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Chapter 1

“Christ … it’s frickin’ eerie out here,” Cory Martinez whispered.

“And colder than it was supposed to be,” Laurel Blake added.

Along with what was normally on their belts, such as side arms, flashlights, extra ammo, and handcuffs, they had special radio equipment that only allowed certain shift members—including the dispatch supervisor—to hear what was going on. Besides all that, she and Cory were dressed in navy-blue jumpsuits with matching PD jackets and baseball caps. They’d added black gloves and combat boots to easily move through the park undergrowth. At the moment, their radios were silent, indicating the undercover detective pretending to be asleep in a clearing was all right so far. He was posing as a homeless man in order catch someone who’d been murdering them and literally draining their blood for the past three weeks.

“So where’s the bachelorette party?” Cory asked as he nudged her.

“Why the hell are you asking about that? Pay attention, butt-munch!”

Cory grinned and ignored the reprimand. “Come on. Maria won’t tell me.”

“That’s because she doesn’t want you to know.”

“But you’ll tell your partner, right?” Cory prompted as he nudged her several more times.

Laurel pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. “I might be your partner but I’m her best friend and the maid of honor. And she asked me to keep my big mouth shut. So chew on that and keep your mind on the job.”

“That’s not fair. You guys know where I’m having my bachelor party—”

“That’s because there’s not a single man at the station who could keep his lips zipped. I swear … when it comes to gossip male cops are worse than any woman I’ve ever known.”

“Laurel—”

“No! Shut up and pay attention.”

She saw his scowl even in the dim light filtering through the trees.

“She didn’t hire those male strippers, did she? You know … the ones who jerk their junk while movin’ around in skimpy costumes and letting women stuff twenties down their G-strings?”

She simply smiled back, deciding to let him sweat the answer.

“Oh man … that’s not right!” he groused.

“What’s not right? The overstuffed G-strings, or a lot of turned-on women having a good time while tossing back enough tequila to go toxic?” she teased.

He moved closer. “Did you say tequila? Maria gets crazy when she drinks tequila. She gets horny as hell and doesn’t remember anything—”

“Okay … that’s enough information,” Laurel advised as she held up one hand to stop him. “You need to talk to her, not me. And we need to keep our mouths shut … really,” she insisted as she pulled the collar of her jacket higher.

They sat in mutual silence for another fifteen minutes. Cory finally broke it again with more commiserations concerning his upcoming nuptials.

“I hate the invitations. They suck.”

“Then why didn’t you help her pick ’em out?”

“I did. Her mother overrode my opinion. She wanted red roses all over everything. I can’t stand red roses.”

Laurel finally turned to look at him. “What in hell did you choose?”

He grinned. “Daisies.”

She pressed her lips together. “In all the years we’ve known each other … I’ve never thought of you as a daisy kind of guy.”

“Everybody does roses. I read in Weddings Today magazine that it’s the most used flower in the world where weddings are concerned. I wanted something bright. Something uncommon. Something yellow and ‘camera friendly in darkened churches,’ like the magazine says.”

“Which is why your wedding colors are burgundy and black,” she responded while shaking her head in mirth.

The idea of Cory perusing a wedding magazine was too much. But he was all about marrying the girl he’d loved since high school. In the end it wouldn’t matter how he got Maria down the aisle as long as he got her there.

“My future mother-in-law took every opinion I had and tossed it right in the crapper, like my ideas don’t matter.” He snorted in derision then let out a few curses in Spanish. “She and I are gonna have a long talk after the wedding. There’s not gonna be any of that shit where she tells us how to live our lives, what to name our kids, and how to decorate our house.”

“Says the man who likes daisies.”

“Excuse me … daisies symbolize love, patience, purity, and simplicity. They’re perfect for weddings,” he insisted.

A scrambled message over their earpieces made them both sit up at the same time.

“Did you make that out?” he asked as he gently tapped his earpiece.

“Say again,” Laurel requested as she keyed the microphone hanging from her jacket epaulet.

There was no sound.

Cory made a second attempt. “210 Adam from 115 King … say again … over.”

“For the love of God … help.”

Laurel and Cory stared at each other when the clear but panic-stricken voice of one of their comrades sounded through their earpieces.

Without waiting one second longer, Laurel relayed their need for backup as she stood and ran to their comrade’s aid.

As she bolted forward, she put her hand on her weapon and mentally plotted the shortest distance between their spot and the assigned location of the caller.

Cory pounded through the brush behind her. She knew he had her back as she picked up the pace.

Through her earpiece, she heard orders being issued from the nearest officers including the dispatch supervisor. It didn’t matter if the perp heard them coming now. If a cop was in need, scaring away an attacker might save a life.

Tonight’s assignment should have been simple.

Moments later they crashed through the undergrowth into a nearby clearing.

Laurel stopped in her tracks as she saw a tall figure straighten. He’d been bending over someone lying on the ground.

The light wasn’t that good but she knew damned well the man in the dirt was one of theirs. The old, patched clothing was the same as what he’d been wearing when tonight’s assignment had been issued.

She pulled her weapon at the same time Cory did. Despite the cold of the night and the breeze blowing through the trees, sweat broke out on her forehead.

“Police! Put your hands on your head. Interlace your fingers and don’t move,” she loudly ordered as Cory repeated the message in Spanish.

The language repetition was something they did any time there was a chance for misunderstanding. It wasn’t required by standard operating procedure, but it’d saved them a lot of trouble on numerous occasions. She simply waited to see if the man in front of them would comply whether he understood in English or Spanish. Her concern was less for his safety, more about the downed cop’s injuries.

When the stranger slowly did as she ordered while turning toward them, Cory switched on his flashlight. Laurel gasped and felt her pounding heart lurch. Both of them backed away as Cory spit out a low, feral curse.

The illuminated figure before them was the most grotesque thing she’d ever seen. As Cory’s flashlight kept their suspect clearly visible, the man gazing at them then presented a fanged grin. Blood dripped from his mouth as if he’d just cannibalized something. His face bore an unholy resemblance to a movie vampire. His body and even his skull seemed emaciated beyond explanation. There was no reason for how anyone could survive and look so horribly gaunt. His angular face personified evil. There was a wickedly hollow gleam spilling from his eyes. But if the man was insane and an escapee from some facility, he was at least cogent enough to know he’d be shot if he moved. He glared back at her and her blood almost ran cold. The savagery in his expression was palpable and the long, leather-looking duster he wore augmented his thin, tall appearance. Her brain reasoned he couldn’t possibly look as bad in daylight.

From the full moon now gleaming through the clearing as clouds moved away, as well as the glow from the flashlight Cory held, their suspect’s appearance looked damned hideous.

Cory slowly moved forward. “Watch this son-of-a-bitch!” he commanded. “I’ve gotta check Mac.”

Laurel swallowed hard and tried not to gaze right in their suspect’s eyes. Her training made her pivot to keep Cory out of her line of fire. That same training kept her rooted to the spot when her gut told her to run away.

“All right … Batman … or whoever the hell you are … if you move, one of us is gonna put a hole in you as big as a fuckin’ house!” Cory tersely promised as he carefully moved toward the downed undercover officer.

Laurel noted there was no repetition in any second language this time. As with her, Cory’s concern was for the undercover cop on the ground, not on the ghastly suspect and certainly not on using proper language when addressing what might very well be their killer.

She was aware of her partner kneeling but she still kept her attention on the monstrosity in front of her. What he was, why he looked the way he did, or whether this was the same murderer they’d been looking for wasn’t as important as Mac’s safety.

“Christ! He’s dead. His throat is torn out!”

Other officers burst into the clearing.

Laurel heard them drawing weapons and letting loose a barrage of questions Cory tried to answer. Still, her attention was fixed on the horrible sight of what had to be a nightmare torn from her brain, a man with blood dripping from his jaws and down his pale neck.

He stared back and she actually started to shake. The voices of those around her dimmed as the suspect grinned sickeningly. She heard the rattle of handcuffs.

She and Cory had only been there a few seconds before help arrived but it seemed like hours. Their suspect’s hands were still on his head but she saw his gaze shift. Before she could utter the warning instinct pulled from her gut, the corpse-like entity moved and was suddenly no longer there.

Shouts rang out as others tried to train their lights on the man, relocate and then subdue him. She knew it was too late. Terror filled her and almost cut off her air. She lifted the muzzle of her weapon, unable to fire in the ensuing mêlée. Fear she’d strike a comrade made her freeze.

In a split second that reminded her of an old movie reel, the perpetrator seemed to materialize and run from one side of the clearing to the other. Something shiny came from beneath his flying leather duster. Whatever the object was, it emitted a light beam and a high-pitched, vibrating sound.

The beam shot forward in a straight stream and struck Cory first. She saw his flashlight fly out of his hand and roll away.

More shouts and cries broke what should have been the calm of the midnight air. She finally responded. Nothing she did was fast enough. Nothing anyone did kept the wraith-like being from moving at a speed defying explanation.

Cory’s body hit the dirt.

Two detectives tried to jump the suspect but they had no better chance than her partner. They were struck by the suspect’s strange beam weapon and both slumped to the ground. Random shots were fired. She knew triggers were being pulled in panic. Logic was lost on the scene as she followed her compatriots’ example and shot at the empty space left by the fast-moving suspect. She heard dull thuds as the bullets of other officers hit the man but nothing slowed him down.

Three other detectives fell near Cory. Her distress on their behalf was almost overwhelming. This was what it felt like to face death. She was next.

In the matter of a few seconds—in a scenario playing out in light speed—no one stood but the attacker and her. At least one cop was dead, according to Cory’s shouted description.

“Stay back!” she yelled and knew the warning would do her no good, even as she made it. Her brain, body, and emotions were reacting to training. There wasn’t anything left from which to draw. Nothing they’d fired slowed the monstrosity down. And when a person could move at some unholy, inhuman pace, and take a shitload of bullets while putting an entire undercover operation on the ground, he didn’t have to follow her commands or anyone else’s.

It suddenly occurred to her they’d been set up. The thing with her waited until every cop in the vicinity was there.

The dispatch supervisor had to have sent backup but all the yelling and shooting had kept her from hearing what happened through her earpiece. Surely there’d be sirens any moment. But passing seconds seemed like an eternity as their attacker slowly advanced.

“I will feast well tonight,” the gruesome entity rasped out in a grinding, hissing voice.

Laurel swallowed hard.

She opened her mouth to warn him again, as her index finger felt the cold metal of her trigger. There was only one way she’d get out of this.

Warnings had done no good. Following the rules hadn’t made a difference. She had no idea who on the ground might be unconscious or dead. And she desperately wanted to live.

“Fuck it!” she whispered as she emptied what was left of her ammo into the tall man.

When he kept strolling forward, grinning as her efforts were a game, she knew all her childhood nightmares concerning Halloween-like creatures were real. There really were things in the night that couldn’t be stopped by the best weapons available. There really were otherworldly creatures.

He stopped only a few feet away, seemingly savoring his victory. His glowing eyes looked her over, assessing her. The brightness of them was terrible and menacing. This monstrosity had no fear of anything. If she ran, he’d drop her in the next beat of her heart.

She was out of her league, without any options. This thing was a beast of prey. He enjoyed the hunt and had set the entire scene to suit his taste. A thousand things went through her mind. Chief among these was the thought of her best friend lying a few feet on the ground, and her sorrow for his parents, who’d never really know the truth of what’d happened to their son.

“Very nice … pretty, pretty,” he slowly whispered in broken English. Then he licked his lips and made a loud sucking sound as he did so. “I learn your human words so you will understand … because you are a woman and the flesh of such is always sweeter, I will take you slowly. I will slake my lust on your body as I eat. And it will be good, little enforcer. There may even be enough life left to feel me inside you. Perhaps I’ll hear you scream in fear as you lie beneath me.” He nodded. “That would be most pleasurable. Most pleasurable indeed!”

Under the bright light of a full moon, his raised weapon looked like something out of a science fiction movie. Laurel knew she had only seconds left to breathe. But there were ways to go that were preferable than letting this beast take her as he wanted.

She gathered her strength and prepared to lunge. She’d either knock him to the ground or take a chest shot from his space-age looking weapon and end it.

His long, bony finger curled around what looked like a trigger. It seemed like the darkness hid nothing now though she mentally begged for total blackness.

A low whining sound came from the brush. He jerked his head to the left, as if shocked by the sound. Then her would-be killer cried out loud and long; the sound of his feral scream echoed everywhere.

A burst of light sliced through the night. It was similar to the illumination created by the monster’s weapon except it seemed far more powerful. Sudden glow lit everything around them almost as bright as noontime.

The horrible entity before her lurched sideways. Long, flowing hair she hadn’t noticed before flew around his features as he fell forward yelling in fury.

The muzzle of his weapon was still aimed in her direction. As he dropped toward the dirt, silvery light shot from it and right at her. Sudden, white-hot pain made her cry out in agony. She heard her own voice mingle with that of her attacker’s. The sound of her cry seemed strange, as if the outrage it represented belonged elsewhere.

Intense pain flooded every cell of her body.

In weird slow motion that punctuated the agonizing moment, her body flew backward and onto the ground.

Stars shimmered overhead. Except for the breeze coming off the nearby ocean, the night grew silent again. She took one shuddering gasp and pain destroyed her instincts to stay awake. Darkness closed in.

• • •

Darius Starlaw ran forward with his ground crew. Among them were his second-in-command, Barst K’rad, and his medical technician, Gemma Tocurus. All who’d landed on this small rock of a world were chosen because of their previous experience and the knowledge that they’d lay down their lives for one another. In this instance, the danger was most extreme; he’d take no chances.

His weapon was still aimed at his quarry; he didn’t dare lower it. Because the criminal he’d just leveled was only stunned, the butcher might still be a threat.

“Hurry,” he commanded. “Their technology is primitive but they’ll still locate Goll’s vessel soon. Barst, we know the general coordinates … find it and take it out. Sear everything indicating a craft was ever present. There’s no time to waste.”

As Barst hurried to do his bidding, Darius looked at the carnage around him. There was nothing to be done. It took none of Gemma’s skill to deem everyone around them was dead. Blood and gore littered the area.

Gemma picked up a metal tube still rolling on the ground. Light came from one end. There were several such devices lying scattered across the dirt. Apparently, these objects were what provided the primitives light in darkness.

Another crewman knelt beside Goll. “He’s unconscious, sir. The threat has been mitigated.”

“Get that bastard aboard our light shuttle and back to the Titan,” Darius commanded. “Make sure the decontamination units are on before you enter. Just as we didn’t bring any microbes to this backward world, we can’t bring as much as a speck of dirt back. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

While the first crewman picked Goll up, threw him over his shoulder, and trudged to his ground transport with another officer assisting, Darius considered the damage. Barst arrived back in record time and made his report.

“Goll’s small ship is history. Not so much as a bulkhead bolt is left. No one on this world will know it existed.”

Darius nodded. “Good. Before we return, let’s get a clear image of what happened here. It can all be used against the prisoner and I want it all to count.”

Barst gazed around the clearing even as Darius knelt to get a closer look at the carnage.

“They never had a chance, did they, sir?”

“No … they didn’t,” Darius muttered. “At least Goll will do no more killing this night.”

“These victims are physically like you, sir.”

Darius’s brow rose. What his crewman said was true enough. None of the dead had blue skin or shocking white hair like Gemma. None bore the round-headed and brown, furry countenance displayed by Barst. “Looks are deceiving. On my world they haven’t the strength even a child could summon. At least that’s what I’ve been told.” He sighed heavily and shook his head in sadness. “Why, by Cronos’s balls, would they attack an entity so obviously superior? Surely they must have seen he wasn’t like them! Why didn’t they back off?”

“Why are some of the victims in similar clothing?” Gemma asked.

Darius sadly shook his head. “I hate to say it, Gemma, but I think they’re some kind of enforcers.”

“What a terrible end to our quest,” Barst offered sadly.

“Barst … follow the others back to the ship. Take personal responsibility for putting Goll in enviro-stasis. I want no mistakes,” Darius ordered as he re-holstered his weapon.

Gemma still moved among the victims, making one last check for life signs. Assuming she might find a survivor, Darius knew they wouldn’t last long. Earth’s technology wasn’t advanced enough to undo the damage Goll wrought. He silently cursed himself for not getting to Earth sooner.

“Two still live,” Gemma announced. “But one is more seriously injured. If my communo-chip is translating properly, this tag on his clothing says … Martinez. The second one is a woman. Goll’s weapon may have been drained by the time he shot her. She’s not so badly burned as the others.”

Darius moved and knelt beside the surviving male that Gemma identified as Martinez. The stricken enforcer opened his eyes and stared straight up at him. Moonlight in the small clearing was quite bright now. It was as if the darkness fled, coinciding with cessation of hostility and the capture of the one responsible for the slaughter.

The Martinez man grabbed the front of his uniform tunic and pulled him closer. Darius didn’t fight what was likely to be a whispered last request. He simply gazed back into the dying man’s eyes. Life was quickly leaving this injured fighter.

Darius let the man whisper into his ear. The croaked appeal was the same he’d have made to anyone if the situation had been reversed. He only understood the message because his communication chip was attuned to their current surroundings—Earth English, a place called Balboa Park.

Sadly, he couldn’t say anything in comfort. The dying human had no such communication device embedded in his body. But he could hold the man’s shoulders and upper body in such a way as to convey friendship. He wasn’t even sure the tubular lighting devices lying on the ground or the moon overhead allowed the victim a good look at his face, but body language and gentle physical contact might offer some comfort.

Darius listened intently as a seemingly last request was made. After it was done, the man referred to as Martinez closed his eyes and went limp. He breathed his last.

Gemma tried to revive him, but she soon stared into the darkness, whispering her version of a prayer.

As commander of this sad scene, there was nothing Darius could say or do. He swallowed down a sudden knot that lodged in his throat, and gently lowered the dead man back to the ground. Gemma was the first to speak.

“Commander … what did he say?”

Darius sighed heavily, ran one weary hand across his face and the back of his neck. “He wanted me to ‘look after my partner … the woman who was with me.’ Those were his exact words.”

“Assuming there are no other victims in these woods and that this is the female he spoke of … her life signs are barely stronger than his were,” Gemma told him. “I don’t know how much longer she can survive. I can barely read in the light from these primitive tube-illuminators, and we can’t turn on our own ready beams without summoning every constabulary in the area, but I think the tag on her uniform says … Blake. Is that a name or some kind of unit designation?”

“I don’t know. I think it’s probably her name. Just like Martinez,” he surmised.

Gemma glanced at her portable wrist bio scanner then moved closer to the one survivor. “The blast entered this woman’s left shoulder and went all the way through. Her breathing has been compromised. She won’t survive the night if the primitive physicians here cannot treat this kind of laser injury, and I find it inconceivable that they could.”

Piercing alarms tore through the stillness.

“I think those are warnings coming from conveyances. If memory serves, they’re called sirens,” Darius said. “We’re out of time. I don’t want to encounter innocents not knowing if even stunners will do permanent damage.” He looked down at the unconscious woman. “We need to go now, Gemma.”

“Sir, we can’t leave her. She’ll die if we do,” the medical technician insisted.

He slowly shook his head. “You know our orders. We’ve interfered all we dare. ”

“Sir … please. We can’t leave her. You said she’s probably an enforcer … like us.”

Darius touched the unconscious human woman’s face. She was shivering, indicating shock was taking hold.

“Sir? Let me try to help her,” Gemma pled.

“Orion’s blood!” He gazed down at the still figure before them and made a decision for which his entire crew might suffer.

A dying man had begged for this woman’s life. If someone he cared for were lying there, what would he do to give them one more chance?

An old wound opened and he knew the answer to the question. His crew would understand. The punishment, if there was to be any, would be much less harsh for saving a life than if he’d taken Goll’s. If he had his way, that penalty was to be his and his alone.

“Get moving. I’ll take her aboard but I have one last duty to perform.”

“Thank you, Commander!”

He watched as Gemma made her way out of the clearing.

Alone with naught but the dead and one injured human, he stood. Then he set his sidearm to maximum.

“I grieve with those who will never know what happened to you. But know your deaths were not in vain. Justice will be served … you will rest in peace,” he murmured just before he fired and incinerated the bodies of the dead around him as well as all their weapons.

There could be no evidence as to the existence of an advanced race. Leaving dead behind—dead whose wounds were produced by highly unconventional weaponry—was in violation of supreme code. Let the local constabularies ponder the burned clearing and conclude what they might. There’d be any number of reasons for such a thing, but none rationally involving advanced races from other worlds.

Like the men he’d just incinerated, no one would ever know what happened to the girl. But if he took her aboard the Titan and she did live, she could never know this world again. Rules prohibited returning her.

He easily scooped up the injured girl’s body then followed Gemma out of the clearing.

“Enough damage has been done this night,” he called ahead toward Gemma’s quickly retreating form. “We need to be aboard our shuttle, back on the Titan, and out of their atmosphere before we’re detected.”

“Understood. I’ll relay the need for alacrity,” Gemma said as she picked up her pace. “And I’ll have a surgical team standing by for the Earther.”

Only a few moments later, but what seemed like a lifetime after the evening’s events, Darius entered their rescue shuttle craft with Gemma.

Barst looked up from the flight controls. “By your command, sir … Goll is in enviro-stasis. I saw to that parasite’s incarceration myself and will make sure he’s secured aboard the Titan. He won’t be giving us any problems.”

Darius saw his crewman’s large head tilt in shock. Apparently Barst didn’t believe his eyes. The man was staring down at the body in Darius’s arms.

“In the name of the Creator of all things … who have you brought aboard?”

“She’s an injured Earther,” Gemma explained. “If you’ll take her to the med lab, once we’re aboard, Commander, I’ll ready an incu-unit for her and inject a communo-chip.”

Darius nodded while firing off another order for Barst. “Lift off as soon as possible or Earthers will be crawling all over us. I don’t want any incidents.”

“Yes, sir,” Barst responded.

In moments, their rescue shuttle landed aboard their command craft—the Titan.

As landing bay crews scurried about to make sure the hull of the shuttle was decontaminated, Darius carried the unconscious woman to the med lab. Gemma rushed ahead to get her equipment ready.

By the time he entered the state-of-the art medical facility his technicians were so proud of, an almost imperceptible movement of the ship confirmed Barst had put the Titan into quasar drive.

He breathed a sigh of relief. Now they could head home. Their assignment was complete.

“Put her there, Commander.” Gemma motioned to the incu-unit closest to her instrument cart.

He lowered the girl into the unit then straightened. His intent was to leave and head to the communication center. Someone needed to speak to the officers there, make sure they monitored Earth transmissions concerning unidentified flying objects. If they were lucky, they’d gotten away with nothing more than a few citizens transmitting news of some small, strange craft in the night sky. It was for that very reason the much smaller crew shuttle had been used as a landing unit.

Just as he was about to turn, something made him glance down. He hesitated then froze in place. Air actually left his lungs when he got his first good look at the woman whose life they’d saved.

There hadn’t been enough time, nor enough distance from nearby homes and businesses to properly illuminate the clearing and get a closer look at a planet considered off limits. Nor had there been time for close scrutiny of anything other than who might or might not be breathing. Now, with pressure off, he took stock of the situation.

If anyone on the bridge needed him, they’d call. That part of him that wasn’t on duty—the part below his waist—stirred at the sight of sudden, breathtaking loveliness. That first good look of the rescued victim was the very thing that froze him to the deck.

If a fusion bomb went off next to the ship, he’d have a hard time distinguishing between his response to that, or to this creature lying so still and pale in the incu-unit.

“She’s exquisite,” he murmured as Gemma and several of her assistants bustled and moved equipment.

Their injured Earthling had blood spattered over her clothing, neck, and face. Parts of her uniform were in shreds. All that notwithstanding, her skin was perfect, like the lovely smooth and white lunar stones of his home world. Her pinned-up hair was a soft brown color; golden lights shimmered within the strands. Her features were evenly aligned and delicate. Soft brows gently arched over each eye. Her very slightly upturned nose and high cheeks bore a small spattering of freckles. He noted she was more finely bred than half the debutantes his world presented for his perusal. Her body looked lean and toned. She’d probably be tall and athletic if she were standing. And unlike many spoiled and selfish beauties his family shoved at him ad nauseum, this woman had dared face a creature many times more powerful, one who’d killed on numerous worlds and who’d been chased to this end of the galaxy before finally being incarcerated.

Sadly, she hadn’t been privy to that information but she’d bravely faced Goll down even as her comrades fell.

He leaned closer; curiosity over the color of her eyes gripped him.

“Shame,” he softly murmured.

“Commander?” Gemma prompted as she readied her equipment.

“I … I was just thinking that it’s a shame such a beautiful creature might die.”

Gemma looked up from her work then briefly studied her patient. “My … she is attractive, isn’t she? Even all that blood doesn’t hide her attributes. For such a small waist and hips, her breasts appear generously ample. Wouldn’t you say so?” she teased.

He straightened and cleared his throat. Now wasn’t the time to indulge in flights of sensual fancy. Certainly not over an injured Earther.

“What news of her condition?” he gruffly asked.

“According to the data being correlated by the incu-unit, she has a good chance to recover. I’ll need to close her off now so the zerion mist can do its job.”

He backed slightly away and watched as Gemma flipped switches that automatically closed the lid to the box-like, silver unit. He stood in silence as the magnetic field modulators were affixed and attuned.

Gemma knew her job. There was no good reason for him to stand there gawking. For the life of him, he simply couldn’t make his booted feet turn and leave the medical facility. But when the staff stared at him, as if his presence was no longer necessary, he knew he’d overstepped a few invisible boundaries. His need was showing.

“Uh … I’d … I’d better get back to the bridge,” he loudly affirmed.

“I’ll relay any changes in her condition,” Gemma said as she grinned up at him. “If she looks so good lying there with a big laser hole in ’er, I’m sure she’ll clean up quite prettily.”

He squared his shoulders and glared down at the med-tech.

Good-natured snickers at his discomfort made their way around the space.

“That’s of little to no consequence to me!” he declared, a little too forcibly. “Just … just do what you can to help her. I’ll speak with you about your lack of decorum later!”

He quickly turned and strode away.

• • •

Hours later, Darius ran one hand across the back of his neck and rolled his shoulders in weariness. Since the bridge crew had no immediate need of him or his second-in-command, he and Barst walked to the detainment section. When they got there, they mutually considered their prisoner. Goll was quite thoroughly contained in the stasis cell before them.

“You need to rest,” Barst recommended. “It’s been many hours since we left Earth and you haven’t taken a break.”

Darius stared through the icy-looking clear pane of the unit. Through it Goll appeared even more gruesome than when he’d been awake. Hatred for his captive rose within him like morbid pestilence.

Goll couldn’t see, hear, or move. He wouldn’t need to be fed or removed from the cell for any reason, not until they landed back on Luster. That was the advantage of the stasis technology. A prisoner could be kept there for up to one year, without sustaining permanent injury. Yet, Darius wanted to turn the cell’s controls off, jerk the malignant creature from his cryo-slumbering state, and beat him to death with his own two hands. Nothing would have given him greater pleasure than to tear the filthy murderer apart, bone by nasty bone. Something of his thoughts must have become obvious to Barst. His second-in-command kept trying to get him away from the cell before he acted on impulse.

“Commander, everyone in the Constellation League knows of your loss at the hands of Goll’s sire, but we’re enforcers. We must abide by the law or we become just like those we hunt.” Barst paused and waited for a response. When none came, he tried again. “We’ve been together a long time. I’d hate to see you lose your freedom and your career over this bottom-feeding scum. And I’d hate to have to break in another commanding officer. It’s hell on my nerves.”

“I’ll let him live, old friend. Only long enough to see him executed on Luster,” Darius muttered.

“There’s no doubt that will happen. He killed an ambassador, and we witnessed him destroying Earthers. The penalty for just contacting an isolation-class world is life in prison, never mind the murders.”

“I want to be there when he dies,” Darius blurted. “Forgive my callousness but I pray it’s slower than usual.”

“Darius, you need to rest,” Barst reiterated as he dropped his superior’s title. Perhaps you could stop by the med lab and have Gemma concoct some medication or other to help you sleep. Please, old friend … take my advice?” Barst placed his hand on the larger man’s shoulder.

“All right. I’ll do as you recommend.” Darius turned with a sigh. “I want to see how our passenger is doing anyway. Creator only knows what I’m going to do with that one. I’ll stand before High Council for taking her.”

“Gemma will vouch for your reasoning. The woman’s injury was caused by our prisoner. What can the admiral say? Were we supposed to let her lie there, suffering from a horrible wound before she eventually died? We certainly couldn’t kill her, and she had a class one laser wound that could have never been explained to her contemporaries. Worse, she might have been accused of something when she couldn’t rationally explain what happened.”

“True enough,” Darius agreed with a slow nod.

“Besides,” Barst continued, “I popped in and took a look at her, just as Gemma was adjusting a communo-chip. Once the admiral sees that beauty he’ll probably want her aboard his ship.”

For some reason, that comment didn’t settle Darius’s nerves. The admiral’s taste concerning young women was notorious. The man wouldn’t give a flaming nova whether the girl in question was sexually compatible. A be-feathered, avian denizen from the outer rings of Moriar, Admiral Tel’duc’t was nothing if not a hedonist. He liked designing new and exotic ways to pleasure himself, and with females from every conceivable species. Sadly, the bastard openly bragged about it. And though the ladies in his company were always quite willing to serve as arm candy for someone as powerful as a League admiral, those same females weren’t well thought of after Tel’duc’t was done with them. Darius slowly frowned, then turned away. His destination was the med lab.

Every muscle in his body yearned for rest. He’d been awake for three straight shifts. Thoughts of getting his hands around Goll’s emaciated little neck kept him from sleep. Now, thanks to Barst’s council, he was seeing things more clearly.

A short time later the med lab hatches opened automatically as he entered the white and silver pristine space. Gemma stood there with her back to him. She was studying a computer screen.

“How’s the patient?” Darius asked as he glanced at incubation unit.

Gemma turned to chastise her superior. “When are you going to get some rest?”

He rolled his eyes and shot her a slanted grin. “I must look worse than I actually feel as everyone is so concerned about my sleeping habits! As soon as you brew some of that relaxation potion you have hidden away, I’ll head to my quarters. Unfortunately … I’ve been awake so long I’m not sure I can sleep.”

“That potion is called Turesian tea. It has to be steeped the old-fashioned way for its benefits to be of value.” Gemma grinned and got up to heat some water.

He took the opportunity to move closer to the only occupied incubation unit in the lab. According to controls on the outside, the Earther’s vital signs were not only stabilized, but they appeared to have dramatically improved from those previously listed on the unit’s database. “You were right. She’s recovering.”

As he spoke, he gazed through the top view port and noted how the woman’s color seemed healthier. At least it was better-looking by Lusterian standards. There was no other comparison to be made but to what he knew of other races within League jurisdiction.

The woman’s clothing had been removed, as every patient’s was when placed inside such units. Without it, the injured rested more comfortably. In its place, a ubiquitous blanket covered her slender form. The top of it rested just over her breasts.

He saw her wound closing. Thanks to the electro-magnetically zerion-altered field within the unit, the flesh was suturing before his eyes. Even the scar would disappear as healing progressed. As he stared, other thoughts took the place of curatives.

He took a small step back when mental meanderings caused his gaze to linger on her perfect, creamy flesh. Her fingers were long and slender. The tips had been meticulously manicured. Her body was athletically lean without being unappealingly thin. Muscle in her upper arms was evident. Her hair shimmered in the light from within the unit. There were streaks of red in it that he hadn’t noticed earlier.

How would it feel to run his hands through the long tendrils and curl them around his wrists? What would her voice sound like when she eventually spoke? Again, he wondered about the color of her eyes.

Blue.

He decided they must be a deep, sparkling gem hue, the color of Lusterian midnight stones that were rare and prized.

How soft she looked. How very holdable.

It’d been a long time since he’d viewed a female with such striking, perfect features. Her flesh almost begged to be stroked. A man who could win this courageous creature’s affections would live in a universe of passionate yearning. Whispered secrets would be shared in the night. She’d likely have any lover on his knees, begging to take her.

The sound of Gemma’s activities brought him out of the delicious reverie.

He blinked quickly, lifted his chin, and tried to regain his composure.

What in the galaxy was wrong with him? The last thing a professional Constellation League supervisor should be doing was ogling some nude victim of a laser attack, even if she was so heartbreakingly lovely, and even if he had been without female companionship for such a long time. In all respects, from the top of her head to the tips of her toes, she appeared just as any woman of his own Lusterian race would. There were only two arms, two legs, two eyes, and two very finely shaped breasts.

“Here, Commander, this should help you get some rest. It’s all herbal, nothing harmful.”

Darius took the mug Gemma offered and moved away from the unit. He settled onto a nearby lab chair and watched as Gemma worked with the controls on it.

“You know, she’ll regain consciousness soon. She’s moving her fingertips,” Gemma informed him as she carefully lifted the lid.

Darius placed his mug on a table and came to stand by their patient again. He wanted to see if his impression of her eye color was true. Gemma would never know about his interest in that regard, only surmising he was acting with concern.

• • •

Laurel fought her way out of the hazy darkness. Even through closed lids it was clear soft light surrounded her. She felt warm but lethargic, as if she’d been asleep too long. There was a minor twinge in her left temple, as though someone was gently pressing against it. After taking a deep breath and slowly letting it out, she opened her eyes and waited for them to focus. Throbbing in her left shoulder reminded her of the last thing she remembered. She and Cory were in Balboa Park. There was a stakeout and it’d gone bad.

She looked up and shook her head slightly to clear it.

The face of a pretty woman hovered above her own. This person might have been her own age, but who’d really know since the hoverer was a wonderful shade of aqua-blue.

Laurel assumed her caretaker might be a doctor, but lovely and exotically tilted dark eyes—coupled with pointed ears peeking through a mass of long, snow white hair—made her think twice. What she was seeing, blue skin inclusive, had less to do with any modern medical facility and more to do with Halloween or a little girl’s fairy party. Someone was obviously playing a very weird practical joke. Or there was a better explanation.

I’m on some pretty damned good meds.

“Can you hear me?” the blue woman asked.

Laurel tried to speak but only managed a low moan.

“Here … give her some of this,” a man’s voice offered as the woman took a mug from him. “Are you sure her communo-chip is adjusted properly? One has never been placed in an Earthling as far as I’m aware. Maybe it’s not working or something’s wrong.”

Laurel was helped into a semi-seated position. She tried to sip whatever was being offered. Blue skin girl seemed kind enough. The drink was warm. It was soothing on her throat and tasted like mint.

“Try to speak again,” the woman encouraged as she set the mug aside then lowered her patient into a prone position again.

“My partner … Cory … is he all right?” Laurel whispered.

“The chip works,” the woman said. “I’m happy to turn things over to you, Commander. I just save lives. Explanations are your job.”

Someone else moved into Laurel’s field of vision. Whoever blue girl spoke to was about to address her. She remained absolutely still and tried not to lose it. Something told her she wasn’t in Kansas anymore, and that she wasn’t going to like the answer to her question.

“Enforcer … I assume that’s your formal occupation … can you remember anything that happened?”

Laurel stared at the new face hovering over hers. She registered his question, posed in a very deep baritone. Her vision was clearing by the moment but she wasn’t prepared to believe anything she was seeing was real. The meds were still onboard. Perception of their presence made her hallucinatory state at least a bit more acceptable.

The man who’d just spoken was much taller than blue girl. He had long, dark hair that was pulled back at the nape of his neck. Strands of it were falling over one shoulder. He sported some kind of uniform. Epaulets on the shoulders of his dark tunic made him look as though he might be a member of some elite police group she’d never heard of. But the gentle kindness in the blue girl’s tone wasn’t in his. The clench of his tan square jaw, the dark green riveting eyes staring down at her, and the serious set of his handsome, godlike features were off-putting.

“I remember someone attacking us. What about Cory?” Laurel asked again as her voice cleared.

She waited as the two characters consulted. All she wanted was one simple answer. Why weren’t they giving it?

“Here, Commander, I found this in her clothing. It appears to be identification of some sort.”

That was the second time blue girl referred to tan guy as commander. What was that all about?

“This is your identification, isn’t it? You are an enforcer, aren’t you?” he asked.

She gazed at the black badge wallet tan guy had in his right hand. He’d opened it and her ID number and photograph were clearly visible. She was about to ask what idiot on the planet wouldn’t recognize a police ID, but tact made her reel in the comment. She licked suddenly dry lips and tried a different angle. Tan guy quickly offered her more tea. She eagerly sipped it if only to gain more time to compose an answer.

For the first time, she noticed the very large, coffin-like box around her. The interior was lined with lights and soft, white padding.

She tamped down panic, swallowed more tea, and amped up her courage. Now wasn’t the time to lose composure. Not if she wanted out of this damned container and back into reality. If she screamed or did anything that made them believe she was out of control, they’d likely load her with more drugs. What she had in her was too much as it was.

“I’m with San Diego PD. Please … tell me where my partner is. His name is Cory Martinez. We were ambushed on a stakeout. What happened to the men with me? Are they all right?”

Something was very wrong, aside from their not answering questions concerning Cory. A supervisor should be present. She saw no one remotely resembling another SDPD cop. Because of their absence, she wondered if anyone had contacted her parents.

Dad was ensconced somewhere in the northern part of the state with a wife two years younger than she was, expecting a baby anytime. Mom was at a law convention in New York with her live-in, architect lover.

As dysfunctional families went, they weren’t strongly attached. Still, someone should have contacted them. They might not show up for any mundane reason but surely they’d come if their daughter had almost been killed.

How long had she been lying in the coffin-like box? How bad off was she that such a contrivance was necessary?

She barely turned her head, afraid to see what devices might have been attached to her body. There wasn’t enough nerve in her entire arsenal of mettle to ask what hospital this was, and why she’d been placed in the big container. Someone would tell her soon. But she just couldn’t ask about the medical side. Not yet.

With every passing moment fear crept into the smallest part of her soul; she was sure it invaded even the smallest cells. Dread made her lie absolutely still.

She clearly saw the faces of her attendants. Garish as blue girl was, big as tan guy seemed from her prone position, their expressions were pretty raw. Neither wanted to speak first. Theirs was the expression cops wore when they knew they had to deliver bad news.

She began to shake.

Stay strong. Don’t break. It’ll be all right.

• • •

The poignancy of the moment and the look on her face would forever linger in Darius’s memory. He knew he’d never rid himself of the haunted gaze so fixed on him. Her eyes were a luxurious, gem-like blue that should have been shimmering with laughter. He got the impression she was much more acquainted with happiness than he. She had cared for her friends, they’d likely cared for her. Being as close to her comrades as the concern exhibited, how could she be anything other than contented? At least as long as they were present. But they weren’t alive any longer and he needed to say so.

The man who’d died in his arms had asked for this woman’s care. He recalled that last wish, even as that brave soul’s life force sped into the universe and conjoined with others of equal valor. He owed that man’s friend the truth.

He took a deep breath and exhaled before speaking. There was no easy way to tell her, but the responsibility for announcing deaths at the hands of criminals always fell to the most senior officer.

He uttered what was necessary, to dispatch news quickly and as painlessly as possible. “I’m sorry. Your friends didn’t make it.”

In her gaze he immediately recognized the signs of disbelief. She looked back at him. Then her eyes shifted to Gemma. He could almost hear her thoughts.

Suspicion surely prompted her to question what he’d just said. It was a normal process of denial he was well aware of, having delivered such messages far too many lifetimes in his thirty-three years. But sooner or later, like it or not, the woman lying there would have to come to terms with the truth. It’d been spoken. It was up to time and circumstance now to drive that harsh reality home.

“I am sorry,” he softly repeated. “But there’s no other way to say it. You’re an enforcer. You know what can happen when you accept responsibility for defending others.”

Laurel shook her head. “You’ve probably misunderstood. We shot at a man … me and some other officers had to have brought him down. That’s who you’re talking about. Our suspect is the one who’s dead. Not Cory!”

Darius considered her response. Experience in these matters came to his rescue. Because of his communo-chip, he was able to read the primitive writing next to her picture ID. Gemma had already mentioned this woman’s name when they’d found her lying on the ground. But he still needed to hear her say it. She needed to maintain a level of consciousness his explanations required. Answering mundane questions compulsory of any enforcer might buy her the time she needed to emotionally acclimate.

“What’s your name?”

“Laurel Blake. What’s this thing I’m in?” she asked as she glanced at rows of blinking lights inside her container.

“This is an incubation unit or simply an incu-unit as we refer to it. It generates energy fields that react with the body’s cellular processes. It significantly shortens and augments healing.” Then he got back to the meat of the discussion. He moved closer and simultaneously gestured for Gemma to drop the walls of the incubation unit away. Once that was done, he softly repeated the facts she needed to understand.

“The only two people left alive were you and the man who attacked you. I’m sorry.”

She searched his face, looking for any break in his gaze. Even now, her instincts kicked in. She was processing as someone with experience in such matters.

He simply waited. There were no tears, no cries of protestation. Just silence.

She eventually turned away. Before she did, he caught the telltale look of even firmer denial. A bit of coldness entered her blue eyes. She wouldn’t be convinced easily. But neither was she a collapsing heap of emotion. Primitive as he’d been led to believe her culture was, that was to her credit. He gently squeezed her hand then moved away.

Gemma followed him a short distance before adding an opinion.

“Her vital signs dropped when you told her, Commander.”

“Watch her. Make sure she isn’t left alone,” he ordered.

“Yes, sir.”

Darius walked out of the med bay and slowly headed toward his quarters. He unfastened his left shoulder epaulet and let the front of his tunic fall open. As he approached his quarters, the hatch separated to allow him access. He moved into his personal space and quickly pulled the fastener from his hair.

Stripping his clothing off without caring where the garments landed, he numbly stepped into the shower compartment and let the hot water wash away what was left of his emotions. He could only speculate as to what would happen to the woman.

There was one other truth yet to be told.

She could never go back to her world. He and his crew had been given special dispensation to chase Goll “wherever he ran.” But Earth—as a world too technologically backward to know about other life forms—was a planet listed as unapproachable for any other reason. Life in prison or even the death penalty might be applied in any case where a violation existed; special permission to go back wasn’t obtainable.
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