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Chapter One

It was a primal sense of
self-preservation that drove Summer to push herself to regain her
strength, not conscious thought, not a rational processing of
information her mind and senses had collected. She’d lost touch
with those, pushed them so far to the back of her subconscious that
she was only aware of a darkness that she was afraid to look at.
She’d been caught up in the grip of shock when she’d lost
consciousness and she was in little or no better condition when she
woke in the pod.

Just more confused and
disoriented.

She thought several days had passed
since she had managed to climb out.

She wasn’t completely certain because
all she had to go on was when the lights were on or when they were
off and the robots that made the rounds with water and soup twice
during ‘light’ periods. She was able to get up and wander around
the vast warehouse where she was staying with hundreds—or possibly
thousands—of other people after only one ‘meal’, though. She’d
persevered despite the dizziness and weakness and it seemed she was
a little stronger each time, able to walk further and
longer.

Her confusion didn’t dissipate
appreciably. It was more than the ‘fog’ she’d woken with. Her
memories of ‘before’ were dim to nonexistent, but seemed ‘old’—as
if a lot of time had passed, except there was nothing between to
mark the space—almost zero transition from before to
after.

There was life before. The
attack—which had happened so fast she’d hardly grasped it for the
sheer terror that had totally enveloped her. And then she’d arrived
on the big ship …. And nothing. Then she’d awakened in what had
felt almost like a coffin.

There were children scampering
around—as if they hadn’t been podded, although she thought they
must have been.

There were middle aged and elders who
seemed content to sit right where they were—and everything between
the two—some moving as she was or exercising.

They had three communal bathrooms with
a dozen toilets in each for everyone—at each end and in the
middle—all of which were in constant use because everyone had to go
and there weren’t even almost enough stalls to go
around.

For a good portion of their
‘community’ that was all the exercise they did—standing in line to
go.

Summer wasn’t certain of why she
disapproved.

Because she really didn’t know why she
was pushing herself to try to regain her strength as quickly as she
could.

Until the day she discovered she
needed it.

The sudden blare of an alarm—or what
sounded like one—instantly brought all of the horror Summer had
been hiding from to the forefront of her mind. The command that
blared even louder than the alarm, alternating between language
that was totally unrecognizable and broken, accented English that
she scarcely understood any better, froze Summer with terror,
stopped all brain function.

And everyone else’s.

“Hull breach! Abandon
ship! Proceed to drop ships immediately!”

“Hole! Run! Flee … drop
ship!”

“Hull breach! Abandon
ship! Proceed to drop ships immediately!”

“Hole! Run! Flee … drop
ship!”

It wasn’t the alarm or the command
that penetrated the paralysis of shock that held the vast majority
of the people, however. It was gunfire that broke their frozen
state—from the aliens that appeared out of nowhere and began to
fire over their heads.

The moment the weapons were
discharged, the mass of humanity screamed collectively, women
clutched their children in panic, and everyone—youngest to
oldest—began to run away from the weapon toting aliens.

In seconds, the entire room filled
with humans had become a dangerous stampede—mitigated only slightly
by the fact that they were packed in until they couldn’t get up the
speed they wanted to.

People tripped, fell, were run down,
stepped on, fallen on.

Summer was hit twice and nearly fell
before she managed to collect enough brain power to get her feet
moving in the direction of the flow.

Thankfully, much of the wall at one
end opened or the people in the front would’ve been crushed by
those behind.

Fearful she’d be trampled, Summer
managed to find safety between two of the pods—and was instantly
trapped with no way to escape.

One of the alien soldiers, who’d waded
through the crowd, snatched her up with one arm. He had two howling
children crushed to his chest with his other arm, but he managed to
move swiftly with the current of humanity that was screaming and
running.

Summer had no clue that he had been
steadily wading through the maddened horde until he reached the
forefront of the herd and then outstripped them.

That was when Summer also discovered
that the alien soldier running with her and two children wasn’t the
only one that had grabbed women and or children and was running …
down the ramps she recalled that they’d climbed when they’d first
been brought on the ship.

Because it
was a ship—an alien
ship.

And there’d been an order to abandon
it, she realized with a new wave of terror that didn’t diminish
appreciably when she saw they were running toward one of the ships
that had brought them to the main ship.

The soldier ran up the ramp with them
and all the way to the back where she discovered there was a tarp
bundled pallet.

Discovered it because the soldier
immediately lifted her up onto the top of it and then handed over
the two small children he’d brought along.

Summer ‘received’ automatically when
he thrust the children at her—both toddlers, she thought.
Thankfully, they began to calm down almost immediately when the
running stopped.

Because, she thought, they’d worn
themselves out.

There was a woman in the crowd
screaming ‘my babies!’ and reaching toward her.

The soldier stared at her a moment and
then followed the direction of her gaze to the children. Then he
waded through the throng that was still piling in, grabbed her,
hauled her to the back and lifted her up to settle her with Summer
and the children she was holding.

Almost before she settled, the woman
wrestled the children from Summer and hugged them so tightly they
began to cry again.

Or they began to cry because mommy was
there.

Summer didn’t know, but she was
relieved.

She’d always loved children, but she
didn’t know anything about taking care of one.

Soldiers at the top of the ramp began
shoving people back when the transport was filled to capacity and
the ramp started to close.

“Go other ship!” several
bellowed at the people still fighting mindlessly to get onboard
with them.

The soldier that had collected her,
the other woman, and the two young children, dragged them all down
as the ramp started closing and pinned them against the back wall
with his body. Almost before he’d braced himself, the ship they
were in jerked and then shot backwards and began a terrifying
descent reminiscent of a wild rollercoaster—bouncing, shaking,
dropping and abruptly rising again.

Summer didn’t know what possessed her
to grab the soldier and coil around him like a limpet. Absolute
horror, she supposed, because she wasn’t even aware of what she’d
done until the thing they were in slammed into the ground hard
enough she bit her tongue. And then it went still.

Panting for breath, Summer slowly
began to become aware of her surroundings.

It wasn’t until the gangplank began to
lower, though, that she realized she was still clinging frantically
to the alien soldier.

Well, not actually then, she didn’t
suppose, because there was light filtering inside by the time she
did an inventory and made the discovery that she wasn’t just
plastered against him. She was still clinging—tightly. Slowly, she
lifted her head and met her reflection in his face
plate.

He had his head tilted downward so she
was pretty convinced he was staring at her.

She released him abruptly. “Sorry. I
was scared.”

He turned away from her when she pried
her fingers loose, plowing through the people towards the
gangplank.

All of the soldiers, Summer saw, had
lifted their weapons and were scanning the terrain as it was
revealed by the widening opening.

She had no clue of why.

Until she looked beyond
them.

For an endless time, she simply stared
uncomprehendingly at the view that should have looked at least a
little familiar, trying to figure out why it didn’t.

When it finally sank in why it didn’t,
it hit her with almost a physical blow that she was looking at a
world that was totally alien.

* * * *

“The woman was not
injured?” Juro LCMXI asked.

Kael LCMX glanced at his Bi when he
spoke and then returned his gaze to the jungle beyond their ship,
studying the wall of vegetation carefully for any sign of threat.
“I believe she was unharmed even though I was unable to reach her
as quickly as I had hoped. She moved between two of the hiber-pods
where she was protected.”

Surprise flickered through Juro. He
did not know why. She was beautiful, but that did not preclude that
she could also be very intelligent as far as he could see, capable
of acting with quick wits under that kind of stress. It just seemed
… extraordinary that one would have two such superior traits
without genetic manipulation such as they had had.

And of course theirs served a
particular purpose—to enable them to better serve the
Empire.

He knew nothing about
women—not their own and certainly not the women of her species. He
was phadrac—genetically designed and grown as a superior warrior—a
soldier, given life only as a weapon to fight and then to
die.

And one did not see the
dead.

The women of the E-Ridian
Empire did not fraternize in any way with the phadrac so he had had no opportunity
to learn in what ways women were different.

They were of higher class. Perhaps it
was common that they had a multitude of extraordinary
attributes?

Or perhaps, because they were of
higher class they were given superior genetic traits?

He had not had the opportunity to even
to see a woman so similar to their own as closely.

“How many did we lose, do
you think?” Kael asked, dragging Juro’s mind from the
woman.

He blinked at Kael, struggling to
assess the damage. “Ours? Or theirs? I could not begin to produce a
reasonable count. There was no order once they were inspired to
run. I think first deck was emptied of all or most and possibly
second deck—our people and the exiles. They were already running to
the drop ships as I raced up to the third deck. Mayhap upwards of
80 to 90%? The ship was already breaking apart, so even though all
of the emergency bulkheads were deployed it would not have been
enough to hold together long. So … heavy losses, I am certain, but
it could have been far worse.”

Kael’s lips tightened into a thin
line. “Any guesses on how it happened?”

“I heard some say the ship
had been sabotaged. But I do not know what they based that
upon.”

“That occurred to me,
also, and I have based it upon nothing more than the fact that we
have not had a critical failure on any of the ships that I have
ever heard of. There was no proximity alert. So I am thinking a
collision unlikely.”

Juro nodded. “We may never know and I
am not certain it is important enough to devote a lot of time to.
We will have difficulty surviving this with the little we managed
to bring with us.”

“Especially when we
managed to bring most of the aliens we removed,” Kael said dryly.
“The supplies were for them. Ours is on the ship floating in pieces
above our heads.”

Juro grimaced, shrugged, and then
grinned. “We have saved that beautiful creature,
though.”

Kael resisted the urge to turn his
head and search for her. He also resisted the urge to point out to
his Bi that they did not, in fact, ‘have her’. She was merely with
them … because they had acted without reason and rushed directly to
her to save her—with no thought beyond that.

No thought, certainly, of grabbing
critical supplies.

Because they were both obsessed with
her—had been from the moment they had first spotted her.

It had taken all of his resolve to
prevent himself from hanging over her hiber unit just to drink in
the sight of her on the excruciatingly long voyage from her world
to the one designated as a dump site.

And he was fairly certain his Bi had
not even managed that much—he was certainly fond of ‘standing duty’
on that containment deck.

Juro wanted her so
desperately it got on his
nerves.

He hoped to the gods he had not made
such a fool of himself.

Thankfully, however, she could not
know—for she had been in hibernation.

He would just as soon she never
know.

Because it was a weakness. He knew it,
which was why he had fought it.

And the likelihood was great that she
would not be more receptive to them than their own women were—which
also made it a useless ambition.

Because they were
phadrac.

And because they were her
enemies.

Because the Empire had made it
so.

It did not matter that he did not want
to be her enemy.

He had been sent, and a soldier went
where they were told to go, and they did what they were ordered to
do.

Beyond that, he thought
they may have brought more trouble with them than they had to face
on the primitive world they had been stranded on if the ship
had been
sabotaged.

Because it seemed the chances were
high that whoever had done it had made it to the ground.

And with no notion of who it had been
or what their motives might be, they could not know if they were
satisfied or if they would be looking for other means of
vengeance.







Chapter Two

No one, including the aliens, seemed
terribly anxious to disembark. Summer thought most of the humans if
not all were just too stunned to process what was happening, had
happened—in the latest disaster they had been embroiled
in.

The alien soldiers ….

She decided they were simply behaving
like soldiers, as they’d been trained.

This was not their intended
destination, she didn’t think.

Something had happened to the
ship.

She frowned as it occurred to her to
wonder why and how they’d been so close to this planet when
something happened to the ship that they’d abandoned ship and
landed here if it hadn’t been the target.

That seemed … too
convenient.

Translation—unlikely.

Space scientists had found and
estimated millions, maybe billions or trillions, of other planets
circling other stars, but space was mind bogglingly vast—with light
years between star systems. Saying there were trillions of other
systems like Earth’s and other planets in them like Earth or really
close—the likelihood of just happening to ‘break down’ so close to
one was still unbelievable.

They must have been coming to this planet
and then the ship had been damaged somehow and they’d had to
bailout.

She couldn’t decide whether the
behavior of the soldiers indicated they were familiar with the
planet—and were worried because they did know it—or completely
unfamiliar—which might or might not suggest an expectation of ‘bad
things’.

After they had surveyed the area
thoroughly, though, they began to move down the
gangplank.

It was clear, however, that they
hadn’t relaxed their vigilance. They were looking for
trouble.

That was all she needed to know to
stay put.

They hadn’t been told to get out or
forced out and she thought she would be content to stay put until
she had to leave the safety of the ship.

But she began to feel the ‘tin can’
effect fairly quickly.

It was warm from so many bodies
pressed so closely together and the sun beating down on the ship
made it even more uncomfortable.

Occasionally a whiff of air gusted
through, cooling the sweat that was beginning to pop from her
pores, but the relief was brief. And the scents the air carried
were almost overwhelming—not in an inviting way.

The stench of something dead and
decaying or more than one, rode the air. The smell of animal waste
and the acrid scent of smoke vied with the rising scents of sweat
and other unpleasant people odors until it was debatable whether it
would be more uncomfortable outside than inside.

Summer finally couldn’t take it
anymore. She began threading her way forward in the hopes of at
least standing in the opening to catch whatever ‘fresh’ gusts of
wind there might be.

It was incidental that she could
actually see what was going on outside a little better.

The soldiers who’d forced them into
the ship had joined others from other ships that had landed in the
general area.

She couldn’t see how many ships—or how
many soldiers for that matter.

She couldn’t hear them talking and she
wouldn’t have understood if she could have, but anything and
everything they did seemed ominous and threatening to her and she
felt ‘safer’ when she could watch them.

She supposed that was probably why no
one had challenged her when she’d moved closer to the
opening.

The woman the soldier had rescued
followed her. “Ask them for something to drink,” she whispered.
“The babies are thirsty.”

Summer gaped at her.

She wanted to
see what was going on,
damn it! She didn’t want to join them—especially when there were so
many of them.

She was actually thirsty herself,
though, now that the woman mentioned it, and she thought she could
probably handle the lack of water better than the babies
could.

She still didn’t want to go out, but she
decided they wouldn’t shoot her down.

She hoped.

What would be the point in dragging
her to the ship and down to the planet to just turn around and
shoot her because she asked for water?

After a prolonged hesitation, while
she searched the group of soldiers trying to figure out which one
had helped her, she finally stepped out.

The soldiers turned around and looked
at her.

She lifted her hands in
surrender—hopeful they would be able to figure out what it meant.
“The babies are thirsty,” she said shakily. “Could we … have some
water?”

She broke up the meeting.

A handful remained near the jungle
growth with their weapons at the ready. The others split up and
headed back to the ships they had arrived in.

When the alien warriors, she assumed,
that had come down with them reached the bottom of the gangplank,
they summoned her with a gesture of their hands. “Out!
All!”

Vaguely relieved not to be singled
out, Summer started down. She was more than halfway before she
discovered nobody was following her. She stopped then and turned
around. “They said we had to get out.”

She encountered angry, condemning
glares from most of the people closest.

“Because you just couldn’t
keep your mouth shut!” a woman standing at the top hissed at her.
“Maybe we don’t want to come out? Did you think of that? Or don’t
nobody else count?”

Summer stared at her, trying to think
of a response and finally just turned around and headed down the
ramp.

The soldiers waited until she got to
the bottom and then started up the ramp purposefully.

When they did, people began to pour
out of the door in a rush.

Despite that, they didn’t go
far.

The ships, Summer saw, had either
flattened the vegetation when all of them had landed, or they’d
used something to burn the vegetation to clear it.

That seemed to explain a lot of the
heat and stench.

And, unfortunately, there didn’t seem
to be any place to go to escape it.

Or the ugly glares of her fellow
travelers.

Who were clearly looking for someone
to blame for everything that had happened to them and too scared to
aim their animosity at the aliens.

It aroused a healthy dose of angry
resentment in Summer that chased her fears to the background
again.

Not far enough that she was anxious to
get close to the jungle even though that was the only source of
shade.

And she could be certain not one of
her fellow travelers would follow her there and assault
her.

Thankfully, they were distracted
fairly quickly from her to whatever it was the soldiers were
doing.

They returned pushing the bundle from
the rear of the hold. It teetered at the top for a few moments.
Several of the soldiers bellowed something
incomprehensible—undoubtedly a warning—and then the pallet tipped
and slid down the ramp to the ground.

Fortunately, the bellowing was enough
to send everyone scattering.

Following it down, the soldiers
righted it with an effort, cut the bindings and whipped the tarp
off.

Dismay flickered through Summer when
one of the soldiers straightened with a huge container of water,
looked around until he spotted her and then strode directly towards
her.

There was a second one shortly behind
him, but Summer didn’t notice him until the first one knelt down
and settled the container on one thigh. “Where baby?”

Summer stared at him in disbelief,
trying to decide how she felt about the fact that he’d emptied the
ship and dragged that monstrous pallet out—to get water for the
babies.

Dragging her gaze from him, she looked
around for the woman and summoned her with a hand gesture. “He has
water ….”

She hadn’t expected a stampede, but
there was one.

It was fortunate the woman couldn’t
move fast with both of her toddlers or they would’ve been run
down.

The soldier came to his
feet.

The other that had joined him dropped
the case he was carrying and both of them bellowed at the unruly
crowd. “Back. Chiles firs. Den womens.”

Despite the broken English and the
almost incomprehensible accents, nobody had trouble
understanding—well comprehending.

The anger was almost
palpable.

She wasn’t certain anybody
understood that he—they—were protecting the ones they saw as
weaker. She wasn’t certain she
grasped that then.

She looked around at them in dismay,
fearful there was about to be a slaughter—and she didn’t think for
a minute that the unarmed humans stood much of a chance against the
aliens no matter how furious they were.

Thankfully, some of that seemed to
dissipate when the soldiers set up several lines for
water.

So everyone was shuffling along,
impatiently waiting for their turn when the monsters
attacked.

If they hadn’t screamed, Summer
thought, there was no telling how long it would have taken to rivet
everyone’s attention—away from the water they all wanted pretty
desperately at that point.

And, in point of fact, Summer
believed, at first, that it was one of her fellow travelers that
had screamed.

The rage in the voice was hard to
miss, but everyone had been furious only a few moments before and
she thought it was a handful that had just ‘lost it’.

Terror filled the screams that
followed, however, and that sent everyone into panic.

Except, thankfully, the aliens with
weapons.

Someone grabbed her, slung her over a
shoulder hard enough she almost passed out when she was body
slammed into a hard ridge of shoulder bone and then ran with
her.

The jarring gait made her bite her
tongue and her cheeks before she managed to grit her teeth together
and she tasted blood.

And that was before whoever was
carrying her abruptly slammed face first into the dirt, pinning her
lower body between his body and the dirt and slamming the upper
half of her body into the ground directly after first
impact.

She saw stars—almost literally.
Darkness wrapped a muffling cocoon around her, isolating her with
the pain that had exploded inside her head.

Then the weight vanished from her and
someone literally hauled her up by one arm, clamped her against
hard metal and ran in the other direction with her.
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