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Chapter One

 


Earth—Discovering the Farm

 


Victor Peight leaned up against a tall
filing cabinet just inside the doorway to the situation room.
Involved in a recent acquisition, his comrades in the resistance,
Doctors Buffy Josson and Michelina Robinson, paid no mind to his
arrival as they examined a glass container. He didn’t want to
interrupt them until he had an idea of what they were dealing
with.

“Here’s the memory chip,”
Dr. Josson, a tall, blonde Amazonian-type woman, said as she slid
the clear box holding a small vial with a computer chip over to
Michelina. “Dain and Ben are resting after their return from their
long journey.”

Dr. Robinson opened the larger
receptacle then held up the vial and looked at the contents. “Is
this the one that was—”

“Don’t ask,” Buffy
interrupted, wrinkling her nose. “I heard recovery was a crappy
job. Just load it up.”

Vic scrunched his face as well. Dain
Cardile, who’d once been a Sector operative with the New Force
Order Police, was now a new member of the resistance, along with
his husband, Ben Stockton. Vic could only imagine what Dain had to
do to retrieve the chip after he’d swallowed it. Ben and Dain had
one hell of a story—a whirlwind love affair, Sector intrigue,
illegal experimentation resulting in Ben getting knocked up. But if
none of that had happened, Ben and Dain wouldn’t have gone to Mars,
infiltrated one of Sector’s strongholds, and brought back the chip,
which was hopefully full of useful intel.

Michelina smirked as she used a set of
forceps to grab the chip and insert it into the computer’s memory
dock, waiting for the copied files to upload. “Is the baby okay?”
she asked, swiping a lock of her short dark hair, peppered with
gray strands, behind an ear.

Buffy nodded. “It’s twenty-two weeks
now, and everything is perfect. Would you like to know the
sex?”

“Did you tell Ben and
Dain?” she asked, staring at the large wall monitor.

“No. They chose not to
know.” Buffy stepped up beside her.

“A surprise? Can you keep
that secret for the next eighteen weeks?”

With a shrug, Buffy answered, “I’ll
have to be careful of my gender-neutral pronouns.”

Michelina looked at her and smiled. “I
think that’s a burden you’ll have to keep by yourself. A surprise
might be fun.”

As he listened to their exchange about
the child Ben happened to be carrying, Victor imagined Buffy was
pursing her lips as was her custom, but no one had time to ponder
on the dilemma for too long. The chip finished downloading with a
computerized beep. Two files appeared on the screen.

“Open that folder,” Buffy
said, pointing. “The one marked The Farm.”

Holy
shit, Victor thought. Could this be it? After years of wondering and
searching? He quietly stepped forward and
stood behind the ladies.

Over a decade ago, his twin sister,
Gaia, had married a man by the name of Tarak Dev. Tarak had been
recruited by the Scientific Community of Terrestrial Relief, also
known as SCTR or Sector, by way of the top university in India. A
man with a super mind, Tarak Dev was a wiz at engineering,
aeronautics, rocket science, and strategy. You name it, the man
could do it. Sector couldn’t let a person with his talents go
anywhere else. With a hefty salary and nice digs in Washington,
D.C., he’d settled into life in the States. Soon after, he’d met
and married Gaia, and they’d lived a wonderful life together for
the first few years, completely loyal to the organization that
supported them.

Then Michelina’s ex-husband, Doctor
Sven Robinson, had gained more power in Sector, and everything
changed. At first thought to be Tarak’s friend, Sven had committed
the ultimate betrayal, not only to their friendship but to the very
idea of Sector itself. He had descended on Tarak’s house and
dragged Gaia away, declaring she had a duty to perform for breeding
purposes. Tarak, thinking she’d been sent to a farm on Mars,
traveled to the red planet, hit a dead end, and started the
resistance against Sector. And having done so, he became a wanted
man with no way off the fourth rock from the sun.

Seven years.
Victor shook his head, fighting back his
remorse. No one has seen or heard from
Gaia since.

People kept telling him
finding Gaia was a lost cause. By now she could be dead. But his
twin sense never had picked up on her being gone from life.
He knew she was
out there. For a while, Victor had worked on his own to track down
Gaia and made it out to Las Vegas along the way. That was when he
teamed up with the resistance and the pair of doctors. At first he
didn’t trust Michelina Robinson, the wife of the man who had ruined
his and Gaia’s life. But the more they worked together, the more he
came to see how Sven had also destroyed his wife’s life as
well.

Once Michelina double tapped the farm
file, a slew of folders opened. One name seemed to catch her eye.
Gaia Dev. She clicked on the folder, and Gaia’s picture popped up,
along with a slew of information on her captivity at a Sector
laboratory.

Words failed Victor as he
stared at the grainy image. Gaia. Gone was her playful, youthful
smile. Her dark brown eyes appeared tired and weary. Her once
silky, black locks, which she’d taken great pains to maintain, had
streaks of premature gray in them and looked dull and
lifeless.

“Oh my God,” Buffy
muttered after a moment. “What the hell is this?”

“It’s … it’s a breeding
farm,” Michelina said as she clicked through the documents.
“Gaia is alive.
She is a Mare.”
She clenched her fists at her sides. “Sven really did become a
madman,” Michelina replied sadly. “He wanted to be a creator of
life, but this? It’s too much.”

“That’s my sister,” Vic
said from behind them, finally finding his voice.

“She’s alive,” Michelina
told him without looking his way. “She’s at this place Sector has
named Facundia Farm.”

“And where is the fucking
farm?” he demanded. “Because I’m going to get my sister
back.”

“Tarak needs to know,”
Buffy said.

“Then you get a message to
him, but I’m not waiting.” Excitement and happiness his sister was
alive, along with guilt and rage over what Sector had done to her
and the fact that he hadn’t protected her, had him on edge. He
needed to release the turbulent energy that had suddenly built
within him.

Michelina walked over to him and laid
a hand on his shoulder. “It’s not wise, you know that. If Sector
gets their hands on you, then you could possibly endanger all of
us.”

“You think I would betray
you? Or the resistance?” That’s just
great, he thought, attempting to suppress
the mixed emotions warring within him before they exploded out
toward his friends. He shook off her hand. “I’m not a weak
link!”

“I never said you were,”
she said calmly. “But you have to be careful. More than your
vengeance is at stake.”

Clenching his hands and jaw, he stared
at her before nodding once, turning, and leaving.

The door slammed behind him, and in
the hall, he punched the wall. The quick, violent act helped to
dispel some of his frenetic mood.

He rubbed his hand. The pain radiating
through his fingers helped to clear his thoughts, and he realized
he hadn’t learned where the farm was. How could he run off to get
Gaia when he didn’t even know where to start? Plus, he was still a
hunted man for having attacked Sector’s headquarters a few months
ago. He couldn’t go outside without a glamor cube, and Buffy had
all of them in her possession at the moment in the room.

Michelina was right as well. He had to
be careful. The last thing the resistance needed was for him to run
off, by himself, to who knows where. He needed backup for whatever
forces were guarding the farm. He needed a plan, and for that, he
needed Tarak’s brainpower.

Victor turned, went to the keypad, and
entered in the code to re-enter the resistance’s hub.


Chapter Two

 


Earth—At the Farm

 


A breeze carrying the last cold traces
of a long winter wafted through the deep valley, bringing with it
the scent of the towering pine trees growing in clusters at the
northern end and lining the mountainsides. Faint cries of women in
various stages of labor also came on the air. Their moans and wails
echoed along the carved-out corridors within the old mine tunnels
to those fortunate enough to have been allowed some time outside.
To anyone else the sounds were reminiscent of wind howling through
the mountain passages. To the group meandering around the clearing,
the noises reminded them of their fates.

Meagan Hughes brushed a clump of
strawberry red hair away from her face to behind her ear. The river
several yards away looked inviting. She’d do anything to jump in,
sink below the surface, and wash herself. Spring had barely begun,
though, and an immersive dip in the frigid water would surely mean
a serious cold or even hypothermia that could lead to
death.

Sector wouldn’t be pleased with either
of those prospects, yet being laid up sick or dead would give her a
needed respite from their incessant experiments. It’d also delay
her upcoming impregnation date, and with all the stuff the doctors
had been giving her, embryonic implantation would surely happen
this go-round.

The river. The opportunity to rinse
off. The temptation to be clean was a strong pull.

Within the confines of the underground
network, they were only allotted ultra-short sonic showers in the
portable units brought with them from place to place. She hated the
waterless cleansing system. The vibrational frequencies along with
the deodorizing bacteria that ate dirt, sebaceous oil, and grime
off skin and hair never left her feeling as fresh as a good soak in
water did.

Some other women appeared to be taking
a chance with the icy liquid, cupping water in their hands and
washing their arms and faces while a few guards looked on with
lecherous glints in their eyes.

If I keep the group of
women between myself and the men, I could have a chance to feel
somewhat clean finally and not get hassled, Meagan thought, taking a step toward the big
stream.

A hand closing on her shoulder stopped
her from going forward.

“Meagan,” her best friend,
Quinn Doyle, said. “What do you think you’re doing? You know the
guards love it when the Mares clean themselves. Takes the
deodorizing stench off of them and makes them more approachable.
And not ending up in a good way. I don’t want anything to happen to
you, especially since we were lucky to be placed in the same farm.
It’s nice having a friend from my hometown around.”

Meagan looked over her shoulder at the
dirty-blond-haired man who had six inches over her petite frame.
Quinn, or Q as she and his friends called him, was one of four men
allowed to intermingle with the Mares because he, along with the
other three, was an androphile. At least that was what he’d told
Sector. In actuality, Q liked men and women. To his detriment,
though, he had what Sector considered stellar DNA and semen, which
was why he was stuck at the farm, too. Like most people, he
abhorred the farm program, and one of the ways he fought back was
to say, and not change assumptions, that he was gay. This way he
wouldn’t have to touch any of the Mares and could avoid violating
anyone. He gazed at her with warning in his sky-blue
eyes.

“You’re right,” she
replied, staring back at the river with longing. “I just miss
having a bath. Damn my parents for buying those lottery entries. If
they hadn’t, then my mom wouldn’t have won. We wouldn’t have gone
in for the testing, and I wouldn’t be here.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of
that.” A woman with black hair and dark brown eyes strolled up to
them. “Sector has ways other than the lottery to find out about
people. Lottery or not, you still might have ended up
here.”

Meagan glanced from their older
friend, Gaia Dev, to Quinn, then back to the river. “I hate this.
Being called a Mare is so derogatory. We’re forced to endure
medical testing, inseminations both live and artificial, and in
your case, Q, used for what you can produce.” She focused back on
her friends. “I’m grateful we’re all friends, and that I haven’t
had some stranger’s baby yet, but I’m still pissed my life went in
this direction. That I can’t even take a fucking bath.”

“I’m glad the three of us
have each other as well,” Gaia said in a soothing voice, “and
something else to be grateful for? The fact we can be outside
without respirators and protective suits. Being so high up in
elevation, protected by the trees and mountains, the air is
breathable. Plus, on rare occasions, we get peeks at the sun. If we
were still in our respective cities, we wouldn’t be able to enjoy
this beauty.”

Remembering the day her parents had
announced they’d bought entries into the Project Mars Lottery,
Meagan’s anger grew worse. Like the rest of the population, her mom
and dad had gotten caught up in the excitement of the lottery’s
sales expansion from three cities to the whole United States.
They’d explained to her and her two brothers that buying an entry
into the lottery and having one’s number drawn didn’t guarantee a
person’s place on one of the six ships making the journeys between
Earth, the Moon, and Mars. If a person’s number was picked, they
still had to go through a few exams and some training before they
stepped foot onto a space vessel. They’d also said the chances of
their numbers being drawn were astronomical.

Astronomical.
Sure.

Within days of turning eighteen,
updating her identification card from juvenile to adult status, and
getting kissed by a random stranger in the coffee shop because he
thought it’d be “a nice birthday present,” her parents had won.
Later that month, they’d gone as a family to the lottery testing
facility to take their physical fitness tests, the three
standardized tests designed to assess intelligence, and then their
full medical exams, including genetic testing.

That morning had been the last time
she’d seen any of her family.

Separated from the start, she’d gone
through all the tests on her own, ending up in an office in front
of a doctor who talked about Sector looking into the sterility
epidemic and chromosomal changes in the female population. She was
a rare female. Didn’t show signs of the uterine disease. There
weren’t any traces of Polluted World Pneumoconiosis either,
something once known as coal workers' pneumoconiosis. Due to this,
she was slated for the Sector Mare Program and would immediately be
on her way to Facundia Farm.

When she asked about her family, the
doctor didn’t have an answer. She had no idea then or now if they’d
made it to Mars or not.

Everything about Sector, the Project
Mars Lottery, and the Mare Program disgusted her. She hated being
confined, being watched, being poked, prodded, and injected. She
wished her parents had never involved themselves with the lottery.
“I don’t know how you’re able to stay so positive. Taken from your
husband. Ages on the farm. Three children who have gone off who
knows—”

“Where do you think we are
now?” Quinn asked, interrupting Meagan and glaring at
her.

“I’m not sure,” Gaia
replied in a monotone voice. “Still somewhere in the Rocky
Mountains from what I’ve heard. Toward the south end of them. This
location does seem quite familiar.”

Gaia turned away, but not before
Meagan glimpsed a tear streaming from her eye. Gaia had been part
of the Sector Mare Program for years. So many that Gaia had said
she no longer cared to count. Ripped from the arms of her husband,
Tarak Dev, she’d been thrust into being a brood mare for Sector’s
desire to “fix” the infertility issues of the human species and
make sure Sector was never at a loss for having enough slaves to
terraform Mars.

At least that was the rumor going
around about Sector, and considering her own history, Meagan
believed Sector was up to no good. Ignoring Quinn’s stern look, she
glanced back at the old mine entrance where two guards helped to
keep watch over the “herd.” She snorted. “Each place they move us
to looks the same as the last. Same mountain peaks with sheer cliff
faces. Same trees and streams and rocky terrain. Same refurbished
mine systems to suit Sector’s purposes. Even them keeping the
entrances to their prisons looking the same as they’d been
centuries ago are—”

“The same,” Quinn said in
an impatient voice. “I know. But if we are farther south, at least
we’re closer to our origination point should we be able to
escape.”

Once again, Meagan scoffed. “Escape?
We’ve been talking about that ever since you and I arrived on the
farm three years ago and Gaia took us under her wing. I’m beginning
to lose hope we’re ever going to get away from the Program and
Sector.”

Quinn continued to stare her down and
mouthed the words, “You’re being a bitch.”

She tilted her head back and took a
deep breath to keep her emotions from running away from her. Not
only did the guards like to go after clean women, the men loved
when the Mares became worked up, finding them easier to manipulate
when upset. The sentries weren’t part of the New Force Order
Police, but because they’d been hired specifically for the farm,
they thought they were “the shit” and had carte blanche. When, in
fact, they were more like two steps below the NFOP, if not farther,
and shouldn’t even be allowed to watch over a dead bird in a locked
cage. That didn’t stop them from taking advantage of their position
or the women though. The last thing she wanted was to be raped and
impregnated by one of the slimy security guys.

A metallic glint on a ridge caught her
attention. She spotted a guard up on the mountain, then another,
then a third.

So many eyes on them, and here she was
picking a fight with her best friends.

She glanced at Quinn, who bobbed his
head slightly in Gaia’s direction.

Meagan nodded to indicate she
understood. “I’m sorry, Gaia. I’m being difficult. I didn’t mean to
make you upset, but I don’t know how you do it. And I can’t help
wondering how escaping is even possible.” She counted a couple more
guards moving around the perimeter of the valley. Why were there so
many out and about this time? When she spoke again, she made sure
to keep her voice low. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. Mountains
all around us with treacherous terrain and thick forests. Who knows
what state we’re in—Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, Utah—because
they keep moving us at night. We can’t see landmarks even if we
were to catch a glimpse out of the transports.”

Gaia sighed and looked at her again,
her face impassive, showing no signs of having been upset.
“Prospects do seem bleak,” she whispered in return, “but we can’t
give up hope. Something inside me keeps telling me things will be
all right. That I’ll see my husband and brother again
someday.”

Meagan opened her mouth to mention the
guards, but Gaia shook her head.

“I see the guards,” Gaia
continued to whisper. “I’ve heard rumblings from the newcomers that
the resistance is ramping up its efforts. Here on Earth and on
Mars. That’s probably why they’d moved us again and doubled forces.
They fear the resistance coming and taking control of the farm. Of
dismantling the Program.”

“Great.” Quinn rolled his
eyes to emphasize his sarcasm. “If they’ve doubled security,
there’s really no chance at leaving here now.”

“Don’t despair.” Gaia
offered a small smile and tapped her fist against her chest over
her heart. “I feel it in here. There is hope for us. And if memory
serves, we’re in the Colorado location. It’s been quite awhile
since we were here last. Before you two even came into the
Program.”

A shout at the water’s edge
interrupted their conversation. The trio turned their attention
toward the noise.

“Come here, little one,” a
guard called after one of the newer females.

“Didn’t anyone mention to
her not to take off her shirt out here?” Gaia asked in a weary
tone. “Bad enough the guards grope and leer at us when we’re
dressed. Being naked is like ringing the dinner bell and saying, ‘I
want you. Come and get me.’”

They knew how she felt, troubled that
the girl had brought unneeded attention to herself but tired of the
same stupid drama. No one wanted to tell the recent arrivals
anything, because if the newcomers made trouble, then it took the
guards’ focus off of them.

The girl covered her bare chest with
her arms and tried to make a run for the entrance of the mine, but
the man snagged her and started to drag her behind a rocky
outcropping.

“That poor woman! I have
to go help her.” Quinn moved to head toward the girl, but Meagan
grabbed his muscular arm, shaking her head.

“No, Q,” Gaia said.
“Remember the last time you intervened?”

“Yeah,” Meagan added. “The
guards beat you and put you in solitary for a week. We don’t want
to see you hurt again.”

“I know it pains you not
to go and help.” An even sadder cast shadowed Gaia’s face. “But
please, for your health and safety, don’t go.”

Quinn nodded.

A horn blared. The signal for everyone
to return inside negated the screams of the woman behind the
rocks.

Meagan followed her two friends back
into the mountain, into the dim passageways she was forced to call
home.


Chapter Three

 


Mars—The Resistance Assembles

 


Tarak Dev stepped into the
resistance’s Mars command center, remembering the first day he’d
entered the room. So many years ago. Just
a ragtag bunch of people. Stumbling over each other trying to
figure out how to expose the corruption in D.C. They’d needed a
leader, and I got tagged in.

He glanced around the area at the
computer stations and people. Not much had changed over the years
in terms of equipment. Not like they could acquire the latest and
greatest tech. Members stole what they could and built machines
from assorted components they scrounged up. Their command center
looked like a junkyard of different parts, but it all worked and
allowed them to receive intelligence and keep an eye on things on
Mars and Earth. A couple of men and women went about their work at
their posts, watching monitors, typing in codes, turning dials,
while others stood around the conference table and nodded at him as
he approached.

Near the wall stood Cage Edwin Hobbes
and Jake Ward. Since Cage’s return, the two men had paired up.
Which was a good thing, Tarak figured, since Cage dealt with a lot
of post-traumatic stress from his mission to Earth. Memories of his
time on Earth and returning to Mars constantly consumed Cage from
what Tarak had heard. The poor guy had been captured and monitored
by Sector; tortured when they learned he was a resistance spy; sent
to be a slave for Doctor Jefferson’s courtesan, Salline; and then
roamed and almost died in Mars’s red wasteland as he searched for
the resistance’s secret hub. When Cage had finally stumbled upon
the base, the people that had brought him in treated him like a
criminal, like he was a spy for Sector.

Good thing I’d been in
residence that day and let everyone know I’d sent him to Earth on
an intel mission.

His friends, Nate and Ranger, and
eventually, Jaqueline, had vouched for Cage as well.

Perhaps he could have planned out
Cage’s homecoming better, but at the time, being chased by Sector
had given Cage very limited options, which had resulted in his not
being able to contact them and then being met outside the remote
base, not with open arms but hostility.

Thank God I didn't shoot
him on sight.

Now, if it weren’t for the
dark-haired, blue-eyed man named Jake, Cage would probably be
locked in a cell again, but this time the barred space would be
padded.

Jake’s twin, Zach, perched on the
table on Jake’s other side, keeping his intense gaze on the closed
door to the hallway. Probably waiting for his partner, Sharyn, to
arrive. Other key people hung around the table quietly
talking—Cage’s friends, Nate and Ranger; medics, Frank and Peter;
tech wizard, Kacen; and enforcers Geoff and Mitchell.

“You all right?” Jake
asked Cage. “You looked a bit pale when you first walked
in.”
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