heed or if he was ‘the one’
she’d hoped to find.

In fact, when she managed to gather
her wits, she decided it must be super high testosterone he exuded
because she was by no means the only female in the place that had
an interest in him. She could see at least a half a dozen women
that were watching him like a cat watching the canary.

Dismay flickered through
her.

That was a
lot of
competition!

She was abruptly annoyed with herself
for hiding in the corner so that she could make her choice without
having to fend off unwanted attention.

Get up and move?

Stay where she was?

Her biological clock was ticking—not
the age, but the fertility one. She only had like a three day
window, max, and her little ovum half-baby was just going to
shrivel up and go away and she’d have to wait another whole month
to try again—twelve months and that would be another year down the
tubes.

Her glass was empty. She decided she
really needed a refill badly enough to go to the bar.

* * * *

Bazel stood at the bow, staring down
at the planet his ship was approaching with a sense almost of
giddiness—certainly grim satisfaction at the very least.

He’d tracked the bastard down … at
last.

The son-of-a-bitch wasn’t going to
slip through his fingers this time.

He narrowed his eyes at the blue ball
that was so deceptively pure, but his mind had moved on from the
view, had turned to various simulations of capture.

Not that he could actually plan for
the takedown when he had no notion of what the circumstances might
be… yet. But it was certainly a worthwhile fantasy to indulge,
might produce something he would find useful beyond the
entertainment it provided.

Blinking the view back into focus
after a moment, he left the viewing portal and returned to the
control console.

He knew
of the planet in this
system, but he had no actual familiarity, never having landed there
for any reason in his past wanderings. The world was a tentative
member of the confederation, however, and, as such, there would
be—should be—information about it that he would find
useful.

Once upon a time, the planet had had a
population that was virtually ‘bursting at the seams’, which, not
unnaturally, had brought about calamity, he discovered. They’d
polluted their world far beyond what could be a natural expectation
merely by the numbers of them, and thrown the ecosystem out of
kilter.

And then nature had exerted
balance—through destruction.

The population had been cut in half
from the time it had reached ‘critical mass’—through various
natural disasters—disease and famine being the most efficient and
deadly.

They were currently emerging from the
third ‘hundred year’ global pandemic—which was actually a
resurgence of the previous pandemic—same disease-way stronger—and
wild to ‘restart’. Meaning the disease was pretty much cleared, but
he saw that he had been vaccinated against the last strain that was
collected and should be safe.

Bazel frowned at the screen. High
crime, a pandemic of violent crime at that—no great surprise given
the conditions.

That certainly explained the appeal to
his target—Odo Petin. He was going to fit right in. And the string
of bodies he left in his wake would hardly be noticed.

The treaty with the confederation had
never been openly acknowledged, he was surprised to discover. The
ruling class knew, but no one else.

And considering how many pandemics the
population had been through in the intervening years, there might
be no one at all that knew about the pact.

He shrugged. At least he didn’t have
to worry with politics.

He hated having to deal with
bureaucrats.

On the downside he was going to have
to land the craft at a distance from the city and cloak it and then
take the bike into the city.

That was bound to attract attention he
didn’t particularly want, though, and he decided he would have to
leave the bike before he got into the city and hope to find it when
he was ready to leave.

He could walk, of course, but he had
no desire to delay any more than was absolutely necessary. Each
time that bastard slipped through his fingers it meant more
died—unpleasantly—and he wasn’t going to risk losing the
son-of-a-bitch by wasting time he couldn’t afford to
squander.

He looked down a little doubtfully at
the uniform he was wearing. He had to suppose the rangers had
chosen the color because it made them stand out as lawmen, and
ordinarily he had no problem with it. If Earth was as lawless as it
sounded, though, red might not be the best color choice he could
make.

Unfortunately, he had nothing onboard
but his uniforms.

He spent most of his time in space and
pretty much the only time he was on the ground, it was because he
was tracking—not for recreation.

Shrugging it off after a
moment, he searched the information for images and stats on the
natives. He knew they were humanoid. Otherwise Petin wouldn’t have
considered it a good place to disappear—but he had no idea how
well he was
likely to ‘blend’ since he wasn’t the same species as his
target.

His people tended to be taller than
the typical humanoids he hunted—in some cases hardly noticeable and
in others they stood out fairly significantly.

The average height of the humans, he
discovered, was a bit shorter, but he thought it was probably
insignificant enough to help him blend and the example it showed
looked similarly proportional.

If he found it necessary, it shouldn’t
be too difficult to find native clothing that would fit.

After directing the computer to find a
place to land beyond the city where they had pinpointed Petin, he
left the bridge and headed to the arms locker.

He was ordered to return Petin intact
for trial and there was nothing he would like better than to do
just that since he knew it meant Petin would spend the rest of his
natural life in prison—a very long, slow torture for someone like
that bastard since he enjoyed killing so much and had, at a
minimum, five hundred years ahead of him. But if he had to blow his
head off to put a stop to his multi-planet murder spree, so be
it.
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