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Chapter 1

				Reisen Four

				Behind enemy lines

				Earth year 5037

				To save what ammo she had, Lyra Markham jammed the butt of her photon rifle into the face of the charging Condorian. The resulting thud was exceedingly gratifying.

				Her foe fell into an awkward heap. His head lolled to one side and his eyes immediately assumed a deathly, hollowed glaze.

				It’d been a very good hit.

				She tossed her empty rifle aside. It was added weight she couldn’t afford.

				A quick search of her dead foe’s arsenal proved pointless. Though the fool was out of ammunition he’d still had the balls to charge, brandishing a horrific looking, ten-inch boot blade. Aside from that weapon, which she summarily shoved into the barrel of her tall desert boot, there was nothing else to be scavenged from his body. No ammo. No grenades. Nothing.

				Scrambling sounds made her glance backward.

				Unfortunately her dead enemy’s nasty-looking friends witnessed her attack from about a hundred yards away. They grouped for the chase.

				As they ran toward her, firing, she ducked and took off northward, as fast as her body armor allowed. She now counted seven Condorians breathing down her neck.

				Sweat poured down her face as she gazed ahead, hoping to get to the far, rocky hills where she’d have the advantage of being on higher ground.

				As Lyra ran, she was forced to jump over the bodies of Delloids, Capricans, Startsur warriors, and Freermen. All of them were Earth allies in the war against the Condorians. All were spilling blood just as freely.

				No matter how many allies came to the front, intending to beat back the enemy ravaging the entire galaxy, the Condorians kept bringing more. The only thing that kept her world and other allied planets from being overrun were these desperate stands in space — diversions meant to slow the enemy while allied commanders fell back and reassessed battle strategy.

				Annihilation was only a matter of time. She knew it; so had all the dead lying around her. But no one was giving up. The Condorians wouldn’t take hostages. Innocent inhabitants from hundreds of allied planets would die horrible deaths. It now came down to a matter of how one died. Her course was in battle.

				She rounded an outcrop of rock and stopped to lean against it, dragging air into her lungs while she could. Every detail of this stinking, blood-soaked battleground blended together.

				There were almost no colors on Reisen Four. Sepia-tones obscured some of the rocky escarpments in shadow. There was no grass, sparse plant life of a higher order, and precious little water. Whatever the cost, Lyra vowed not to be taken alive.

				Approaching boot steps signaled her brief respite was over. She gripped her sidearm and ran again. She’d have taken her helmet off for better maneuverability, but the only long-range transmitter she had was built inside. Even though she was sure her superiors had given her up for dead, she couldn’t relinquish the last communication device available. And some part of the helmet might deflect incoming fire.

				As one of thousands of Class M planets, Reisen Four’s air was breathable. Lyra and other allied fighters had been given orders to leave air packs behind. In this environment, the oxygen canisters would have weighed fighters down. That brilliant foresight helped her make good time now. But without filtered oxygen, the dirt in the air penetrated every part of her uniform, including the damned helmet. Still, she clung to the last hope that a signal might come from an allied vessel. With her own fighters scattered to the four winds, Earth Forces deployed in this battle were quite gone or dead.

				There’d originally been three other women in her platoon. She was the last and had seen the remains of her friends and what had been done to them. That image was burned into her brain and was the only thing keeping her from turning around and shooting into the pack chasing her. Her pursuers had picked up the pace. She was pretty damned sure they knew she was female.

				Hours went by. She dodged, hid, and ran but it made no difference. After only a few precious moments to rest in every few hundred yards of running, her foes kept up the pursuit. Their persistence had less to do with losing their friend to her rifle butt, and more to do with catching a woman and slaking their lusts before slowly slaughtering her.

				It was now late into what passed for a Reisen Four night. The sepia-tones were only a little darker to delineate the passage of time. She had no idea where she was and didn’t care. The Condorians were still running her to ground like hounds on a blood trail.

				With her body and wits taxed, she turned into a small, narrowing canyon. Without energy reserves, she suddenly realized she couldn’t climb up its side fast enough to keep from being hauled back down the rocky slope. It was there she turned to make what she assumed would be her last stand.

				I’ll take a few of you bastards with me.

				She squared her shoulders, determined to save one last round for her head. She’d be dead before they actually began tearing her apart.

				As she raised her sidearm fear gripped her soul. It was then she realized she really wasn’t ready to die. A noise from behind signaled she wasn’t alone.

				In an instant someone from behind clamped a large, strong hand on her shoulder. She was hauled off her feet and bodily thrown into a dark, cavernous space. Her weapon fell from her grasp and she scrambled to retrieve it.

				Her attacker pulled her backward. That was the last thing she remembered.

				• • •

				It might have been hours or minutes later when she opened her eyes. She felt her neck being massaged by huge, gentle hands. When her foggy wits cleared, she eventually pushed herself away from the enormous, crouching figure next to her. Since she’d be dead if he was a Condorian; the reasonable assumption was that this darkly uniformed fighter was an ally. He’d most likely saved her life.

				“Wh-what the hell happened?” she murmured through her helmet mouthpiece.

				Her helmeted savior stared at her.

				The huge megalithic creature before her tilted his black, armored head, as if he hadn’t heard her correctly. She repeated her question and added more.

				“I’m Lyra Markham … Master Sergeant, Tenth Earth Regiment. Who are you and what happened?” she demanded again.

				When he kept staring down at her — his face as invisible as hers behind the anti-glare plexi-shielding — she kept trying. “Is your communicator working?” She tapped her head to indicate a communication device that should be located within his helmet.

				Since learning that other races occupied the outer reaches of space many centuries ago, universal communication technology had been developed for the benefit of all who wished to speak freely. Unfortunately, better communication hadn’t worked with the Condorians. They had but one desire — to take everything and kill anyone who wasn’t one of them.

				Lyra’s comrade continued to stare at her without making a single sound. “Can … you … understand … me?” she asked one last time, enunciating every word quite clearly.

				He finally stood and backed away.

				From where she sat, she felt at a decided disadvantage. The figure towering over her had to be nearly seven feet tall, as wide as a hatch on a cargo frigate. His shoulders, even without the black, unmarked armor, spanned the distance of a full yard and then some. Unlike her headgear, his had a pronounced front-piece that appeared very avian in nature. It was as if the designer was trying to emulate the head of a very large predatory flying creature. She’d never seen its like before. Still, there was no doubt in her mind that he was an ally.

				Finally, she hauled her tired frame to a standing position then removed her helmet so he could see her more clearly.

				Sometimes these alien beings didn’t take to speaking without eye-to-eye contact. She couldn’t afford to piss this mountainous person off. He represented the only help available.

				Her companion simply tilted his head the other direction and kept staring down at her. She knew she wasn’t the most attractive human at the moment. Grime and sweat ran in rivulets over her face, neck, and body. She could feel it even if she couldn’t see it. Without oxygen canisters, the body armor was left unsealed so the user could breathe. That resulted in every bit of dirt getting in.

				He seemed to study her uniform markings carefully. Even from a great distance, anyone as familiar with allied patches could tell she was an Earther and was ranked Master Sergeant. She’d only announced that fact along with her name and unit designation as a matter of habit. Still, the painted emblem of Earth, surrounded by its telltale starry circle, was clearly emblazoned on her right shoulder and over the left breastplate of her armor. Her helmet had the same emblem plastered all over both sides. He couldn’t mistake her origin, but he just wasn’t communicating.

				She stood for a long moment considering what to do. Her last thought before blacking out had been of death. Not rescue. And this silent giant wasn’t helping her overtired brain make sense of the situation.

				• • •

				Soldar Nar had heard of Earth women being sent to fight on behalf of their world. But her sudden appearance in this desolate, lonely place was utterly astonishing.

				Women from his home world of Craetoria simply didn’t battle.

				Indeed, women in most of the Allied Forces were rare. This one was not only in the middle of a very deadly confrontation, but happened to be quite arresting despite the dust and sweat all over her face. Once her helmet was off, he took full stock of a suddenly beguiling sight, something surreal and incomprehensible in this horrible combat zone. Her eyes stared up at him questioningly. Because of the hazy, dirty atmosphere he guessed they might be bright blue. For a moment, he found his mind consumed with the hue. Then he mentally shook himself and considered the rest of her appearance. She didn’t seem harmed by his having jerked her into the cave.

				Her short brown hair curled just beneath her chin and fell over her forehead in long, wavy wisps. She had a straight, perfect nose that spoke of fine breeding. Her cheekbones were high and elegant. Moreover, her full lips were slightly parted, as if she was about to speak again. Clearly she was as at a loss as he.

				Right before he’d grabbed her, the woman had turned to fight her last. Her steadfast inclination to accept fate was apparent in the way she’d leveled her weapon against the oncoming enemy. She’d spread her legs and assumed a stance of absolute resolve. The exhibition of courage cemented his determination to save this noble ally. At that time, however, he hadn’t known this valiant fighter was a woman. He’d believed her to be a he of very small stature. Now he knew her gender, everything changed.

				He felt parts of his body respond magnificently. Except for the absence of a left cheek mark, she could be any woman on his world.

				More to the point, he had hadn’t seen a woman of any race in more than a year. If the Condorians had gotten their hands on this one, he couldn’t imagine what she’d have suffered.

				Thoughts of his sisters, his mother, and other kinswomen came to mind. If anyone had touched them the way the Condorians would have ravaged this stunning creature, he’d have butchered every last one of them no matter how long it took.

				How could Earthers allow their most prized citizens into the middle of battle? Were they really as foolish as others claimed?

				He’d seen their men as gallant fighters. Why would they so risk their women? Why would this questioning beauty be in this Creator-forsaken wilderness, fighting all alone and with no hope for survival?

				“It’s clear there’s something wrong with your communicator,” she told him. “There are no markings on your uniform but I know damned well you’re no Condorian.” She suddenly coughed to get a thick layer of dust out of her throat and mouth. When she recovered, she tried to communicate her intentions. “Look … I’m checkin’ outta here. You can try to get back to your unit or you can follow me. That second option is best since two of us are more likely to survive.” She raised one gloved hand and pointed toward the cave entrance. “We … can’t … stay … here. It isn’t safe. Those Condorians might be back and the sniveling cowards will come with company. Do you understand?”

				He remained silent. His mind just wasn’t absorbing her presence. Something deep in his head told him she wasn’t supposed to be there. He kept searching for an answer to her presence but his intuition revealed nothing.

				“Leave or stay … what’s it gonna be?”

				He mentally shook himself back into reality and finally responded.

				“The Condorians are all dead,” he electronically blurted in perfect English. “They didn’t call for backup or reinforcements would have been here by now.” His helmet speaker blocked more of his voice than hers had. His mouthpiece made his response sound quite automated.

				It was her turn to be taken aback. He saw her brows rise. Her pretty, bow-shaped lips fell open, probably shocked to hear him speak her language so proficiently. He was still struck by the twisted situation. Her presence was wrong. He couldn’t dispel the shock of it.

				Finally, he haltingly raised his hands and considered removing his helmet. This Earther might have never seen a Craetorian’s face. His people were ordered to keep their helmets on and speak as little as possible to allied brethren. It was thought that fraternization might prove demoralizing. His superiors believed it was hard enough watching those from one’s home world die. How much more difficult would it be to have troops inflicted with the site of newly befriended, slaughtered allies. All this considered, the circumstances surrounding his presence — and hers — called for creativity. His mission came first. He must do what he must. She wouldn’t find his face shocking. His features would be the same as her human countenance with but a singular difference.

				• • •

				Lyra couldn’t place his armor or helmet at all but that really wasn’t unusual. With so many different worlds fighting the Condorians — whose silver and metallic armor was arrogantly meant to be visible — it didn’t matter where any allied warrior originated. All that mattered was that they kept fighting.

				There were a few planets, including Earth, whose dignitaries and generals regularly conferred as to battle plans. At Lyra’s low rank she wasn’t privy to their strategies. She just took orders. So if there was a new, friendly race in the battle she welcomed their presence. It wasn’t as if the enemy was running out of fighters.

				When her comrade took off his helmet, Lyra barely saw his face in the half light. He seemed to realize his body was shadowed and quickly stepped into a brighter area. This was how she got her first good look at a race that was at the front of every battle. She’d heard of them but had always been sent to fight in areas they weren’t present.

				“I’m Colonel Soldar Nar, Fifth Planetary Pulsar Unit for Craetoria. At least, my rank translates to Colonel in your language,” he announced.

				She shook her head in vague recollection. Earth English was rumored to be one of several dialects spoken on his world. Since it was the most universally broadcast, a lot of other races used it. His unexpected familiar greeting made her feel easier. It was a relief to know that neither of them would need any translation devices.

				“I’ve heard of your race,” she congenially acknowledged, “but I’m afraid I’ve never seen one of your people, sir.” With that being said, she’d still have recognized the piercing eyes and long blond hair that spilled onto his shoulders when his helmet was removed. The black slash mark originating from the corner of his left eye down his strong cheekbone bore further proof of his heritage. That feature was one of the Craetorian attributes about which her Earth colleagues regularly gossiped. As they’d described, it did look exactly like a black electric bolt.

				“Where is the rest of your platoon?” Soldar asked.

				She briefly lowered her gaze.

				“I see.” He gestured to the empty cave around him. “My insertion team met the same fate when we landed. I heard the howling of those brutes chasing you and knew some allied fighter was their target. I took position in this cave and waited, but you’d turned to fight off the whole pack by yourself.” He waited for her response, but she made none. “I apologize for having incapacitated you, but it was necessary. As I said, I don’t believe they had time to call for backup or we’d have been attacked.” He sighed, pushed his hair away from his face, and turned his head away to spit dust out of his mouth. When he gazed on her again, his words conveyed his admiration. “You’re quite the bold one, Sergeant. The cowards had you at seven-to-one.”

				Lyra snorted. “Sir, couldn’t you have just called out that you were here? Then we could have taken that pack together.”

				“I hadn’t time. And I’m not supposed to be seen by anyone, not even one of the allies. I’ve told you, I was part of an insertion team. I’m under top secret orders. That means you’re under those orders now.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“I’m pulling rank, Sergeant. General Elias Shafter sent us here. I’m in his command. That makes me, as ranking officer, your superior. And no, you may not ask why an Earth general is issuing orders to a Craetorian colonel.”

				“Christ! I don’t even want to guess,” she readily confirmed as she straightened her body armor and shook her head in amazement. “Whatever the hell is goin’ on … I don’t mind you being responsible. I’m just here to fight.” She shrugged and stared up at him. “So what’re our orders?”

				“I suggest you get some rest. We sit tight for another hour. Then we move due east.”

				She watched him lean against a far wall and toss back the thick blond hair that, even in the dim light, draped down his body like a shimmering cloak. She surmised his helmet would be back in place before they left the cave, otherwise that glowing pelt would be plainly visible in the half light of the Reisen Four evening. The presence of such long hair was another unusual characteristic of his race. Locker-room gossip had bestowed some very godlike characteristics on his people.

				Was it true they were stronger than almost any other ally and could fight like madmen? Could they go without water for days, and did they have no problem eating rodents and insects they found under logs and rocks?

				She tried not to smile as she recalled other, more intimate gossip concerning his race.

				Was it true they made love with all the stamina of a photon infusion engine? Were they able to please their partners so thoroughly that their mates stayed by their sides for life?

				She looked away before he caught her staring, but lifted one hand to her own short locks. They were matted and dirty. She was sure they didn’t shine the way his thick mane did.

				When she’d first left Earth as a cadet, she’d had her entire head completely shorn. Over the years, she’d let it grow and now kept it below ear length. It fit uniform codes, was easy to maintain, and didn’t obstruct her view. Nobody out here cared what she looked like. Even the Condorians didn’t give a damn. That she was a woman was enough for them.

				For some odd reason, she wondered about the women of his world. Was it true they were as tall as the men? Did they crave Earth chocolate so much that they’d really smuggled it through blockades?

				She shook her head. The inappropriate nature of these queries was obvious. What did any of that matter? None of them would live long since the Condorians couldn’t be stopped. There were so damned many of them. They’d taken over almost half the galaxy and were on their way to finish the job.

				As she leaned against a wall and slid to the ground, she looped her hand on her now empty holster. The hole where her weapon should be made her go rigid. She gazed down at it and felt her heart begin to pound.

				“Son-of-a-bitch! I lost my sidearm. It’s still out there somewhere.” She stood and quickly began to search the immediate area around her before making her way outside the small cave.

				“You didn’t lose it,” he advised as he pulled her weapon from under his armor. “I picked it up after rendering you unconscious. I only had three volleys and hoped you had more. Luckily you did.”

				“Sir?”

				“I took out seven Condorians so we now have two volleys left. Both of them are in my weapon. The men chasing you had no remaining laser power. It appears they intended to do you in with one of these.”

				He showed her a long knife within his right boot top, then carefully handed back her empty sidearm.

				She angrily slid her empty pistol back into its holster. The top of the Condorian blade she’d liberated still stuck out of her own boot. “I know you must have been firing fast, sir, but couldn’t you have left me one round … in case I get caught?”

				“Master Sergeants who lose their weapons don’t deserve spare rounds.”

				She scowled. “Sir, you clearly saw my uniform. You could have stood beside me and helped. Instead of acting like any other ally, you rendered me unconscious, emptied the only weapon I had, and are now insinuating I was careless in losing my sidearm. I hardly think that’s a fair summation — ”

				“Cool off, Earther. It was a joke.”

				“By the way … what did you do to me?” she asked as she rubbed the back of her neck.

				“I used a lateral vascular neck restraint. I think that’s the politically correct term nowadays for a choke hold.” He smiled. “Its effects are only wearing off, or you’d have been questioning me about my actions sooner.”

				She put her hands on her hips and glared at him.

				“I am sorry about taking you to the ground,” he apologized. “But when I grabbed you, you turned to fight. I had a few seconds before that pack came barreling down the canyon. I didn’t have time to answer questions.”

				“I suppose this is the part where I’m supposed to thank you?”

				“Your sarcasm isn’t welcome, Sergeant. I should have left you safely in this cave, coming back to consciousness on your own, without seeing me.” He shrugged. “I had a surge of conscience and couldn’t leave a comrade alone in this wasteland. You’ve seen me now and I’ve conscripted you for a mission. My actions make me responsible for your safety.”

				“Really? I thought that was my job.”

				“Get over it,” he shot back. “We’re a team now, whether either of us likes it or not. But to set the record straight as to your ability to look after yourself, I require an answer to just one question.”

				“Sir?”

				“Why did you run into a canyon with no outlet? Were you not properly briefed about how many were present in this area? You’re a supervisor. Did you not check maps before landing to fight?”

				She rolled her eyes and let out a long, frustrated sigh. “Okay … I made a wrong turn. I screwed up!”

				“I can live with the explanation, though you may not have. Let’s just say we’ve both had better days. You and I have survived to learn lessons.”

				“What lessons?”

				“You won’t run into dead-ends … and I won’t lose my weapons, inclusive of all the ammunition, or my entire team!”

				He stood, angrily thrust his helmet back on his head, and stalked toward the cave entrance. Once there, she saw him gaze outside.

				She finally understood.

				He was feeling guilt over surviving. When she’d run toward him — being chased by Condorians bent on peeling her skin off — he saw his chance at vengeance. She’d just been in his way.

				This cave, wherever it was, was probably the place where he and his team were supposed to have waited until later in the night. Then, they’d probably have gone about finishing whatever mission they’d planned. But, like so many plans the allies composed, nobody could maneuver against twenty-to-one odds. As she saw it, they were both lucky to be alive.

				She almost let the incident go. However, her rescuer now had two shots in his weapon. He’d used hers on the enemy and that situation had to be addressed. She pulled on her helmet and approached him once more.

				“Sir?”

				“What now, Sergeant?”

				“If we get caught you’ve got all our firepower. Will you make sure they don’t take me alive?”

				He turned his helmeted head toward her. “Count on it, Sergeant Lyra Markham!”

				The corners of her mouth lifted.

				His powerfully worded promise to see her die painlessly was acceptable. They now had the makings of a team. For however long they lasted.

	
Chapter 2

				They trudged past the bodies of the Condorians Soldar had killed and into the night.

				Lyra automatically reached for the side compartment in her hip armor. But once she opened it, grabbed the marked flask of water, and recalled she’d emptied the container hours ago, she angrily shoved it back. She had enough bio-tabs to clarify any kind of cesspool. There just wasn’t a drop of even foul water in sight. Nothing lay before them but rocky, sepia-toned hills and shadowed dirt.

				Soldar stopped, opened his own armor compartment, and offered her a fresh water flask. “Stop here. We’ll rest a while.” He pulled his helmet off as he spoke.

				“Thank you for the water, sir.”

				“How long had you been running from those warriors?” he casually asked as he knelt, shook his hair back, and sipped from their shared container when she offered it back.

				“I don’t know for sure.” She shrugged and checked her wristband readout. “Maybe three hours before I ran into that canyon. Which reminds me,” she said as she took the container again and sipped, “thank you for saving my life. I owe you one.”

				“Before we’re out of this, I’m sure you’ll repay the favor.”

				“Any time, sir.”

				“I was thinking of sooner than later.”

				She tilted her head and stared at him, scooting closer to his location while still kneeling. “Sir?”

				“As I told you, you’re now on my team. While landing much earlier today, our light-pods were shot down along with all our supplies. I was the only survivor to crawl from the wreckage. There should have been four men with me. If I’d failed in my mission and hadn’t made it back to a point where they were supposed to wait, one of them would have taken my place. That was to have kept up until one of us succeeded or all of us were dead.”

				“Should I be hearing this, sir? I mean, I don’t have security clearance for any field op of this nature. I may be on your team but this sounds way over my head.”

				“As I see it I don’t have a choice. I need a backup plan. You’re all I’ve got.”

				She arched one brow. “Thanks … I think.”

				He shook his head and smiled. “I meant that I need help. This plan must succeed. It might be a way to save thousands of lives.”

				That caught her interest. The very nature of the words and the way he uttered them meant this was something big. “How, sir? What’s goin’ on?”

				He huddled closer and pointed due east, toward a small pile of rocks and an escarpment on the other side of them. “About two clicks away, there’s supposed to be an oasis. At least it passes for one on this damnable rock-of-a-planet. It’s located just on the other side of that outcrop. We’ll find water, food, and some civilian clothing there.”

				Lyra moved closer and was almost mesmerized by his silvery gaze. Even in the hazy light, the brightness of his eyes was striking. “So this is an undercover operation?”

				“It is. Though my contact was expecting five men, she’ll get one man and one woman. Before going in we’ll have to come up with some different story than planned.”

				She sipped more water and nodded for him to go ahead with his explanation. Whatever “going in” meant, it didn’t sound like her idea of fun.

				“About three clicks past the oasis, a pleasure cruiser has landed on the surface. She’s called the Venus and she’s now officially listed as a Condorian haven. One of our enemy’s commanding officers took her over as his base of operations. He did this while his ground forces slaughtered ours.”

				“Sir, how do you know all this, or should I ask?”

				He gazed into her face for one long moment. “If you’re captured out here, you’ll need that spare round in my laser. I’ll need one too. We can’t be forced into talking.”

				“I-I understand,” Lyra insisted when he hesitated.

				Soldar continued. “The woman who owns the pleasure ship is an allied spy. Her name is Aigean Florn. She saw most of her family decimated by Condorian raiders while running a brothel on Taurus Stellar. The allies managed to save two granddaughters. They are being protecting on my home world of Craetoria. She figures she owes us.”

				Lyra nodded. “If Condorian commanding officers are on the Venus, you must mean to get aboard and take the ship out. If she relocates, you’d still be on the ship and might find a way give her location to our fleet.” She paused. “What about the innocents working aboard?”

				“If all we wanted to do was blow that particular pleasure ship into infinity, we have a current fix and could do it. The problem is, once they know about the vessel, about a thousand enemy officers located elsewhere would simply move up and take the place of those few we’d manage to kill.” He shook his head. “No … destroying the Venus and the Condorian officers on her is only part of the mission — the very last part,” he maintained as one hand curled into a fist. “I mean to get aboard, stay alive as long as possible, and collate the information Aigean’s people are obtaining concerning enemy battle plans. It’s come to her attention that Condorians like to talk when they’re full of illegal drugs and liquor and have been sated by whoring.” He swallowed some more water before continuing. “The Condorians kept Aigean and her crew alive only to provide high-ranking officers with a luxurious place to quarter and exploit her prostitutes. They do this in virtual secrecy from their own troops. Their minions would turn on them for withholding pleasures in a war zone.”

				“That’s for sure. The average Condorian is nothing but a damned savage! It’s long been my opinion that their superiors just point ’em in the right direction and let ’em go. They’re like a pack of feral beasts. They don’t have any compunction about killing wounded, or consciences when it comes to leaving civilians out of the fray. “

				“For the very reason you’ve just mentioned, the ship’s presence isn’t widely known among Condorian underlings.”

				“Yeah. I get it. There are a lot more Condorian fighters than superiors. They’re kept in reasonable control by the promise of keeping goods pillaged after battle.”

				Soldar slowly nodded. “As long as Aigean provides those Condorian supervisors with the pleasure they seek, they let her and her crew survive. But she knows the Venus’ days are numbered. She and her crew will eventually become expendable. Especially as enemy officers seek to keep her a secret from their own ground troops,” he confirmed. “It’s to our advantage that Aigean recruits men and women from all over the known universe. Most have families that’ve suffered at Condorian hands. According to what was relayed when she last made contact, her employees will readily give us the information gleaned from their nightly liaisons.”

				“What else, sir?”

				He gazed at their surroundings before answering then he turned and moved closer. “Because of Aigean’s covert information, we’re learning of future battle plans in this sector. She was able to get word of Condorian tactics by leaving microchips that had been secretly recorded on her ship, and then embedded in beacon markers. The beacons were left on planets recently decimated in battle. Our forces found the first one with dead allied bodies. The circumstances surrounding its discovery were odd enough that allied agents opened it and located her message — ”

				“Of course! Aigean’s civilian rescue beacons would be of no concern to the Condorians since they’d transmit exactly like those that are set off by thousands of dying allied fighters … all of whom are slaughtered by the enemy as they lay wounded.” She shook her head in amazement. “It’s a brilliant plan! Condorians don’t bother turning off beacons. The transmissions draw allied medical vessels forward,” she confirmed. “That’s the reason why most of us won’t activate our personal transmitters unless we’re damned sure the Condorians have moved on. Nobody wants to get our hospital ships destroyed. We haven’t got that many left.”

				“Precisely! Many injured warriors die for want of a doctor’s care. They refuse to turn on their distress units. As Aigean relayed, Condorian officers always order her to land the Venus near a battle, but away from the front lines. They sate themselves while their warriors take out our forces. As she relays, Condorian elite direct battles from her pleasure rooms.”

				“Bastards!”

				“I concur. There has never been a more insidious enemy. Condorians are little more than parasites feeding off the rest of us. But their supreme belief in victory has provided a hole in their defenses. Aigean has left word of Condorian battle plans in numerous beacons on a dozen worlds. As you’ve surmised, their transmissions are the same as thousands coming from a destroyed planet. Hiding her information thus was yielding information we couldn’t have gleaned any other way. It was always correct. Her efforts were a huge risk, but they were paying off. Unfortunately, her last message was longer. It seems to have been recorded in segments, over a number of days. In it, she advised us that she wouldn’t be able to contact us again. What she had to say was highly concerning.”

				Lyra swallowed hard. “She was about to be caught?”

				“No … not her. But some of her people were killed when they wouldn’t respond to questions Condorian generals put to them. Enemy strategists became suspicious of allied fighters showing up to defend mining outposts like this one.” He pointed to the ground to indicate Reisen Four. “Allies were showing up to fight in greater numbers with better armament. The Condorians believed someone — possibly from the Venus — was leaking information.”

				“So … that’s that,” Lyra said. “If Condorian officers suspected Aigean’s crew, using beacons to communicate isn’t an option now. And she and her crew are probably done for.”

				“Aigean last relayed that Condorians searched for and destroyed any required rescue equipment she had, including transmitters. She barely managed to get a last one off the ship. Obviously, it included information I’m telling you.”

				She stared at him for a long moment. “I don’t understand what your unit could do now. Even if you could disguise yourself, get on Aigean’s ship, and slowly gather information about future battle plans, how would you transmit it? Every civilian aboard will be watched. The bridge would be well guarded.”

				“There is one more chance. It’s a plan Aigean previously suggested in the event we had no options. We’re at that point.” He pushed his hair back and wiped sweat from his eyes.

				“This is gonna suck, isn’t it?”

				“It’s the last chance to get aboard the Venus,” he said.

				Lyra sighed. “Okay … let’s hear it.”

				“Once the Condorians overran her ship, it was obviously impossible for Aigean to contact Allied HQ via her own bridge. She hasn’t any encryption codes that would validate her transmission and, as you say, the bridge is constantly watched.”

				“May I speak freely, sir?”

				“Please do.”

				“The Condorians would have enacted their own locking codes into the Venus’ com system.”

				He tilted his head in acknowledgement. “Very good! You know your enemy’s battle tactics, Sergeant. But this is the part where I delineate the last chance I spoke of.”

				“You actually think you can unlock those codes and transmit battle plans after the captain of the vessel or some of her crew was suspected of leaking information?” Lyra rolled her eyes in contempt. “Sir … if the Condorians were watching her and staff before they suspected anything was wrong, what the hell do you think they’ll do to secure their battle plans now? You have a better chance of slipping in and out of hell than getting on that bridge! In fact, any stranger who gets near the Venus will probably be killed.” She lifted one hand in supplication. “As you’ve said, the only rational reason Aigean and her crew are still alive is that they’re still servicing the Condorian officers. Can’t you see that the Condorians might take out that crew today, tomorrow, or any time they choose? How long do you think you’d have?” Her entreaty was met with silence. Lyra noted his steady gaze and that his expression remained undaunted. She tried once more. “Sir, please … there are about a hundred reasons why this won’t work. I may be some lowly Sergeant, but I’ve got sense enough to see that trying to get on the Venus is suicide! We can ill afford the useless loss of another spec-op boss.”

				“I have my orders, Sergeant. I’m to get on the Venus and deliver to the allies what information I can, by whatever means and for as long as possible. Had I failed, one of my team was to pursue the same plan. Fortunately, the enemy didn’t know who my men were or what they were up to when we took a barrage of laser fire while trying to land. We were just another group of allied soldiers for slaughter.” He leaned forward. “But since they are dead … I now have you,” he finished while pointedly staring at her.

				“I’ll try again,” she insisted. “Your mission doesn’t make any sense. Listen to reason!”

				“You speak, I’ll listen. But I will never be convinced to quit.”

				“Colonel … you said yourself that your supplies were all destroyed. I assume that included some kind of disguise to get you aboard. How is a Craetorian — a man from a known allied planet — supposed to get on a pleasure vessel where Condorian officers are fucking themselves crazy? You’ll be killed on sight. Even if you could pass yourself off as someone from a different race, you’d be another male vying for the attention of the sex servants. The Condorians wouldn’t stand for that. Hell, I’m surprised that someone didn’t suggest cosmetic surgery to make you and your team look like Condorians. On an operation like this, that would be necessary! You should have been better briefed, given fake credentials, and assigned fake names and backgrounds that would make sense if checked against some database.”

				He slowly smiled. “You don’t know everything, Sergeant. There are a few mysteries in this universe that even you Earthlings haven’t unraveled.”

				“I don’t understand.”

				“If Aigean didn’t think this would work, she wouldn’t have suggested a plan that would get her and her people slaughtered immediately. What would be the point?”

				“That’s exactly what I’m asking, sir.”

				He continued his argument. “According to her, the Condorian admiral on her vessel has developed a taste for men. Even those from allied planets are tolerated as long as they assert their neutrality and will make themselves available to any kind of pleasuring. They’re useful for a time, even if eventually expendable.”

				“Th-that’s insane,” Lyra declared.

				“It’s true enough. Men from numerous brothels have been recruited to have sex with enemy officers. Condorians find having intercourse with these so-called neutrals is not only exotic, but highly enticing.”

				“If you don’t mind me asking, Colonel … why?” Lyra choked out.

				He raised his brows. “Why does one man want to bed another? Or why do the Condorians want to bed men from allied planets?”

				She let out an exasperated gasp. “I meant … why would a Condorian tolerate anyone from an allied planet? They don’t believe in neutrality. Unless they want to take over a pleasure vessel to screw some doomed whores!”

				Soldar suppressed a grin. “Don’t you see, Sergeant? What one can’t have is always more appealing than what comes easily. Not only that, but this particular admiral takes pleasure out of using men from worlds he believes he’ll one day conquer. For him, it’s like collecting trophies. It’s like rubbing salt into a wound, as you Earthers say.”

				She simply shook her head in disbelief.

				“For this plan … I was to be the new, willing entertainment. As I’ve told you, another of my team would have taken my place if I’d failed. It would have appeared as though they’d also been recruited as male whores,” Soldar continued. “We were to go after enemy battle plans as long as the Venus remained on this planet’s surface. Any of us would only have issued a strike command on the vessel when we could no longer obtain information.”

				“Sir — ”

				“Aigean has a constant flow of incoming, unusual sexual delights,” he insisted. “She offers her sex servants obscene amounts of money and attractive benefits to work on her vessel. Many professional prostitutes can’t or won’t ignore such lures when their families are starving or their homes have been destroyed by war. Her other employees remain out of loyalty to her and fear for their compatriots should they be caught escaping.”

				“I-I was wondering how she kept her vessel staffed under such conditions,” Lyra mused.

				“It seems that many of her employees have no place left to go,” he explained. “The Venus is their home. Aigean takes care of them. Her staff is willing to endure the Condorian presence, their sexual proclivities, and threat of death. Many of them want the chance to get their hands around a Condorian’s thick neck. They wait for some way to avenge a dead loved one or their entire families.”

				“So she says. But — ”

				“Her information has never been wrong. As to her people, Aigean keeps them in check. She’s been ordering them to bide their time. She’s playing with the enemy and knows it’s a dangerous game. As I’ve said, patronizing and catering in a war zone are the reasons why she’s survived.” He momentarily lowered his head. “It was unfortunate that she lost some of her crew when they wouldn’t admit to any covert operation. But those lives weren’t sacrificed in vain.”

				Lyra chewed on her lower lip and stared into his eyes. “Did she say how her people were discovered? And do you trust her when she says that the Condorians still don’t know who was sending us information? This could be a trap.”

				“That’s occurred to me, Sergeant. But the Condorians would gain very little by luring a few of us into some snare. Such a scheme would hardly be worth the trouble. Especially since my men and I took pains to remain ignorant of current tactics in this area. We simply knew nothing in the way of upcoming battle strategy that could be tortured out of us,” he admitted. “To address the rest of your concerns … Aigean was insistent that her employees’ deaths be avenged. She relayed that they were caught hiding distress beacons in their quarters though none of the devices contained covert messages. Six were questioned and tortured. They gave up no information, and were slaughtered in front of the rest of the ship’s crew as an example.” He lifted his hands in a convincing gesture. “To clarify Aigean’s purpose, she clearly stated that she’d have ‘blood for blood.’ It was she who came up with this new plan.” He then held up one fist as a show of solidarity. “I believe her. She hasn’t betrayed us yet.”

				“So there’s no way to talk you out of this crazy scheme?”

				“None. And to specifically address your concern, Aigean told us the origin of her prostitutes has never been an issue with the Condorians. All of the men with me were from different races. It was left for her to explain my presence, or the appearances of those men on my team who followed. She led us to believe that this would be no problem since the current Condorian admiral wants … virile men. As stated, he has a predilection for those from hostile worlds.” He shrugged. “I guess I’ll do.”

				Lyra gasped in frustration. “Sir … are you okay with this? Really? I mean … how can you live with the idea of doing such a thing? I can’t imagine a worse assignment. Not even if you dropped me onto some planet full of flesh-eating parasites. And what if this plan is somehow exposed? Aigean Florn and all her employees will certainly be slaughtered as spies, right along with you. They won’t be given their shot at vengeance. They’ll just die when you get caught. So we’re right back to where we started.”

				“You don’t give up, do you?” he declared as he shook his head in exasperation. “We were willing to take the chance. We were ready to engage in any sexual fantasy to get the information we need. The Condorians are so sure they’ll eventually annihilate us that they cannot imagine we’d go this far,” he insisted. “They believe us too weak and frightened to even contemplate such a ruse. And that’s exactly why it might work. We’re playing to their egos,” he attested. “Where secreting battle plans in distress beacons was more efficient, we’re now forced to engage more dangerous tactics. We simply must, Sergeant. We’re running out of time and people. The Condorians are eradicating us, one planet and one race at a time. We’ve no choice left!”

				“But — ”

				“Don’t go sanctimonious on me, Sergeant! Spies like me have used sexual allure for a very long time. I’m not the first nor shall I be the last. We have men and women in brothels from here to the Antares Alignment who are doing this same thing, under circumstances that are far less comfortable than the amenities provided on a class-five pleasure vessel. I can do it because using sex to get information has always been a ploy, throughout known history, and even on your world if I recall my studies.” He snorted. “I remind myself the information I get might just save lives. Up to and including the lives of my family. And besides, while I have my orders I’d have volunteered for this had the opportunity been given. I know exactly what I’m in for. So get over it! It won’t be the first time I’ve been aboard a prostitution vessel, having sex with some man. In fact, I find a certain amount of smug pleasure in bedding an enemy who thinks me too inferior to play mind games. For me it’s the ultimate test of my abilities. So … if it makes you feel any better … let’s just say I’m a bit sick that way and be done with it,” he smilingly finished.

				She wasn’t so sure he was telling the truth, but it was his choice. “All right. So you’re into this. But what’s my part?”

				A very long moment of silence followed.

				“I think you already know what you’d have to do,” he eventually uttered. “After having explained my place in this charade, there should be no doubt. You’ll now replace my team and will come in after me if I should fail.”

				“I’d actually have to let a Condorian … even one of their slightly more controllable officers … screw me?”

				He simply raised one brow in confirmation.

				She stood up, stalked away, and put her hands on her hips. After cursing to the sand beneath her feet, she angrily returned and knelt by his side.

				“Sir, how do you know … I-I mean … w-what I’m trying to ask is — ”

				“Just spit it out, Sergeant.”

				“Sir … thanks again for saving my life. I don’t assume that I’d have lived much longer, but every day I do is a blessing.” She took a deep breath. “What you’re asking is too much.” She licked her suddenly dry lips and tried to continue. “We are being eradicated. There’s no doubt about that. But I couldn’t let one of those sons-of-bitches near me. I-I couldn’t!”

				“Aigean’s people do it every day. We’ll be pretending to be just two more of her employees.”

				“I know, sir. But I have other … personal concerns.”

				“Explain,” he urged.

				Lyra swiped her hand across her forehead and tried to continue. “Those of us from Earth take our birth control meds and are inoculated with STD vaccines. None of us is allowed into battle if we aren’t one hundred percent clean. The rules are standard in all Earth units. No one can afford to be on the front lines if they’re sick. All our remaining medical supplies are being syphoned for those who’re fighting. We don’t have meds for soldiers irresponsible enough to put their pleasure ahead of our survival.” She shuddered and tried to keep going. “There are some incurable strains of VD in existence. There’s a rumor out there about some crap a few Condorians have. It’s some sickness that’s supposed to be so virulent that shots won’t help.”

				“Should we sit back and hope they die of it? Is that what you’re suggesting, Sergeant? Because that rumor you’ve just expounded is the same damnable one I heard two years ago. And even if it’s true, I can assure you that there are multi-trillions of Condorians who will wipe us all out while we pray to some higher deity for their demise. In short … we don’t have time for a rumor to work!”

				“That’s not what I’m … ” Her words drifted away before she sighed heavily and tried again. She held out her hands in a supplicating gesture. “Sir … you couldn’t possibly believe these Condorian animals would accept using a prophylactic. They’re nasty, filthy lechers. It’s just one more reason why female fighters keep spare rounds in their weapons … if you get my meaning and I think you do. Rot is rot and I can’t let some bastard touch me if he’s been infected.”

				He simply stared.

				“It would be better if I died in battle.”

				Soldar put one hand on her shoulder and lowered his voice. “Listen to me, Sergeant … if the Condorians aren’t stopped, all our deaths are certain,” he firmly promised. “I’m willing to die on this mission. You must use your wits and think — ”

				“Of what, sir? The only thing fighting women can think about is their dignity and what will happen to our children when those vermin get to Earth. You’re dismissing my concerns over the issue because it’s a moot point. But it isn’t.”

				“Creator’s blood! You have children? And you agreed to fight — ”

				“No, sir. I don’t have kids but I would have liked to someday. In fact, I don’t have any family left, thanks to the Condorians. But there are little kids on Earth I don’t want those vermin near. That’s why some Earth women are here, trying to stop them now. But I’ve gotta tell you … there are ways to die and then there are ways to go out in pain, agony, and with less dignity than a warrior deserves. I always knew dying was probable. I took that into account when I signed up. All Earth women do. We know we have to fight. There’s no choice. But I don’t put myself in a position to ask for what you’re suggesting. If it comes down to dying, I’ve made up my mind to meet my maker like the men in my unit. I accept no less.”

				“I acknowledge your fear,” he softly argued. “But what if we succeed in saving other lives, Sergeant? Isn’t that why you joined Earth Force to begin with?”

				“Yes, sir. It is,” she woodenly agreed.

				He let out a long, slow breath. “The best we can do is live long enough to get information back to the allies. We’ll die when we’re caught. That truth negates your anxiety over your future health,” he sadly reiterated. “It’s our oath to save as many of our people as we can before leaving this life. I’ll do that by any means necessary. We must fight until the last breath leaves our bodies. The only difference that this mission will make is in the numbers we might be saving. We might warn thousands of innocent people to escape, even if it means certain death on some future battlefield.” He lifted one hand and put his palm against her cheek. “The longer allies last, the greater the chance for all our races to survive. We have to consider the majority and put aside personal concerns. Others are suffering, so we must take comfort in the fact that, for however short a time, we outwitted the enemy. Keep thinking about that and nothing else. You signed up to fight. This is just one more way to do your duty.”

				She finally lifted her chin, and stared at him for a very long, poignant moment. “Is this an order?”

				“I’d rather you came willingly.”

				She pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger then pointed to the barrens in the distance. “If I run right now, will you use one of your last rounds to shoot me? I’d be refusing a direct order. You’d be well within your rights. Nobody’d question anything since my superiors already think I’m dead. Besides, you won’t live through this irresponsible mission long enough to damage my record!”

				“If you run, I’ll chase you, tackle you to the ground, and bring you right back here,” he told her as he pointed toward the dirt at his feet. “You’re alive against all reason. You must make use of this chance.”

				She opened her mouth to argue again, but solemnly closed it and stared into the distance.

				“Aigean and her crew are willing to risk everything,” he said, pressing his point yet again. “They’ve been trying to entertain the Condorian officers on their ship though their hatred is equal to ours. We’ll be with brave souls. We won’t be alone.”

				“And if nothing comes of this idiotic stunt?” she asked.

				“Your insolence isn’t appropriate. Neither is your candor, Sergeant. Would you like to rephrase the question?” he angrily asked as he squared his shoulders and glared at her.

				She put her hands on her hips and glared back. “If I piss you off enough, maybe you’ll kill me.”

				“Creator’s blood! You’re unbelievable.”

				His angry stare continued for what seemed like eternity. But she didn’t look away. Anger was all she had left.

				“Sergeant Markham … I survived bombardment when my men didn’t. You survived being chased down by a pack of monsters when, by all the odds, you shouldn’t have. I’ll say it until the mighty mountains of my planet crumble.” He pulled her close. “We’ve both endured for some purpose. Let’s take our courage in hand and use this opportunity.”

				“No matter what you say, sir, the Condorians will kill you on sight. It’s impossible to believe that, after they suspected someone aboard that ship for spying, they’d still allow a Craetorian anywhere near it. Even if everyone associated with Aigean Florn swears you’re neutral.” She drew herself up for one last comment. “And finally … even if I did this, I could at least pass myself off as being from any one of a hundred humanoid worlds the enemy hasn’t invaded yet. But that birthmark on your face is clear evidence of your heritage. Why didn’t you have it removed before attempting something so crazy? What was Allied Command thinking?”

				He touched the black lightning bolt on his left cheek and stared straight into her eyes. “The Condorians will accept my presence as a new prostitute. In fact, there’s no doubt in my mind.”

				Lyra wasn’t convinced and had the sudden feeling he was hiding something. His gaze never wavered, but she had intuition on her side. That inner warning system had never let her down.

				She kept gazing at him and something in his silver-colored eyes remained veiled. Even in the dust of the hazy evening, she could see the absolute resolution embedded in his expression.

				A lie was a lie no matter who told it. And Colonel Soldar Nar couldn’t hide the deception.

				“For the last time I’ll say it. Then let this discussion be over. This mission is a go. Your orders are clear, Sergeant.”

				She looked away. It was as though she wasn’t there any longer. Her opinion didn’t matter. For some reason she should have died today and hadn’t. For that brief respite from the hereafter, she was doomed to pay. Death would have its due.

				She’d have to go in that ship when he couldn’t get information and was killed. She’d be forced to play a willing prostitute to a butchering, savage race of beings who treated their own women with deadly disdain.

				Despair threatened to overwhelm her. She had to find a way out of this.

				After a long moment of terrible silence, a window opened in her head. An idea exploded in her brain. It was like some higher force just stuck it there in answer to her riveting fear of being touched by any Condorian. The answer was ridiculously simple. “What if we gave the Condorians something they’d rally to see?”

				“I said the discussion was over!”

				She grabbed his forearm and, even though his body armor was thick, she still felt the strength of mighty muscle contracting beneath her fingers. “Sir … if we’re going to die to get war plans out of a few commanding officers, how much more info could we get if many of them flocked to the biggest show in this sector of space?”

				He tilted his head.

				She interpreted his silence as a willingness to finally listen.

				“You said the Condorian leaders crave things they can’t have. We all know that’s why they’re invading every world between here and the end of the known universe.”

				Again, he said nothing.

				“What if they could be induced to watch while you and I are having sex? What if Aigean bills us as the biggest sex duo in the history of brothels?”

				“Explain.”

				“You and me, sir. It’d be safer if we stayed together. And we’d have a better chance of getting information to allied command.”

				He glared at her then began to slowly smile. “What a transformation!”

OEBPS/images/logo_Crimson.gif





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Candace Sams

Author of The Peacekeeper's Soul





