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Chapter One

Dr. Emily Steinbach’s ‘super’ power
against the ups and downs of life was her ability to focus her
entire being on whatever it was that she had chosen to occupy
herself with to the exclusion of all else. It wasn’t deafness to
any degree whatsoever. Although some would disagree, were convinced
she had some hearing impairment, her hearing was
perfect.

It was simply that, once she focused
on a thing and closed herself off from the world, even an act of
God couldn’t be entirely counted upon to break her
focus.

It was as if she possessed the ability
to turn off her sense of hearing whenever she felt like
it.

It was that ability that had made it
possible for her to find success in her particular discipline in
the realms of science, coupled, naturally, with an IQ that was well
above average—even though it was almost equidistant from
genius.

She had reached a cross-road, however,
that shook even her amazing focus.

A horrendous alien pathogen had
attacked the colony with breathtaking speed and lethality, turning
her—everyone’s—life upside down, forcing everyone in their once
thriving little colony to abandon all else to fight the fire
threatening to consume them.

Quarantined from Earth, they were on
their own and so beleaguered by their enemy it took a while to
realize standard medical practices would not save them. They needed
to think outside the box—way outside—and act.

As quoted long ago in man’s
history—desperation was the mother of invention.

They turned their attention to the
natives of the planet, the barbarians who called themselves the
Uti, and came up with a way to infiltrate their domains to search
for and hopefully find what they needed to save
themselves.

The custom of the Di-ore, the pleasure
women, offered in a gesture of friendship presented the opportunity
they needed.

A draft was formed to select women
from the colony to find what they needed to save
themselves.

Thankfully, Emily had avoided the
draft.

Well, not entirely.
She had been
drafted. She had been trained as if she would be sent. She’d just avoided the
final cut.

She was still so shaken at the
nearness of her brush with death, however, that it was wreaking
havoc with her concentration.

She hadn’t been selected,
though.

She was an alternate, still, but since
everyone had been sent off, she could relax.

She could focus her energies on the
project she had started before the disease had attacked.

Not that that had gone anywhere—the
disease.

It couldn’t even be said
to be less of a
threat unless one considered how few of the population of Atlantis
were left that were still untouched by it. In that sense—because at
least sixty percent of the population was down with it—they’d
gotten over the hump. There was only roughly forty percent of the
population that was still vulnerable.

But everyone had hope—confidence—that
the sacrifices—the women sent off as ‘Trojan Horses’ to invade the
Barbarian horde and find a cure to save them, would triumph. The
pathogen, after all, was a product of Kaili—the name for the world
of the Uti. And the scientists most qualified to know were certain
the monster had attacked them, the Uti, before and they would,
therefore, should be, carrying antibodies to fight it.

They had only to find it, the bug,
isolate it, and find the way to develop a treatment or cure,
possibly might even be able to harness the power of nature and
extract the antibodies they needed to conquer it from the natives …
and then there would be a chance to live.

That particular threat to life had
been hanging over her long enough, though, Emily was able to put it
from her mind for short periods of time—when she wasn’t on the
‘front lines’ fighting it.

She was supposed to be resting from
her shift helping at the medical center, not working on her robot,
but she found that the task was more restful, more calming, than
trying to sleep.

It helped her
not think about the
disease, the dead, the dying, and her near miss in being selected
as a sacrifice to the barbarian horde.

She supposed she shouldn’t have been
focused on the barbarians when they had the disease to contend
with.

But she’d never been particularly
comfortable around ‘civilized’ men. And the thought of being
pitched into a nest of barbarians—giants at that—was the stuff of
nightmares.

It wasn’t that she didn’t yearn for a
family of her own, but she had convinced herself long ago that she
would probably be happiest if she removed ‘father’ from that
equation. The family she envisioned for herself included one boy
and one girl—and she could insure that from a test tube. Whereas,
if she had to go au natural, she would have no certainty of having
one of each gender.

They would fulfill her biological need to reproduce and her desire
for companionship. They would grow up, of course, and leave her
nest in time, but she saw no reason why they couldn’t still provide
her with the little bit of companionship she needed to be
happy.

She was completely happy spending a
very great deal of her time totally alone.

She didn’t need much.

It wasn’t that she thought
any of the women who’d been chosen were happy about it. She would
have had a hard time believing they weren’t just as terrified as
she was—and she felt bad about that for them. She wasn’t
glad they’d been chosen
and she hadn’t. She was just glad she hadn’t. Relieved.

Because she thought the only thing
worse than just going out among the aliens was the fact that their
‘cover story’ was that they were pleasure women—Di-ore.

They had been assured that the name
wasn’t what it sounded like. They would only be required to
entertain whichever ruler/leader they were sent to. To humans, like
her, it sounded way too much like the difference between fucking
and making love—the same thing with a prettier name.

Granted, they had been given a
whirlwind introduction to the data regarding customs that was
known, but the big problem was that everyone knew they had damned
little actual data.

They were cut off from the
barbarians—which made everyone a lot more comfortable, she was
sure, than interacting with them. They were on the same planet so
they were closer for their observations, but it was still
electronic—from some distance. There was no interaction to back up
anything they’d theorized about. They had solid guesses—but those had been
extrapolated from knowledge of Earth and the societies of
Earth.

Realizing abruptly that she hadn’t
dismissed her concerns—she was thinking about them instead of
focusing on her project—and that she’d proven the folly of trying
to work with a mind divided by screwing up the drive she was
working on. She stopped, breathing slowly and deeply to calm
herself and empty her mind of the things distressing
her.

She had just picked her tools up and
begun to disassemble the drive when her com blared—loudly enough
and suddenly enough her entire body reacted with a violent jolt and
she threw everything in her hands up into the air. It rained down
over her, pinging off and scattering in every direction—which
wouldn’t have been nearly as bad if the parts weren’t next door to
microscopic.

She was so shocked in point of fact
that the voice had repeated the message before it sank
in.

“You are activated. Gather
your belongings and report to the staging area, ASAP. Repeat
message. Dr. Emily Steinbach—you are activated. Report to the
staging area ASAP.”

“But …but … There must be
a mistake! I was dismissed.”

“You are activated. Please
report at once. Situation is … urgent.”

Emily surged to her feet, glanced
around at the tiny parts scattered everywhere and finally picked
her way carefully across the floor, grabbed the travel bag she had
left by her door when she’d come back from the staging area only a
little time before and left her hab.

It was certain to be some kind of
mistake, she told herself. They had sent a Di-ore to every one of
the kingdoms they’d contacted that had returned a positive
acceptance.

Granted, they had trained extras just
in case they ran into any problems—like one of their volunteers
coming down with the plague before they were sent off. But there
were, to her certain knowledge, four extras. One of the women, she
knew, had tested positive for the disease just that very day and
there had been a last minute substitute. But that still meant
three.

Maybe they’d drawn straws and her name
had come up, she thought uneasily?

Two security officers met her outside
as soon as she exited.

It threw her into a state of
chaos.

Worse state.

Had they thought she’d run?

Where the hell would she run to? They
were all trapped on Kali.

“What’s … what’s going
on?” she gasped.

One of the officers took her bag. The
other grasped her arm and hustled her down the walk at a pace
nearing a jog—for her.

“Sorry, Doctor. I haven’t
been informed.”

Emily gaped at him and then frowned.
“They just … sent you?”

“Affirmative. I was
ordered to meet you and take you directly to the staging area as
quickly as possible.”

Her dismay deepened. “Specifically
me?”

“Yes.”

“Why quickly? They said
that? Quickly? Or did they just say at once? Like go
immediately?”

The man slid a glance at her,
frowning. “I was told that there was immediacy to the
order.”

“Yes, but … that doesn’t
tell me if there’s a huge rush for me to leave or the rush was for
you to get me.”

“I’m sorry. You’ll have to
ask when we get there.”

Frustration flickered through her. She
wavered between the fear clawing at the back of her mind and the
certainty that they were scaring her for no good reason.

She didn’t think she’d get the answers
she wanted from either of them, though, and beyond that, she was in
so much turmoil, she couldn’t think of any questions to ask that
they might be able or willing to answer.

Besides that she was breathless within
a handful of moments because they were rushing her, making speaking
difficult.

Her belly—tied in knots the moment she
heard the order, just seemed to tighten more as they followed the
walkways to the staging area—directly outside the government
building.

The nightmare sense of being marched
to an execution emerged from the dark recesses of her mind and
gained dominance as she was moved briskly along until she was
panting for breath.

There was a wad of people standing
around outside, she discovered as soon as the building came into
view.

A helicopter was waiting, as well.
Four hover cycles had been secured at four different points around
the chopper landing rails.

She didn’t get that.

Nobody that she’d seen had been sent
via the chopper. Not even those going to the furthest realms of the
Uti.

“You opted not to wear the
costume?” Governor Brunswick said as soon as she was near enough
for him to express his disapproval in a more or less normal tone of
voice.

Emily blinked at him, trying to
decipher the question/comment. “I didn’t know I was supposed to
wear it,” she said finally. “I was sent home.”

He frowned, seemed to consider that.
“You have what you’ll need, though?”

Apparently she wasn’t responding fast
enough.

Because she was in shock and she
couldn’t gear up her brain function.

He held his hand out. The officer that
had taken her bag handed it over and he checked it.

Emily was in such a state that she
didn’t actually get to ‘indignant’ until he’d zipped it and handed
it back to the man, who strode toward the helicopter and tossed it
to a soldier standing beside it.

“You should change on the
way. You want to look the part when you arrive.”

Emily gaped at him and then whipped a
look toward the men lined up who were obviously supposed to escort
her. Change where, she wondered, feeling just a flicker of hysteria
trying to gain a toehold at the fringes of her mind? In the
helicopter? With all of those men?

“There’s been … a minor
hiccough. Dr. Mortensen was … uh diverted from her intended
target—Prince Loki. We need a replacement ASAP to prevent any …
hard feelings. We deeply appreciate your service, Dr. Steinbach,”
the governor said, dismissing her as soon as he’d ‘explained’ the
situation and turning away.

“What kind of hiccough?”
Emily asked when she found her voice. Somehow that sounded really
ominous despite the effort to downplay it—or maybe
because of the effort to
downplay the incident? What kind of ‘minor hiccough’ would require
dragging her out of her hab and hustling her at a near run to the
helicopter?

She didn’t know if the sound of the
helicopter motor drowned her out, if Gov. Brunswick was already too
far away to hear, or if he just decided to ignore her. She glanced
at the men on either side of her. “What kind of
hiccough?”

“We weren’t informed, Dr.
Steinbach,” the security officer said, hustling her toward the
helicopter and handing her over to one of the soldiers.

The soldier lifted her up to the cabin
of the helicopter and then climbed in behind her. The other three
leapt inside, slammed the doors, and the chopper lifted away from
the ground.

Emily glanced uneasily at the men on
either side of her. “What kind of hiccough?”

* * * *

Loki was furious when he
had listened to his Captain’s report regarding the mission he had
been sent upon—the failure of that mission when he had been waiting
in anticipation for the reaction of the sky people to the slight he
had calculated. No doubt that outrage would seem totally
unreasonable to most any of his people given the fact that he had
been at such pains to make it clear that he had no intention of
accepting the Di-ore the sky people had offered. He had only
allowed the sky people to believe
they had convinced him they were extending
friendship when he knew very well they were not.

Whatever their intent, it was not the
offer of friendship.

He thought it far more likely that
they had devised the story to gain entrance to his principality to
spy upon him.

Ordinarily, he would not be inclined
to consider a female clever enough or brave enough for such a
thing, but he was, unfortunately, familiar with a few who were
stupid enough if the right incentive was dangled in front of
them.

So he saw no reason to rule that
possibility out and a good deal of reason to think it possible,
mayhap even likely given that the star people were so very
different from the Uti.

What angered him, however,
was the fact that he did not get the opportunity to snub them when
he had planned a very deliberate insult—anticipated with more than a little
relish the possibility of making war on them.

Because the sky woman
promised to him for the septum
norting did not arrive and he was so
shocked and outraged by their audacity in offering a gift and then
not delivering it that he could not think straight for more than a
handful of moments..

The men he had sent to collect her had
returned—empty handed, as it happened—when the plan had been to
carry her all the way to his principle seat, examine her, and then
send her back as unacceptable.

He was not appeased in the slightest
by their explanation for that circumstance.

According to them, the thing carrying
the woman—or supposedly carrying the woman—was struck by lightning
and crashed and they were unable to recover the box she was
supposed to be in because Duke l’Cler had attacked them from a
point near the border and driven them back.

They believed he had the box with the
woman—the female.

Loki believed if she had been dropped
from a great height he had nothing and, in point of fact, he had
thought so before the box had been dropped.

He had heard, as most had, that the
sky people had wondrous armor that was virtually impenetrable. He
had seen one with his own eyes—a strange looking being with four
legs and no head—cloaked in armor that arrows bounced off of, but
he did not believe even that armor would protect it from such a
fall.

He had no interest in receiving it
even if he had had no suspicions about their motives.

He could not imagine such a thing
appealing to any Uti man—of whatever tribe—and it certainly had no
appeal to him when he had any number of beautiful Uti women to
choose from.

It was hard to say what it was about
the incident that infuriated him the most, but he thought it was
because he had been deprived of the chance of insulting them for
insulting his intelligence, for waving such a paltry, strange thing
under his nose as if he was just waiting for the opportunity to bow
to them.

That thought gave him pause and his
anger began to dissipate.

He did not need to insult them, he
realized then.

They had given him reason to fight by
insulting him instead—not the subtle slight he had perceived from
it but a very blatant one that had shown contempt for him and his
people.

He would not stand for that! He was
Prince of Lago-Nar!

Angry all over again when he thought
of that, he sent for his fastest courier. Then he strode to his
library and settled at his desk to pen a declaration of
war.

He was just putting his royal seal to
it when the man arrived.

Feeling a sense of supreme
satisfaction, he handed the declaration over and told him to
deliver it to the sky people with all haste.

“Shall I remain for a
response, Your Highness?”

Prince Loki considered that. “Yes,” he
responded finally.

Then he summoned a man to call the men
to arms to march on the citadel of the sky people.

They would see that he was not someone
to be insulted with impunity! To be trifled with as if he was of no
consequence, by the gods!


Chapter Two

It wasn’t deafeningly loud inside the
chopper, but it also wasn’t quiet enough to be conducive to a
decent conversation or Emily would’ve been tempted to continue the
quest for information.

She gave up after a couple of attempts
and settled back in her seat to worry about it, to wonder about the
‘hiccough’ Governor Brunswick had mentioned that had resulted in
the necessity of a replacement.

He’d said she was diverted—Dr.
Mortensen had been diverted.

Diverted how?

Captured by the savages, she wondered,
feeling a wave of dizziness as her heart fluttered uncomfortably in
her chest?

Was that why she was being taken in
the chopper?

Did she
need to be
worried?

Well, she
was worried. She was
flying into the unknown and the part she knew was scary to
terrifying.

Unfortunately, Emily was fairly
confident that none of the soldiers assigned to escort her knew any
more than the security detail that had been sent to fetch
her.

If as much.

It was moot point anyway, she decided,
struggling to tamp her fear.

She was going—however she felt about
it.

There would be no turning
back.

She never had actually volunteered,
but she hadn’t tried to get out of it when she’d been called upon
or, in fact, lodged any complaint about it.

Because it was a matter of life or
death—for all of them—her included. It wasn’t really a
choice.

She was angry and scared about the
abruptness of it, but she supposed that was nobody’s fault
either.

Except whoever had snatched the woman
she was replacing, perhaps.

She would’ve liked to know what had
happened, but it didn’t look like anybody was going to tell her,
maybe couldn’t.
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