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Chapter One
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Royce Nedge hunted predators from the center of the sunny promenade of Mars Colony NINE. Concealed behind the tinted visor of a shock suit, he flexed his muscular arms and folded them across his broad chest. Passers-by took notice and avoided him.

His zeal as an executioner was that of an avenging angel. Alik had trained him well, but his mentor’s death a month ago had wounded Royce deeply. In truth, his faith in a merciful God had been shaken to the core when he’d discovered it was due to Lisa Shim’s betrayal of the trust he’d placed in her unwavering allegiance to the cause of freedom.

She had been his guiding star. Without her integrity intact, he’d resorted to seeking vengeance. Bent on pursuing a list of evil-doers living in NINE, he’d irrevocably compromised his iron-clad principles.

Not that he wanted to be bought and sold on the underground market for sex, but food cost credits, and infant formula was rationed. His empty stomach rumbled at the aroma from a nearby vendor’s grill with no way to satisfy it.

Standing amidst the tall pine trees of NINE, he fully understood the dangers he faced and the consequences of his actions. His mother had wisely forbidden him to come. Yet, when he’d failed to find the man most responsible for his suffering, he’d taken the risk.

The incompetent Technology Director that Lisa was replacing, huffed and puffed as he walked along the promenade toward the docking ring. Five underlings carried bags and rolled trunks in a formation behind him. Xyler’s much younger wife trailed the throng wearing a glitzy outfit and precariously high heels.

Royce had waited for this sign. The elite class was fleeing NINE for the Incursion Zone. He headed for the nearest stairwell, descending the steps three at a time on his way to sub-level one’s communications center.

He strode in as if he belonged there and sat at a console, tuning the shortwave radio’s frequency. Men and women bustled about, monitoring private citizens’ communications. A pair of men entered the large room, one had his arm around the shoulder of the other as they watched a data pad with animated expressions.

“He’s huge.” One man pointed.   

“She’s not, but in he goes.” The other man laughed.

“Replay it again at half speed.” The second man leaned closer to the screen.

Royce stood as they walked past to see the infrared recording of a man and a woman coupling. None of this spying on citizens was legal. Yet, that didn’t seem to bother the Space Division personnel involved.

Royce clenched his gloved hand around the microphone, sitting at the radio instead of confronting the voyeurs. “The guests are on their way. Over.”

The radio belched static for a moment. “We’re dressed for the party. Over and out.”

Royce changed the frequency to obscure his activity and left the communications center, heading for the docking ring. He double-timed it up the stairs to a long, curved, hallway of windows and hatches. Rovers of various sizes backed up to take on passengers.

Black uniformed Police Division officers maintained order despite the massive crowd. Space Division pilots in silver-gray uniforms boarded the people on their manifests into rovers. The pompous Xyler and his shrill entourage argued about being left behind as armed police ushered them from the ring.

A vindictive thrill coursed along Royce’s spine. Xyler’s devious plotting hadn’t resulted in the hoped for reward. He’d never enter the Incursion Zone or receive the promised luxuries.

Other elites, however, fled from NINE in droves, departing in all types of rovers amidst the stunning, red rock landscape. Their pilots accelerated the land crafts north along the spur and entered the equatorial Glass Highway, heading East. He wished them a fiery death on the road tonight.

Would Lisa stay or travel with the group? Surely, the Matchmaker would go. Royce’s blood warmed for the kill.

Unexpectedly, his gaze struck a familiar blonde woman. Her golden blouse with trim-fitting slacks of a similar shade, marked her as a high ranking member of the Administrative Division. He froze in place among the crowd, moved by the vulnerability in her nervous turning of a narrow, wedding band on her left hand.

Fortunately for him, no one questioned an undercover Space Division agent while in full shock gear no matter how in the way he might be. His mother had aged gracefully. From the moment she’d discovered him in the dungeon of Laser Outpost Indigo in his early childhood, she’d shielded him from most of the abuse that illegally held slaves suffered.      

Standing at hatch thirty-nine, she chewed her bottom lip until the coral colored lipstick wore away. Eleven months ago, she’d finally found a way to free him from captivity. She’d sent Alik to break him out, take him into the Northern Territory, and provide military training.

Looking at her now, the depth of his gratitude stirred to life once more inside his chest. The debt he owed her could never be repaid, but freeing slaves in her service had given him hope. Consumed by his descent into despair, he’d dealt in nothing but death of late, and he knew she’d disapprove.

Any contact with her would put them both at risk, but he couldn’t let her board a rover. Not when the revolutionaries had laid a trap on the highway tonight. So, he strode forward and took her right hand as if to shake it.

“Delay your departure.” He stroked a birthmark on her thumb the way she had caressed his matching one when she’d identified him in the slave lineup so long ago. “It isn’t safe.”

She raised the ring on her left hand behind her right ear. Wincing in pain, she nearly collapsed. Royce steadied her, but she urged him to move along the wall of windows.

Understanding her caution, he strode to the next hatch and stood at attention. She braced a hand on the glass, hunched over in seeming distress. He watched her out of the corner of his eye.

“Son, you’re wrong about Lisa.” A pleading look filled her agonized gaze. “She wasn’t to blame for Alik’s death. Shade was nervous and tried to boost the range of the roadside electromagnetic pulse device. You know how she fiddled with everything. Well, it broke. So, Alik rolled a rock onto the Glass Highway. He was hit and Shade was crushed in the rover accident.”

“I don’t believe you.” He stiffened. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because–” She groaned still holding the ring behind her ear. “Cody Greene is also my son. The enemy will bring him and his wife here soon. Please, help me defeat the Matchmaker and escape with us.”

“Cody is my brother?” Royce stood taller, staring straight ahead. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I should have told you both.” Her hand dropped from behind her ear.

The shuffling steps from his tortured past sounded from the opposite direction. A white haired man held onto the rail of a patient occupied hospital gurney while the red uniformed Health Division Director Andrea Tran pushed it along the hallway. The old man’s smug expression caused heinous acts of remembered violation to ripple across Royce’s skin and his rapid breathing to rebound inside his helmet.

Two massive, armed guards flanked either side of the gurney. Outwardly stolid, Royce stood straight with his heart palpitating, immobilized by visions from the past as the Matchmaker passed him. Cody lay unconscious in a hospital gown on the gurney. What had they done to him?

“Father.” Royce’s mother addressed the Matchmaker. “Why isn’t Lisa with you?”

“I’ll take care of her, Addison.” The elderly villain grasped Royce’s mother’s arm, drawing her away from the hatch to allow Director Tran to wheel Cody inside. “I know where she’s gone.” He ruled a criminal empire in obscurity, wearing the blue uniform of a lowly Technology Division programmer to hide in plain sight. 

“Let her finish her task.” Addison shied away from her father’s touch. “It might help the situation.”

“No.” The Matchmaker’s thin lips pressed together. “Lisa is wasting her time repairing the fifth atmospheric collector. It won’t be enough to save the colony from environmental collapse. You should take Cody to Laser Outpost Juliet. I’ll meet you there.”

“You must not hurt her.” Addison’s facial features sagged in a pitiable way as if she might weep. “My son will never forgive me if you do.”

“Act fast.” The Matchmaker smiled with a glint in his eyes. “The doctor has implanted the stimulation device, but Cody will wake up from the sedative soon. Have her perform the match the instant you depart unless you want my grandson to know what you’ve agreed to in exchange for leniency.”

“I’ll keep my word.” Color rose in Addison’s cheeks. “Is the doctor’s husband safely at Juliet?”

“Not yet.” The Matchmaker’s gaze narrowed. “He’s driving a wrecker as part of the escort for a convoy of elites in case anything goes wrong. Let’s meet there in the morning. I want to see their faces when you tell them what you’ve arranged. Anyway, I’ll bring Lisa shortly. You go ahead and leave without me.”

“Yes, Father.” Addison’s chin dropped in a defeated pose.

The old man smiled as he shuffled along the emptying hallway carrying a medical kit. One of the guards protected him. The second man pointed his rifle at Addison.

Royce watched his mother stare as the Matchmaker moved away. The trembling of her hands was visible even from a distance. Had the Matchmaker abused her too?

The ease with which he had molested Royce and ordered his other grandson’s exploitation solidified the impression. Pain showed in his mother’s mournful eyes. She inhaled a tremulous breath, facing the open hatch of the waiting transport with the corners of her lips turned downward.

“Please, end our suffering. I love you, my son.” She entered the hatch.

The guard entered with her, sealing them inside. Without delay, the craft departed into the fading light of an orange sunset. Why hadn’t he done anything?

Dread for his mother and brother’s well being assailed him, but he steadied his nerves by fixating on Addison’s vengeful command. He would take pleasure in murdering the Matchmaker. The man deserved it for the suffering he’d inflicted.But Royce could not spare Lisa Shim, not even for his brother’s sake. No, she had destroyed his hope for redemption when she’d joined the enemy’s service. And for that unfaithful act of treachery, she must pay the ultimate price.
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Chapter Two
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Determined to deliver retribution, Royce strode toward bio-dome number five. Far ahead of him on the promenade, his depraved grandfather and his guard entered the service elevator, ascending to the third floor. After two minutes, Royce did the same, drawing a throwing knife from his belt.

The doors opened onto a balcony above the ocean habitat. The matchmaker’s guard spun around, bringing his pulse rifle to bear. But before he fired a shot, Royce’s blade sunk into the man’s throat.

The man stumbled forward, falling dead part way into the elevator car. The surf pounded on the sand below. Heart thudding in his ears, Royce stepped over the body, inhaling the humid air that carried the scents of salt and sea creatures even through the filters of his shock suit’s helmet.

The sheer size of the bio-dome dwarfed him to insignificance. Daunted by the height of the open space, he forced one boot forward and then the other. He’d lived much of his life confined to a two by three meter mating suite.

Now, a vast body of water stretched before him. The view of the waves from up here made him dizzy. Ahead of him lay a narrow catwalk.

The Matchmaker made his way toward the other end. The crash of the surf obscured his footfalls. Royce crouched level with the railing and started across the catwalk in pursuit.

From the platform at the far end of the bio-dome, Lisa’s feminine voice raised in protest. Royce couldn’t make out the words. However, her distress gave him grim satisfaction.

Lisa’s two burly bodyguards seized her arms. As she struggled, the Matchmaker slapped her hard across the face. Then, the guards slammed her to the deck plating.

Confused, Royce crept closer. At the Matchmaker’s command, the guards stripped Lisa’s environmental suit from her body. Then, they spread her legs.

“I’ve never operated a speculum before.” The Matchmaker withdrew something from the medical kit. “But I think this is how it works.”  

The vicious man inserted the device into Lisa’s most intimate place. Yet, she didn’t make a sound. Nor did she fight, though she had argued before.

The Matchmaker thrust a long cotton swab into her body, removed it, then sealed it in a tube, placing the sample in his pocket. Only breeding stock were treated this way. Was Lisa in the program?

Rage swelled in Royce’s chest until a killing frenzy overcame his fear of death. He drew a serrated knife from the sheathe strapped to his thigh. Launching an attack on the guards, he plunged the blade into the nearest man’s side.

The other guard blasted him in the chest with an up swinging stun rifle. Royce’s shock suit absorbed the pulse, crackling with the electrical charge. He stabbed the henchman in the heart.

The Matchmaker fled, but Royce tripped him. The gut-stabbed guard stood, slamming the butt of his rifle into Royce’s helmet. Trampling Lisa underfoot, Royce slashed at the man’s neck.

Amidst a spray of blood, the guard toppled. The bio-dome resounded with a solid thud as his lifeless body hit the deck. Royce caught his breath, spotting the Matchmaker partway across the catwalk.

Facing the woman he’d intended to torture, Royce studied her naked, unmoving body. Her eyes stared, unblinking. Did she retreat into herself the way he did when bad things happened?

No, that couldn’t be right because her eyes focused on him. Yet, she lay prone in the most humiliating way. Why didn’t she react?        

He turned his boot to shove the speculum deeper. Surely that was painful, but she made no sound. Had the guards paralyzed her when they’d slammed her to the deck?

He crouched, removed the metal speculum, and stared at her bleeding body from behind the visor of his helmet. She was torn in several places. Her purity had been real.

He ground his teeth. Inexplicably incensed, he stood and threw the speculum at her. It hit her in the ribs, causing a small gash in her flesh to drip blood.

Unflinching of body, this time her eyelids twitched. Dark-rimmed glasses framed her expressive blue eyes and tears wetted the sides of her face. None of this made sense.

“I came here to kill you.” He removed his gloves and helmet. “You may not remember, but I choked the life out of you three weeks ago. I had planned to rip you to pieces, but I see someone has already done that for me.”

Her silence and incessant tears added to his uneasiness. A droplet of blood on her neck looked different. That single drop stood out amidst the arterial spray that had misted her body.

He glanced into the medical kit to find a half-drained syringe. The Matchmaker had injected her with a paralytic. Her labored breathing elicited pity, but Royce scoffed at his stupid sympathies.

“A virgin.” He shook his head. “I’d heard rumors, but I never believed that a director could be virtuous.” Scowling, he met her gaze. “That’s too bad.”

The Matchmaker’s limping gait reverberated on the catwalk grating. With an injured knee, his progress was slow. Royce picked up the speculum and grabbed a handful of swabs, making plans to extract information from the tyrant.

Royce’s solid footfalls shook the catwalk. Panting, the crippled man pulled along the railing to hurry his faltering steps. Royce savored the sport of the hunt.

“I’m not here to recapture you.” The Matchmaker gasped for breath, without looking back. “Your replacement is on his way to Outpost Juliet. If you leave now, then there will be no reprisal.”

Royce shoved the fiend forward onto his face. “The punishments awaiting you are long overdue.” He dragged the Matchmaker’s pants down past his knees.

“Please, don’t hurt me.” The reprobate trembled violently. “I was only doing my job. I’ll give you anything you want.”    

“Pain is inevitable in life.” Royce had pleaded for mercy as a child but received none. “It’s your turn.”

He thrust the speculum into the Matchmaker’s backside without regard for his screams of distress. Widening the device to the maximum, Royce thrust the swabs into the opening as far as they would go. His thirst for vengeance remained unsated.

“When did Lisa Shim join the Gold Circle?” Royce had to know the answer.

“She isn’t confederate.” Convulsing, the elderly man flailed as if bewildered. “She isn’t even an elite anymore. That opportunity has passed. She’ll never see the outside of a dungeon again.”

“Why?” Royce slammed the speculum in deeper.

The Matchmaker’s eyes rolled back in his head for four heartbeats, but then he came around. “She resists our orders. She won’t take the oath. We can’t allow her to remain free. That’s why I’m taking her to Juliet.”

“I don’t believe you.” Royce had been deceived before by this man. “How long ago did Lisa Shim betray her people and her religion for money?”

“Her philosophy cares nothing for wealth.” The Matchmaker’s teeth set on edge. “She has betrayed the greater good by disobeying me.” He adjusted his position to meet Royce’s gaze. “Fortunately for her, I require her to reproduce. My grandson bred her today. She’ll mother my successor. I’ll make sure of it myself if Cody won’t.” He grinned. “She can supply a dozen offspring over time. There’s no reason you and I can’t share in creating them.” His brows drew together. “You may have her next, just let me live.”

“You would give the great Lisa Shim to me?” Royce’s fists shook.

“I’ll ask for her return at some point.” The Matchmaker craned his neck to make eye contact. “But you may delight in her until then.”

“I came here to execute her for corruption, not to become a part of it.” Royce sensed duplicity in the old man. “You speak nothing but lies.”

“I’m giving you what I planned to take.” The devious man’s jaw set. “It’s a generous offer. Let’s keep her in the family.”

“Family?” Royce convulsed in a violent wave of revulsion. “I want nothing from you but as much restitution as I can carve from your flesh.”      

“You have no right to restitution.” The Matchmaker’s expression twisted. “I replicated you in secret to take Cody’s place in the breeding program because his mother wouldn’t let me have him, but now he’s mine and you’re free. Let me live and I will continue to conceal your illicit existence.”  

“I’m Cody Greene’s clone?” Royce struggled for breath.

“Yes.” The Matchmaker strained to rise from the grating. “That’s why the matchmaking software pared you with so many women.” He chuckled. “Genetically speaking, you’re nearly perfect.”

“I don’t look like him.” Grinding his teeth, Royce flipped the man over and pressed a knee in the middle of his chest for a straight answer.

“Yes, you do.” The Matchmaker grimaced with glassy eyes. “But you’re right. You’re better looking than my grandson. I enhanced your looks on a purely cosmetic level.” He leered at Royce. “You’ve fulfilled my every fantasy.”

Silenced by traumatic memories of past abuse, Royce used his knife to sever the sadistic man’s reproductive motivation. Screaming in agony, the evil man thrashed Royce’s chest with his fists. Undeterred, Royce cast each part into the waves below.

“Spare my life.” The emasculated man lay pale and panting on the catwalk. “I’m begging you.”

“While in NINE, I acquired something.” Royce stabbed the point of his knife into the meat of his hand until his blood dripped into the Matchmaker’s wounds. “Let’s keep it between us.”

“What are you doing?” The vile man’s chest heaved with distress.

“I have the Rot.” Royce raised up to plunge his knife into the man’s heart.

“Rotcargathogen?” The Matchmaker rolled under the railing.

Shrieking, he fell into the ocean below. Flailing to the surface, he bobbed amidst the waves. Royce stood and slammed the railing with his hands in frustration.

Against all odds, the maimed monster swam for the shore. Regardless of what he’d said about giving Lisa away, he would doubtless alert the authorities. That put Royce in a bind for time.

He stalked along the catwalk toward the genius engineer who had designed the protocol to quietly transfer resources from one colony to another. There was no disputing that Lisa Shim’s source code had placed the colonists in jeopardy. However, if she wasn’t profiting from it, then who was?

A new list of suspects formed in his mind. Lisa’s mother had the skills required, but considering her selfless, conservative leanings and her tender hearted ways, she seemed an unlikely thief. On the other hand, Lisa’s sister, Sahra, harbored ambitions and had ample opportunity to steal a copy of the protocol.

His heart sank like a rock descending to the bottom of the ocean. He had made a catastrophic miscalculation. He’d pursued the wrong Shim.

Lisa lay before him helpless and broken. As a wordless confession of his shameful guilt, he stripped the silver, shock suit from his body. Wide eyed, Lisa stared at the three, little sores oozing on his hairless groin.    

“Torturing you is all I’ve thought about since I found out Alik had died while intercepting your rover.” He held her gaze. “I was sure you were to blame.”

He reached into the medical kit, retrieved a tube of ointment, and spread the medicine on the diseased skin. Relief overpowered him. He closed his eyes and tilted his head back as his heavy breathing steadied.

Lisa’s lack of a response belied the animation in her gaze. Paralyzed by the drug, she could not yet speak. However, her ability to blink had returned and her eyes tracked his movements.

He sensed recognition in her gaze. She’d known him as an intern named Praetorius and saved his life in a smoke filled water treatment facility. He’d repaid her valor with a murder attempt, because he hadn’t believed a little thing like her could have dragged him to safety.

Royce knelt between her legs and took her cool, calloused hand in his. The feel of it surprised him since it testified of how hard she worked and witnessed of her strength. Smearing ointment on her fingers, he dragged her hand across her wounds in the hopes of easing her pain.

“The virgin director.” He adjusted his gaze from the destruction Cody had wrought between her legs toward the perfect symmetry of her small breasts. “Until today, you were chaste. That corroborates the Matchmaker’s confession. You are a slave, not a killer. I was wrong.”

He stood and strode to the storage lockers, grabbing an environmental suit. “You’ll come out of the paralytic in half an hour. Unfortunately, that randy, old goat will alert security in about eight minutes. I knew I should have cut out his liver. It was too much to ask that he’d drown.”

She blinked, and in her eyes he saw that he had become the monster he’d been hunting. He scrunched the environmental suit, stepped into the boots, pulled the tight fitting
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