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Dark Stranger







Dear Reader:


I’ve been living with the Primes for some years now, and there are times when they drive me crazy, almost literally in the case of this book. Although this paranormal romance series is my creation, sometimes I just do what the characters tell me—or maybe I write down what they tell me they’d actually do instead of the way I think the story ought to go. We’ve had some pretty serious arguments along the way, and a few compromises have had to be made. Like in any relationship—though you can’t exactly go into couples counseling with imaginary friends.


You see, Zoe and Doc wouldn’t leave me alone until I wrote down their story, even though it doesn’t come in the linear order that I’ve set up for the Primes series. Dark Stranger is what I call an attack book. Zoe and Doc jumped into my head and would not quiet down until their romance was written. They were not going to wait their turn. Telling this story wasn’t a choice, it was a necessity—one that my disconcerted agent and editor have dealt with with grace and understanding. I truly thank them for their support.


Once this futuristic tale of the Primes vampires was written, I had to figure out just what it meant in the larger scope of the Primes universe. Which is how the Vampire Book Club came into being as a new way of sharing the Primes world.


It’s hard to describe, but writing is an interactive process between me and the universe that I theoretically create. With every character, setting, and situation I’ve introduced to the mix, the Primes universe has evolved. One thing leads to another. Questions arise and demand answers. A culture has formed—actually, it’s three interlocked vampire cultures, a bunch of were-folk cultures, a culture of mortal vampire hunters, and subcultures within all of these interactive groups. And all of these folk interact as a sort of ethnic minority within the larger melting pot of modern culture.


The Primes share a common history, customs, cuisine, religion, legends, myths, ceremonies, literature, language, and, it turns out, their own popular culture. The Primes have their own distinctive fashions—they prefer black, of course. They have Coyote, their own vampire rock band. There’s a vampire movie star. It turns out that they have a novelist writing stories for and about the Primes universe. Up until now this writer’s stories have been shared privately among the females of the Prime Clans and Families. But since the musicians and the actor share their talents with the mortal world, it seems only fair that this vampire-created fiction be shared with mortal readers. Dark Stranger is the first selection of the Vampire Book Club to be disclosed to the mortal world.


They made me do it.


I hope you enjoy it.
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“Not again,” Zoe muttered as the ship shook from another direct hit.


This had been going on far longer than usual, and it was getting worse. Though her quarters were deep within the center of the command ship’s many hulls, she could still feel the energy blows against their heavy shielding, and how that shielding was fading. The communications stem in her ear let her know that the whole task force was in trouble and on the run. And not only their ships, but Asi ships were also scattering under the Hajim attack.


“Damn!”


She knew her exasperation was inappropriate, as good people were fighting and dying on the ships around her. She honored their sacrifice, but she wasn’t supposed to be in battles, and this was the third time in five years.


She’d ended up piloting a fighter during the first battle, and a freighter full of refugees the second time. She was a good pilot, but she functioned best as a diplomat. At least she tried. She left her quarters to make her way to the bridge.


The corridors were almost empty; the well-trained crew were all at their battle stations in response to the general quarters alarm. She was probably the only person not where she was supposed to be, but the need to be useful drove her. She might not be assigned to this ship, but she knew she was the best pilot in the whole Byzant Empire. It had little to do with natural talent and much to do with the enhancement modules that took up almost microscopic space in her brain. She was simply wired better than anyone else on board.


Why did this have to happen just as the talks were beginning to make progress? She smiled grimly at the naïveté of her own question, knowing full well that the attack was likely happening because the negotiations were proceeding. No matter how tight security seemed to be, leaks were always possible.


That the war had gone on for five years told her that she and all the other diplomats were failing at their jobs.


They failed not only the human worlds of Byzant, but the aliens of Kril, Denthera, and Asi. Only the Hajim did not know failure, for they refused to negotiate. They simply fought. Sometimes they forced others to fight for them, if not with them, but they made no true alliances. This war went on and on, the battle lines swinging back and forth across system after system.


Now the Hajim fleet had appeared to break up yet another attempt at negotiation.


The deck shook beneath her with another hit, knocking Zoe to her knees.


As she got to her feet, a side door cycled open. Jazoan, Zoe’s bodyguard and the head of security detail, stepped to Zoe’s side and steadied her as the strongest shock so far rumbled through the ship, then stepped back quickly.


She could tell by his grim expression that things were not going well at all. “Status?”


“That last explosion was a direct hit to the shuttle bay. The Denthera ambassador was boarding her shuttle at the time.”


Zoe shook her head sadly at the loss of the enigmatic alien woman she’d sat across the table from a few hours before. “So now we’ll never know if the Denthera betrayed the conference to the Hajim. What about the Asi ambassador?”


“The Asi have vowed not to be taken alive.”


Zoe knew all too well what that meant, and she had to fight down nausea.


Jazoan took her by the wrist as the ship shook again. “It’s time for you to go.”


She wanted to say that she would not abandon the ship as long as her people fought on, but by a new law passed since those other battles the decision at such a time of crisis was not for her to make. Jazoan was head of the security detail.


“Our shuttle was parked next to the Dentherans.”


“It’s time,” was all he said.


Silence stretched tautly between them while he waited. While the decision was his, he wasn’t going to force her. Not yet. Zoe longed to do something, but she knew it was too late when the “abandon ship” alarm began to sound.


Jazoan hustled her back to her quarters, where she changed into the blue uniform of a navy lieutenant and made other necessary preparations as quickly as possible. The decks rattled and shook constantly while she was occupied; he stood with his arms crossed, his back braced against the door. Alarms blared, and by the time she was ready, the “abandon ship” warning had changed to a siren that sounded a harsh, doomed-sounding tone in her ears. Finally, she inserted a fresh ID chip into her right wrist.


While the pain of the insertion still stung, Jazoan took her by the elbow and led her into the controlled chaos in the corridor. There were people everywhere now, in navy, marine, and civil service uniforms. The pair of them blended into the crowd heading for the escape pods, and Jazoan guided her quickly to the front of the line. By now, the shaking from enemy fire had turned into the constant fatal shuddering of a ship about to disintegrate. The ship would self-destruct into its component atoms once everyone was off, leaving no evidence of the secret conference for the Hajim. She and Jazoan would be the only ones left with any information at all.


Zoe noted the fear on every face, but people calmly responded to the safety routines that had been drilled into them. It was well known that the Hajim took prisoners, but no one knew where the captives were sent. The important thing right now was to reach an escape pod and get off the dying ship.


To stay alive.


Escape would be better, but Zoe knew that she’d have to wait and watch and be patient until an opportunity presented itself.


Jazoan, with years of experience at dealing with crowds, got them to the pod deck quickly. Then the unexpected happened at the entrance of the vast hangar.


The young officer directing the loading looked at her in surprise, and stammered, “Porphyrgia! What are you doing—”


“Lieutenant Alynn Ryan,” she said, accessing information on the young man from the vast database implant in her brain. He was one of hundreds of service people she’d spoken to on a hospital visit a year before. She managed a smile for the brave young man now. “I see your wound has healed well.”


His eyes shone. “You remember me? What are you doing here?”


He was flattered and flustered, but there was no time for it. Besides, she could see that Jazoan was not at all pleased at this unexpected turn. He considered anonymity crucial for her security. She didn’t like the way he looked at the young officer. She gave a faint shake of her head, hoping this was enough to keep her protector on his leash.


“We have our duties, Alynn,” she reminded the lieutenant, and touched him on the hand reassuringly.


“Of course,” he answered. “This way.”


He led her forward into the hangar bay, with many others crowding behind and then surrounding her. The ship gave the most violent shake yet, and the emergency lights went from yellow to red. Sirens howled, barely audible above a scream of crunching metal.


Zoe made it into an overloaded pod, one of the last on board before the hatch cycled shut. But by the time she was in the escape vehicle, Jazoan was no longer at her side. She hoped that he hadn’t turned back to deal with the hapless young man, for her guard could be dauntingly ruthless in the name of the empire.


There was nothing Zoe could do but struggle to a free seat, strap herself in, and hope for rescue as the lifepod was ejected from the dying ship.


“Bad news, Doc,” Corporal Arco said as he came up to Matthias in the middle of the wide dirt floor at the bottom of the central shaft. Arco pointed upward, where faint, filtered light flowed down through a haze of dust motes. “They’ve got another eighty in the processing camp up top.”


Dr. Matthias Raven took the news with a fatalistic shrug. He was the highest-ranking Byzant officer in Camp Five, a brigadier general in the Space Marines, which put him in charge of the human POWs. He was also the only medical officer for humans in the prison camp. He had to deal with the prisoners, the Kril who ran the camp, and occasionally, the Hajim who forced the Kril to do their dirty work for them.


This wasn’t what he’d signed on for when he joined the marines, but duty took many forms. He’d been in the vast underground dungeon of Camp Five for sixteen months now. At least he wasn’t afraid of the dark, like so many others. There was a part of him that just wanted to take his chances and walk out. But—duty …


“I assume you mean eighty humans, Corporal?” he questioned.


Arco nodded. “Word is that the Hajim came across a CC alone out on the Fringe and took most of the crew alive.”


Doc eyed Arco suspiciously. “What would a Conquest Class ship be doing that far out? Alone?”


“The crew’s reporting it as a simple FUBAR navigational malfunction to their debriefers.”


“Bad luck. For all of us,” Doc added.


“The Asi and Denthera aren’t going to like this,” Arco agreed. “We’ll outnumber the alien prisoners now. Remember the snorting and snapping from the Asi when they brought in those two new humans a couple of days ago?”


“The rise in population isn’t good for any body,” Matthias repeated. “You don’t think the rations are going to increase just because we have more people, do you?”


Arco clearly hadn’t considered this. Until now, he’d seemed rather pleased that there were more human prisoners being processed into the camp.


“Are you homesick, Corporal Arco? Or just forgetting why we’re here?”


Arco gave a bitter laugh. “Come on, Doc—sir. You know I was put into Five with the very first batch of human prisoners. And yeah,” he added, “I’m damned homesick.”


“Me, too. You did say eighty newbies?” Matthias asked.


“Yes, sir.”


Matthias shook his head. “I wonder what sort of fight the CC crew put up before they became prisoners.” Some were bound to need medical attention. “I’d better get the infirmary set up for them.”


His medical staff consisted of himself, one nurse, a couple of volunteers, and a very old biobot. They didn’t have much to work with to keep the human inmates healthy; now they had more people to call on their already-stretched-thin resources.


“Prison commandant will want to see you first, Doc. They’ll want you to give your speech, too.”


Bureaucracy before compassion. It wasn’t necessarily the Kril way, but the Hajim had forced the Kril to work for them, running all of their prison camps. Doc sighed. Before Arco’s news, he’d been planning on finding a quiet spot to enjoy a smoke of recently smuggled in arja tobacco, but he’d have to forgo that pleasure until later.


“Go get word to the medical team about the new prisoners. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
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The processing center was bleak—just a few low, ramshackle buildings huddled on a windy plain around a badly maintained landing field. A small translucent dome rose from the center of the flat roof of the largest building, looking like a pearl embedded in a dull metallic setting. It was a long, dusty walk from the transport to the domed building.


Zoe’s heart sank further with every step. There was nothing here. Nothing. How was she supposed to find a way to escape when there were no habitations? After the transport lifted, there also would be no other ships resting on the buckled blastcrete. A feeling of hopelessness tried to well inside her, and what she heard next didn’t help.


“Take a look at the sky,” one of the Kril guards told her group when they formed a ragged, tired line outside the transport ship. “It will be the last time you see daylight for a long time.”


Zoe exchanged puzzled looks with the people around her, then glanced up at the alien sky. It was orange, streaked with thin gray clouds. It might be nothing like the pale blue sky of her own world, but she was delighted to have its wide expanse above her. There was a stink like boiled cabbage in the air, but at least it was natural atmosphere and not recycled ship air. She wondered if the aroma was a by-product of nearby agriculture, but any inquiry to the guards would bring attention to herself, not to mention bring suspicion of her plans for escape.


Plans? What plans? She’d spent all the long days en route here trying to think of a way out, probing her fellow POWs for any strategy or support she could get. She didn’t get much help or any bright ideas, as the circumstances of their imprisonment had been very demoralizing.


Zoe laughed silently at herself for her understated definitions.


Being in the black vacuum of space was her least favorite part of traveling. Not knowing what fate awaited made it even worse, so much so that she’d been using the neutral language of diplomacy to shield herself from how scared she really was.


She admitted that she was overjoyed to be standing on solid ground of the prison world after days surrounded by uncompromising dark. Even if she hadn’t been able to see outside the escape pods and the prison ship, space had weighed on her.


While inside the Hajim prison ship she’d been scanned and questioned and made to feel threatened at all times. But her treatment had been no different than any other prisoner’s. The alien enemy had required instant obedience and had not provided enough food. Their very appearance had been menacing, but they had not been cruel. Now, being handed over to the Krils who operated this facility, she was certain she was merely an anonymous body and bit of data in the POW system. There was safety in being one of the human herd.


After she took her look at the sky, she shuffled along in the long line of captives into one of the buildings. It was only after being crowded into a huge open elevator, which proceeded to go down and down into a hole in the earth, that she realized the place where she was to be a prisoner was deep underground. All natural light soon faded, replaced by growing dimness. Every sense screamed with fear, telling her she was being swallowed whole.


It wasn’t that she was afraid of the dark, but …


She was.


She was being buried alive.


A shove from the sailor behind her brought Zoe to her senses when the doors opened at the bottom of the shaft. As she stumbled out of the car, she noted that there were no controls; the elevator could only be operated by the guards up top. When everyone was out, the doors closed with a heavy clang, letting her know that any explosive charge that could break into the shaft would also bring down tons of rock from overhead.


“The elevator is not a way out,” she muttered.


A nod from a grim-faced engineer in the crowd confirmed her words.


A human waited for them in the corridor outside the elevator. Scruffy and skinny, there was very little of the disciplined military man in his bearing—until he barked, “’Tenhun!”


Everyone in the dispirited group reacted instantly to that tone. Spines straightened, shoulders squared, chins lifted, and eyes looked straight ahead. Zoe was almost relieved to have someone tell her what to do.


“This way,” the man ordered, and he marched them off in quick time down a hallway until it widened into a huge circular cavern.


When she looked up, Zoe realized that the white dome arched several stories overhead. It let in diffuse light while it blocked out any sight of the sky.


Bastards!


She couldn’t stop her anger, even though a reasonable part of her knew that the opaque covering was a filter to shield all the species in the prison from any harmful radiation. But the cringing, terrified part of her wanted to see daylight and didn’t give a damn about possible consequences to multiple types of life-forms.


She took a deep breath and firmly turned her attention to the situation as they were given an order to form a double line. She put herself in the rear and worked on keeping her gaze straight ahead, but her military discipline was instantly abandoned when she got a look at the person standing in the center of a shaft of filtered light.


Very dramatic. Very effective.


A hot shiver ran through her.


I’ve never seen anyone like him before.


Though the big, heavily muscled man wasn’t wearing much of a uniform, he was obviously in charge. The air around him almost crackled with his commanding presence. The expression on his rough-hewn face seemed an odd combination of exasperation and compassion, and there was no way she would have called him handsome. Yet there was a compelling sensuality to his lips, and he certainly had the body of a bulked-up god. Even at a distance, the intelligence in his eyes drew her.


The only way to tell his rank was because it was tattooed on his bare right bicep. The insignia of a marine brigadier general didn’t surprise Zoe, but the caduceus emblem on his left arm did. A man of fascinating contradictions stood before them, and he was in charge of all the humans in this depressing, dreadful place.


“Welcome to purgatory,” he said.


The deep bass tone of his voice complemented everything else about him.


Quite a few of the long-term prisoners had gathered to watch the newbies’ arrival, and most of them laughed in response to the general’s words. Like him, many of these prisoners had shaved heads and had stripped their clothing choices down to bare minimum. It was understandable, considering the sweltering, humid atmosphere. Many had the large eyes and sunken cheeks that told her food wasn’t plentiful. But there was also a lean wiry strength about them that reminded her more of a pack of predators than a contingent of soldiers and sailors.


The darkness, the heat, the odors of sweat and dirt lent an organic claustrophobia to the place that was far more intimidating to her than the prison ship had been. Everything here was in shadow. The only person fully illuminated was the marine general, and that was because he deliberately stood in the center of the shaft of diffuse light falling the long distance through the milky dome shield so far above.


Maybe he wasn’t really all that interesting, maybe she was simply reacting to the intended effect as everyone was supposed to. Good. She was thinking like the group—did the group find him captivating? Not exactly, but …


Under the circumstances, captivating wasn’t a good way to describe anyone.


She deliberately took her attention off the bald general and ran a hand through her own thick hair. It was shorter than she normally wore it. Instead of her dark brown curls, she’d let her stylist talk her into a gene-fixed straight style with dark navy blue coloring before leaving on her diplomatic misson. It had been done more as a fashion statement than as a disguise, but she was grateful now for any concealing change in her appearance.


It hadn’t prevented Alynn from recognizing her, had it? She wondered what had happened to that young man. She hoped that Jazoan hadn’t chosen to do anything drastic to him, but she wouldn’t put murder to cover her tracks past her security chief. She also wondered and worried about Jazoan’s fate, but—


“Listen up,” announced the deep, rumbling voice of the general.


Zoe immediately turned her attention back to the big man in the center of the circular plaza.


“I’m General Raven,” he told them. “Call me Doc.” He folded burly arms over his wide chest and passed a sneering glare over the ragged line of newcomers. “There are two things you need to know. One, you are now prisoners of the Hajim. Two, and far more important, your asses are mine. You’ve all been taught that a prisoner of war’s duty is to try to escape. Forget that rule. Until such time as a superior officer replaces me, you live by Raven’s Rules. Raven’s first rule is: nobody tries to escape. Is this understood?”


Zoe wasn’t the only one of the new prisoners who reacted with surprise and outrage, but she wasn’t among those who muttered and complained. She watched the ones who did.


Then she looked back at Raven and saw that he was doing the same thing: observing, marking out potential troublemakers. She didn’t like the implications and protectively brought the general’s attention elsewhere.


“Why?” she spoke up, and took a few steps forward from the anonymous center of the group. “You’re asking us to abandon the fight, and our duty to the Empire. Why not try to escape?”


General Raven’s sharp gaze met hers, his eyes so brown they seemed black. They looked at each other for a long moment of mutual assessment. His regard was the most intense she’d ever encountered, which said a lot for the man’s forceful personality. Zoe recognized in him a leader who did what must be done, who used who he had to.


And oddly, she got the strong impression that he marked her down as a useful commodity as well as a troublemaker.
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Doc knew immediately that the slender blue-haired woman who’d stepped to the front of the group wasn’t strongly psychic, but her mind was strongly shielded. Artificial, he thought, and wondered why her Hajim interrogators hadn’t noticed. He doubted there was anything guarding her mind that could hold out against a natural telepath as strong as him, but he didn’t interfere with personal privacy unless he needed to.


He hoped he wouldn’t have to, but he got the strong sense that she was playing at more than simple righteous protest and stupid insubordination.


“Why no escape, Lieutenant?” he replied to the question new prisoners always asked.


He took in the stubborn set of her chin and the stance that showed she feared no man, nor the rank inked on his arm. He could have pointed out that an order was an order, but chose to explain his reasons to her instead. He bet that happened around her a lot.


“Because, gentlemen, ladies, and the pretty blue-haired one up front …” He paused as the warmth of her physical and psychic blush reached him. The girl gave him a sudden toothache. “We’re stuck in a situation that is far too politically and ethically complicated for poor little soldiers like us to grasp,” Doc said, his deep voice pitched so that newbies and old-timers alike could all hear. The reminder never hurt. “This camp is run by noncombatants at the behest of the Hajim. We are housed with prisoners from other sides in this war. Alliances change so swiftly on the outside that none of us knows who’s fighting who at the moment. Don’t you agree, Lieutenant?”


Zoe didn’t like his sarcastic tone, but when a superior officer asked a direct question, an answer was called for.


“Yes, sir.”


“I see from your expression that you don’t agree at all.”


Did she answer this or meekly put up with the dressing-down? She settled on, “Permission to crawl away and whimper, sir?”


“Do you want to spoil my fun, Lieutenant?”


“I would never want to do that, sir.”


Laughter erupted around them, and Zoe realized she’d been so focused on Raven that for a few seconds she’d forgotten where she was.


General Raven put his hands behind his back. “Is there anything else you’d like to add, Lieutenant?”


Zoe supposed she could fill him in on the current political and military alignments, but this wasn’t the time or place to challenge the camp’s senior officer’s authority any further. She’d already made the stupid mistake of not keeping her head down and her mouth shut. She had to respect the chain of command. Plus, he was right. What she knew now would be irrelevant within a short time. She kept silent and at attention with her eyes facing front.


Doc was aware of the lieutenant’s mental withdrawal. She was itching to talk, had plenty to say, but kept it to herself. Good decision. At least she hadn’t taken offense to his singling her out, or calling her pretty. Despite what she’d said about crawling and whimpering, she hadn’t really been embarrassed. She was an exotic blue bird all right.


He probed deeper through her shielding, and caught the surface thought: I can best help him and our people by keeping my mouth shut.


She thought he was going to be mean to them? Doc smiled. So she’d put herself in his way to shield the others—which he found cute, if kind of bossy. She obviously hadn’t been in the service for very long.


Zoe saw him smile, and realized to her astonishment that the general was smiling at her. She’d never been smiled at by a brigadier general before.


His expression quickly grew serious again and he addressed everyone. “We’re stuck here. In a hole in the ground on a desert planet, where the only ships in and out are transports from orbiting Hajim ships. Understood?” This last was bellowed with the expertise of a marine drill sergeant.


“Yes, sir!” most of the prisoners, new and old, answered, Zoe among them.


General Raven nodded and turned his attention to the newbies. “Time for your checkups. Then you’ll be assigned quarters.” He pointed. “Infirmary’s that way. Since I’m the only doctor on the premises, we’ll no doubt be seeing each other again very soon.”


“Are you cold?”


“What?” Zoe looked up. “Sorry, sir.”


She’d been staring at the smooth stone floor and hadn’t heard the big man enter the tiny examining room. She’d been dreading facing him again and must have been too deep in her own thoughts, because no one as big as the general could move silently.


He moved closer, filling the space before her. “You’re shivering and rubbing your arms. Those are signs of being cold. But you’re not cold, are you?”


Though his tone was gentle, his compelling voice had a deep effect on her. This was a man you answered, and it had nothing to do with his rank, or his size. He dominated the little room with more than the bulk of his muscled body.


“It’s the darkness,” she told him.


It was dim even here in the medical section, but not as much as out in the corridors. She dreaded going out there.


Along the way across the plaza to the medical section she’d caught glimpses of the corridors that wound like giant snakes into the bowels of the place. There were lights strung in those hallways, but not very bright ones, and at far too distant intervals.


“I’m not afraid of the dark—but I am intimidated.”


“It’s understandable to be intimidated, and pretty common,” he reassured her. “But don’t lie to yourself about the fear.”


“I’m not lying to myself,” she answered. At his coaxing smile, she added, “I don’t suppose I should try to lie to you, either.”


“That’s right.”


She forced herself to put her hands down flat on the table on either side of her. The goose bumps didn’t go away, even though she willed them to. “How can anyone stand this place? How can you?” she asked. He had a reassuring bedside manner and he caught her attention like no one she’d ever met before.


He shrugged. “I’ve got better night vision than most, so I don’t find the dark all that oppressive. But I know it’s not good for humans to spend too much time in the dark. Or underground.”


“How long is not good?”


“Depends on the individual.” He put fingers beneath her chin to tilt it up while he looked into her eyes. “You aren’t going to have a panic attack, are you?”


“I doubt it.”


He let her go. “You’re not going to run up the ramp trying to escape while a dozen guards stick stunners in you?”


“Of course not!”


“Good. I hate treating stunner burns.”


“I would hate to make your life more difficult than it already is, Raven.”


“Call me Doc. Now, say ‘Ah,’ ” he added, holding up a scanner.


Zoe suddenly remembered their respective positions and jumped to her feet. “Sorry, General. I meant no disres—”


“Doc.”


“I meant no respect, Doc?”


He chuckled, a deep seismic rumble she felt from the top of her head to the tip of her toes. They were definitely standing too close.


She considered her odd physical reaction to the man while he ran the med sensor over her. It read her ID chip as well.


“Lieutenant Zoe Pappas,” he read off his sensor screen. “Born on Terra, I see. In New Constanz itself.”


All this information was true, if not at all accurate. Pappas was a common name and had been used by her family far in the past, before humans spread out from the Terran solar system. The Pappas family was once a merchant family that lived on the asteroids out beyond Mars. Her ancestors went back to Terra at the height of the Restoration Movement to fight for democracy—even if it hadn’t quite turned out that way.


And, of course, she had been born in the capital of the Byzant Empire, along with hundreds of other babies born on the same day. From what her mother told her, Zoe’s birth had been completely normal and routine.


“You’re perfectly healthy,” he went on. He lowered the medical sensor while keeping his shrewd dark gaze on her. “But you have more data enhancement implants than I’ve ever seen. Why is that? And how is it that our hosts didn’t notice?”


She wanted to ask him how he had noticed, but it wasn’t a lieutenant’s place to question a general. She chanced a glance at the sensor in his hand, wondering if it was some sort of advanced model she didn’t know about. It seemed perfectly normal, even a bit battered.


He chuckled again. “I have my ways, Lieutenant.”


For a moment she thought he was going to touch her face again. Instead, he pocketed the sensor and stepped back as far as the doorway.


“What’s up with you, girl? What do you do that needs all that juice?”


“I’m a diplomat, sir.” Again the truth, if not the whole truth. “I was assigned to attend secret talks with the Asi.” She gave a bleak laugh. “Things were going well until the Hajim attacked.”


“They found out about these negotiations?”


He was openly eager for news, and she wished she could tell him everything. Being trapped here without knowing anything—horrible!


“I suspect so,” she answered. “The anti-Byzant faction of the Asi might have leaked the information. Or—” She shrugged.


“Or there might be a human traitor?”


She hated that thought, but how could she deny it? “There are several ways it could have gone, but it could also have been a matter of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. How did you get captured?”


A lieutenant had no right to ask a general questions, but she hoped he’d answer.


“Do you know about the task force that evacuated the Roge System?”


She was glad that he didn’t rebuff her, especially when he mentioned a mystery. “I know it disappeared.”


“I was in command of the hospital ships that went in to take out survivors after the distress call. But I wasn’t in command of the fleet.”


“That was Admiral Asalle,” she said.


“Admiral Asshole, as we like to call him around here.”


“Why?”


“He surrendered the whole fucking fleet when the Hajim surrounded us. I would have put up a fight, but it wasn’t my call.”


“Admiral Asalle surrendered?” Zoe couldn’t hide her outrage. “His orders were to—” She caught herself, and finished, “Sorry, sir, but the disappearance of the task force has been all over the media for months. You won’t like hearing this, but there’s been speculation that the admiral went over to the Hajim and took his—”


“He didn’t put up a fight, that’s all I know,” Doc told her.


“It’s a relief to know where the missing task force ended up.”


“At least we weren’t blown to hell,” he agreed. “We’re alive and spread around several prison worlds. Except for the seriously wounded that the Hajim left to die when they scuttled the ships. I’ll never forgive Asalle for that.”


“Neither will I.”


The promise of retribution in the lieutenant’s tone was very interesting. “I wouldn’t want to be the admiral when you get hold of him,” he teased.


The fiery look in her eyes was anything but amused. “Neither will Asalle.” She cleared her throat. “I mean—once the media gets hold of the information about the surrender, they will eat him alive.”


“I’d do that myself if he was in Camp Five.” literally. They exchanged an understanding look that made Doc chuckle. “We’re a pair of patriots, aren’t we?”


She laughed as well, but added, “If you’re going to serve the Empire, you should believe in what you’re doing.”


He’d talked more openly to her than he had to anyone else in the last sixteen months. Even more interesting was their shared opinions. Was the woman some sort of natural empath? That might explain the use of enhanced mental shields.


He got back to business. “As soon as we get you settled, Lieutenant, I’m going to put your diplomatic training to use. We need to improve relations with our fellow prisoners.”


“Yes, sir. I’ll do anything I can to help.”


He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Anything?”


The heat of her blush warmed him. “Sir! Was that a—”


“Come-on? Not really, but you’ll be getting plenty of them.” He pulled a patch out of his medical kit. “Pull up your sleeve and put this on. Birth control.”


Outrage flared in her dark eyes. “I think not.”


This woman was definitely not used to taking orders.


So instead of making it an order, he explained. “Men outnumber women about six to one here. You’re likely to hook up with someone, for your own protection if nothing else.”


A flash of fear replaced her outrage, but was quickly hidden. “Protection?”


“We try to stay civilized, but things happen in the dark.”


“Oh …I see.”


“People get lonely, afraid, they get bored. It doesn’t help that the dimness keeps our pupils dilated, which causes our hormones to react with heightening attraction. You’re going to be prey to all those human needs, and you’re going to hook up with someone. I’m not going to forbid people to act on their natural needs, but this isn’t a fleet ship or base. There’s no nursery here. And I’m not allowing any children to be born into this hellhole.”
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