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Chapter One

Olivia June Dixon had seen the aliens
leave almost a month earlier. She’d searched the skies diligently
ever since—checking at all times of the day, checking the radio for
any possible news.

There was nothing but
static.

Of course, she wasn’t actually
familiar with HAM radio. That had been her friend, Terry’s, thing,
and he hadn’t wanted her touching it—well anybody. So he certainly
hadn’t shown her how.

He had been gone over two months,
though, and she’d decided he wasn’t coming back.

She didn’t know if his prolonged
absence was because of the fight they’d had before he left when the
bastard had told her ‘if she wasn’t putting out she could get out’
or not.

She’d told him she damned well wasn’t
putting out if he was going to demand it. He’d told her she could
stay with him—suggesting it was just a companionship thing between
friends and she’d accepted the invitation on those grounds—and she
helped around his place to pay her way. She wasn’t making payments
in sex.

She told him that from her car after
she’d loaded everything up—just in case he got really ugly about
it—uglier.

If he hadn’t been such an ass about
it, she thought she might have gotten around to seeing him as more
than a friend—eventually.

But, actually, she doubted
that. She had never been attracted to him that way. She’d just thought he was
smart and funny. She’d thought they were friends.

The years hadn’t made him more
appealing—personality wise or physically.

The only reason she was still at the
bunker was because she hadn’t gotten more than a few miles down the
road before she’d chickened out and headed back.

She’d seen Terry leave and had sneaked
back to grab some food and water to hold her over until she could
find the nerve to head into town to get some and when he hadn’t
come back, she’d taken up residence again.

It had started out as a house
party—with three other couples—celebrating Terry’s completion of
his project—his underground home/bunker. They’d all been college
friends, reuniting for the house party, who had discovered things
just weren’t the same with them ten years on—even though during
their college days they’d felt tight.

The others had left as soon as the
invasion began—rushing back to family and friends.

She had stayed because Terry had
convinced her it would be ok. They’d be safe there. All she had to
do was help him around the place and keep him company.

And because she was scared to leave
she’d let him persuade her.

She’d wanted to go home like everyone
else, but she’d traveled alone to get there. Her hometown was hours
away and she just couldn’t convince herself that she could make it
there without running afoul of aliens.

And then they’d had their blowup
because he wanted sex for pay and she just wasn’t willing to do
that.

She didn’t think she could bear even
one more day in his bunker—alone—though.

And she was still tied in
knots when she left the bunker to see what was left by the
invaders, who was
left, fearful she wouldn’t find anybody at all but
aliens.

She’d filled her car up with gas from
Terry’s stockpile before she left, mostly because she hadn’t wanted
to have to stop for gas—not because she’d had any idea at all what
it was like now on the ‘outside’.

Her first shock had come when she’d
reached the small town closest to Terry’s place. It wasn’t just
deserted. It looked like a warzone/natural disaster. Abandoned cars
and trucks were everywhere. It took her the better part of an hour
to squeeze her car through the maze—long enough she’d developed a
splitting headache from the tension building inside of her, from
the eerie sense that she was being watched.

And, conversely, that she was
completely and totally alone in the world.

There were all sorts of belongings
strewn up and down the streets—as if people had been running with
armloads, dropping stuff as they ran, and leaving it where it
fell.

There were holes in everything, but it
wasn’t until she saw a few on the cars and trucks that it hit her
that it was bullet holes.

It was the redneck way—shoot at
anything that moved whatever might happen to be in the way. She’d
seen more holes in trucks than in deer.

There were houses and businesses that
looked like they’d been struck by lightning—or something like
that—blackened, scorched streaks and holes.

Chill bumps were prickling her skin
all over by the time she managed to leave the town behind, heading
out on a narrow, two lane back road. Shivers were racing up and
down her spine.

Dismay filled her when she checked her
gas gauge.

She’d burned way more than she’d
thought it would take to get to and then through the town—because
of all the backtracking she’d had to do.

She still had plenty to get home,
though, she told herself.

But she wasn’t convinced.

And it was scary as hell to think she
might be seeing ghost towns everywhere—where there would be no gas
to get if she needed it.

It didn’t occur to her to turn back.
She supposed it should have.

Actually, it did flicker through her
mind, but it had taken forever to get up the nerve to leave and now
that she was on the move her enter focus had shifted to getting
home. Home would be safe. The desolation of the town she’d just
gone through only made her more anxious to get there.

She needed to find her
family.

She needed to know if they were
ok.

Or not.

She needed somebody to help her figure
out what to do to survive.

She kept telling herself it was just
that spot that was bad. Something had happened to the people in
that town—but it was just there.

And yet, she saw absolutely nothing as
she drove that supported that.

Every place she went through looked
much the same. It was deserted—devoid of people as far as she could
see.

She hardly even saw any animals
roaming around.

And there was clear evidence
everywhere that people had fought back—tried to fight
back.

There was bad, really bad, and
stunning. Some places had been reduced to rubble or nearly so.
There were great pits in the ground—as if someone had been lobbing
grenades or using military grade rocket launchers.

She didn’t actually see anything that
looked alien.

That just confused and scared her
more, though.

Had it not been aliens that had
invaded after all?

Shouldn’t there be debris from alien
crafts? Alien bodies?

She frowned.

Actually, she realized,
she hadn’t seen any bodies.

It was almost like everyone had been
sucked up by some giant vacuum.

The panic clawing at the back of her
mind settled after a little while to a pervasive sense of
uneasiness and doom—because it was too exhausting to maintain
terror at the highest level and she had the natural tendency to
calm down when there was no imminent threat.

She was more than halfway home and
starting to relax a little despite the fact that it was getting on
towards sunset when she saw the first human beings she’d seen in
months—right outside the last little town before her
hometown.

Just a dozen miles or so from the
prison—the maximum security prison—which hadn’t crossed her mind
until that moment.

Four rough and ragged looking
men—carrying weapons—which was why it instantly leapt into her mind
that they were escaped prisoners—true or not.

They were walking along the side of
the road until they heard her car.

They looked up, looked straight at
her.

And then they stepped into the road,
spread out across the pavement.

Blocking her.

Confusion gave way to sheer
terror.

Every alarm inside of her that could
go off, did.

Her brain shifted to instinct mode,
screaming ‘danger!’

She wasn’t aware of assessing the
danger and formulating any plan at all. She gripped her steering
wheel more tightly and floored it, braced for impact, refusing to
deviate from a straight shot right down the center of the
road.

If they didn’t move, she was going to
mow the bastards down.

They leapt towards the side of the
road at the last second.

Olivia was shaking so badly she
thought she was going to pass out.

Or maybe puke.

She’d been gasping in panic, she
realized, sucking in too much air. Dizziness and nausea washed over
her.

She dragged in a deep, calming breath,
held it a couple of seconds and released it slowly.

The men, she discovered when she
looked back in the rearview mirror, had turned when they’d
recovered from the near miss. They were jogging toward her along
the road.

For a few moments, terror nearly
swallowed her whole, but she was in her car. They couldn’t catch
up, she told herself.

They certainly weren’t going to chase
her down.

That prompted her to check her gas
gauge.

She nearly had heart failure when she
did.

The tank was almost empty—and dropping
fast. Her mind went perfectly blank. It made no sense. She couldn’t
make any sense of it. “Fuck! Oh my god!”

When had that
happened? How had
it happened?

She’d been watching it carefully
because there was no place to get gas that she’d seen.

She’d burned a lot, granted, but she’d
been sure she could make it home.

But she could see she was going to run
out of gas any time.

She wasn’t going to make it
home.

She made it all the way through the
little town and out the other side before the car choked, the
engine died, and then the car began to coast slower and
slower.

If she’d been traveling faster, it
would’ve glided maybe another mile or two.

She’d had to slow down because of all
of the debris littering the road, though, and she’d barely started
gaining speed again when the car sucked the last of her gas
up.

She had to fight the urge to pull the
car off the road and stop—as she would have before the
invasion.

But even so, it only traveled maybe a
quarter of a mile.

She stayed with it until it
stopped.

Then she checked her rearview
mirror.

There was no sign of the men, but she
had a bad feeling they were coming after her.

There had been plenty of light for
them to see she was a woman and she was alone.

And she’d tried to run them
down.

It struck her abruptly that she’d
heard something hit the car when she’d flown past them.

Jumping out of the car, she moved
around it until she saw the bullet hole—just as the scent of
gasoline filled her nostrils.

The car wasn’t broken down and it
hadn’t just run out of gas.

They’d shot a hole in the gas
tank.

That was why they’d turned to chase
her. They knew she was going to run out of gas.

Her belly cramped with terror. She
whipped a look around for any possibility of safety. She didn’t see
a house in sight. But she spied a driveway.

Or maybe just a narrow dirt
road?

If she could have gotten her car off
of the road and hidden, the car would’ve been a place to keep her
moderately safe.

Anger flushed the fear when she
thought about that.

She could’ve turned off the damned
road and hidden the car and they might never have realized where
she was if she hadn’t been scared stupid.

That was what got people
killed—panic—which disabled them and made them make bad
decisions.

Dismissing it after she’d checked the
position of the sun, she abandoned everything in the car, knowing
it would slow her down, and took off towards the track, hoping
there was a house somewhere close.

Just because she couldn’t see one it
didn’t follow that there wouldn’t be one, she told
herself.

The drive or dirt road had to go
somewhere.

She ran until her side was hurting so
bad she couldn’t run anymore. Then she held her hand against the
pain and walked rapidly, then jogged, dropped to a walk, over and
over, telling herself she was putting more distance between herself
and the men. They weren’t gaining on her.

They would give up and go somewhere
else when they saw the empty car.

She had the horrible sense that they
were hunters and she was the prey, though.

She was huffing for breath
when she finally had to stop, reached a point where she couldn’t force herself to
keep moving.

Almost the moment she caught her
breath and her heart calmed, she heard a sound.

She whipped her head in that
direction, but she couldn’t see anything.

She was struggling to convince herself
it was nothing, she was just scaring herself, when she heard a
cough.

She thought for several moments that
she was just going to drop dead of sheer terror.

How? How? How had they gained on
her?

Was it the same men?

Others?

Danger, she decided, whether it was
the same ones or others.

She looked wildly around for any
avenue of escape, but she was so terrorized she couldn’t decide
where they were, where the threat lay. She couldn’t shake the fear
that she would run right to them. It was dusk. The shadows were
collecting, obscuring her vision.

She spotted what looked like it might
be a house in the distance, across the field beside the
road.

It was a building of some
kind.

She scrambled down the shallow ditch
along the edge of the road and up the other side and ran for all
she was worth. Just about the time she reached the point where she
thought her heart would explode, she heard them behind her, heard
the pounding of feet behind her.

She didn’t know how she found the
breath to scream, but she did. She screamed so loud she could hear
the sound echo back to her from the woods that surrounded the
field. She ran until she ran herself into the ground. She struggled
to get up. She almost made it to her feet when she was caught. She
screamed like a siren when she felt herself falling, trying to kick
the man loose. She made impact and it felt like she’d broken her
toes. He cursed.

She heard one laugh—a creepy sort of
hysterical laugh of excitement.

One of them punched her in the face
hard enough darkness began to descend over her. She didn’t have the
time to try to ‘roll with the punch’. She didn’t see it
coming.

She felt hands grabbing at her from
every direction, jerking her first one way and then another, heard
and felt the rending of fabric.

She fought them anyway, dizzy,
disoriented, too weak to do much more than lift her arms and pat
them.

Despair gripped her even as she heard
the crack of thunder close by, heard one of the men let out a
scream, felt him slam down on top of her with his full weight,
landing hard enough she thought he might have cracked her
ribs.

* * * *

Tabr was conflicted. He had been for
most of the time since he had been deployed on the alien
world.

Because nothing appeared to be the way
he had been told it would be.

The world was supposed to be inhabited
by primitives.

There was no doubt in his mind that
the natives were not as advanced as his people were, the E-ridian,
but they were far from backwards or primitive.

They weren’t savages.

They were so civilized, in point of
fact, that very few had any clue of how to protect themselves.
Mostly they just ran and hid.

It was not that they did not have the
desire to, or the ability to exhibit violence, but their sense of
self-preservation was all that inspired that and it was obvious
that they had little need or opportunity for it in their
society—because their efforts were so pathetic for the most part
that he almost felt as if he was tormenting children. From that,
self-loathing had begun to build inside of him until he was vaguely
nauseated every time he had to capture more of them.

He had begun to look forward to being
removed to another world almost with a sense of
desperation.

Because they, the elite army of the
E-ridian Empire, had been set down on an advanced, civilized world
to conquer.

He was not … easy in his mind about
it. He could not accept what he had been ordered to do.

Unfortunately, he also
found himself struggling not
to accept, could not think of anything he could
do about it.

He had orders.

He had no choice but to do as he had
been told.

He could not simply ignore them now
that he had been faced with a situation that confused him, a
situation that conflicted with his orders and also his code as a
warrior.

And yet, even though he had kept
telling himself that reports were going back to the council on home
world and they would be ordered, any day, to stand down, that there
had been a mistake, nothing had changed. Their ships had carried
away the majority of the populous and left ground troops to hunt
down the remainder for removal—just as the original plan had been
devised. The ships had departed for home world to collect the
colonists, and they had been ordered to complete the mission and
await the arrival.

“It is nigh sunset,” Maka,
his Bi, said, breaking into his tumultuous thoughts.

Tabr looked at the horizon. Just as he
tensed to turn to head back to meet up with the remainder of their
squad, however, he heard a high pitched, keening noise that set his
nerves to jangling. Instantly, he triangulated the origin of the
sound and launched himself into a run.

With Maka on his heels, he came upon a
rise in a few moments and he scanned the darkening terrain. He
might have missed the battle being waged just below them except for
the second scream.

He jerked his weapon up, aimed, and
fired. Then he and Maka launched into a run again, firing as they
ran. When they arrived at the scene, the males that had fired upon
them were lying in a heap.

Shouldering their weapons, the two of
them removed the bodies until they found the female that had been
struggling with them.

She was sprawled lifelessly on the
ground, her clothing torn—much of it nearly torn off.

Tabr dropped to his knees, jerked his
gauntlet off and felt for a pulse. “She is alive,” he murmured,
studying her. “Injured.”

Maka dropped down on her other side,
digging his medic kit from the pouch on the thigh of his
armor.

As he worked on the female, Tabr
lifted his head and scanned the area for trouble.

They were in an open space and he did
not like that.

He most especially did not like that
because it had given him a clear shot of the males and made it easy
to pick them off from a great distance.

“We are
exposed.”

Maka did not glance up until his scan
was complete. “She is hurt … but I think we can move her if we are
careful.” He frowned. “It may be more merciful to put her
down.”

Tabr whipped a sharp look
at his Bi. It was not just reluctance that surged up inside him.
Anger surpassed that. “She may not feel that way.”
He did not feel that
way.

Maka met his gaze. “Because she does
not know that she will wake up on an alien world. Injured
already—mayhap. She is so small and frail, I think it doubtful she
could survive if she was hale. Injured …?” He shrugged. “It is not
our call, I am thankful to say.”

Tabr was not thankful.

He was pissed off.

“There is a dwelling just
over there. I will take her there and stay a while … until I can
see if she has a chance of recovering.”

Maka was startled, but after studying
Tabr’s expression, he returned his attention to the woman. “She is
a pretty little thing.”

Tabr was inclined to agree. But then
he had seen many that were. This one appealed to him far more than
any of the others he had seen, though. He was not entirely certain
of why, but he felt … almost a sense of possessiveness. As if he
had saved her and she belonged to him because of that—which was …
completely illogical. They were not allowed to have a woman even if
a woman had been willing or interested in him.

He reached down to lightly stroke her
face, feeling the heat from her injury. “Do you think the bastard
broke anything when he struck her?”

“The scan did not detect
broken bones in her face. It is just swelling, I think. But she was
struck—there is … bruising to her brain from the blow.” He met
Tabr’s gaze. “This is why I am thinking she will likely die. She is
uman. I am convinced we have nothing that will be safe to give to
her and she will not have nanos to help her.”

Ignoring that warning, Tabr secured
his weapon, returned his gauntlet to his hand and very carefully
scooped her into his arms. As he stood up again, he curled his arms
to bring her close to his chest.

He caught movement of her eyes, a
faint flutter of her lashes when he looked down at her. “No hurt,”
he said quietly to reassure her. “Will render aid.”


Chapter Two

More than a little unnerved by his
Bi’s decision, Maka followed him. “They will expect us at the
rendezvous point soon,” he said.

“Yes,” Tabr
responded.

“But you are not
going?”

Tabr frowned. He should report in, he
thought, knew, but if he did that very likely they would order him
to leave the female and head to the pickup point. “Not now,” he
said after a moment.

Maka was silent for a short time,
unnerved by the implications. “You are thinking about going rogue
as so many others have?”

A jolt went through Tabr … and anger.
“I am a loyal soldier of the E-ridian Empire!” he said tightly. “I
am insulted that you, who know me best, would ask such a
thing!”

Maka begged pardon. “I would never
accuse you of disloyalty! It is just … that this is contrary to
protocol and I am afraid that you will be accused by
others.”

Tabr’s lips tightened. “It is in
accordance with the prime directive,” he said coolly. “Under the
code of conduct required of the Empire’s warriors.”

Maka frowned. “Protection of females
and young?”

“Yes.”

Uneasiness washed through Maka. “You
know very well that that only pertains to the women and children of
the Empire. That argument will not prevent … recycle. They will say
you are defective and terminate.”
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