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 Chapter One

 


Duncan Shea hunched deeper into his
coat as the rain pounded down, soaking both him and the woods
around him. A flash of violet lightning briefly lit up the dripping
branches overhead, and he cursed under his breath.

“Goddamn it,” one of the
other watchmen muttered, turtling into his own many-times-patched
jacket. “Storm’s gettin’ bad. Maybe we should head back to
camp.”

“Fuck that,” the captain,
a rawboned man named Tim Simcoe, said sourly. “Black Jack wants
that damned power cell back, so we’re bringin’ it back.” He
adjusted his battered sheriff’s hat, letting the water drip off the
brim. “How far are they, Shea?”

“An hour, maybe less,”
Duncan said. As the group’s main tracker, it was clear to him that
the raiders were ambling along after their sneak attack on
Sheltering Rock that morning. Either they had a wounded man, or
they didn’t know the New Black Watch was on their tail.

In the aftermath of the various
disasters that had turned Earth into a dying wasteland, central
governments had all but disappeared. Ruthless outlaw bands had free
rein outside the few remaining cities, attacking refugee camps and
struggling settlements at will. To fill the gap left by police and
military, local militia groups had been formed and sold their
protection services to those who desperately needed them. The New
Black Watch was one of those groups, founded by a retired US Army
colonel named John “Black Jack” Fitzroy and named after the famed
regiment that had patrolled the Scottish Highlands in the
1700s.

Sheltering Rock was one of the refugee
camps that paid the NBW for protection, and its watchmen patrolled
the camp and perimeter daily. That day the bulk of the watchmen had
been called away to break up a fight between two extended families
over a hutch of rabbits. While they were busy dealing with the
arguing clans, someone had crept into the camp and made their way
to the scavenged solar collector that ran the camp’s only water
purifier. The two watchmen on guard had been killed and the small
power cell at the heart of the solar collector stolen. Without it,
the collector couldn’t run the cobbled-together purifier, leaving
camp residents at the mercy of polluted streams and water-borne
diseases such as typhoid.

Contacted by the frightened, furious
camp leaders, Fitzroy had ordered ten watchmen headed by Simcoe to
track down the raiders and get the power cell back. Every man in
the group knew Simcoe’s reputation; like Fitzroy, he was an
experienced soldier from when there were still such things. Unlike
Fitzroy, however, he enjoyed killing. His presence on the search
team guaranteed that few, if any, of the outlaws would remain alive
after the watchmen caught up with them. It would send a useful
message to the raider bands that nobody killed New Black Watch men
and got away with it.

Simcoe walked just behind Duncan now,
deftly moving through the forest like one of the creatures born to
it. With an effort Duncan blocked out his presence, focusing on the
trail.

He stopped, holding up a fist as he
stared at the moist leaf litter ahead of him. The disturbances
stood out to him like road signs. For some reason the raiders had
paused in a narrow gap between a stand of maples, scuffing the
humus there.

“They stopped here, boss,”
he said quietly over his shoulder.

Simcoe moved to his side. Glancing
around the leafed area, the captain hawked and spat. “Prolly takin’
a piss.”

“Don’t look like it.”
Under Duncan’s damp jacket collar the hairs on his nape prickled.
“I don’t like this, boss. Doesn’t feel right.”

Simcoe’s pale blue eyes were cold, but
he nodded. “Up high.”

Two men broke off from the group and
headed for a pair of trees, shimmying up them to reconnoiter from
above. Duncan, Simcoe, and the rest of the men waited in the rain
until they climbed back down, shaking more water from their coats.
“Nothin’ up high, boss,” one of them reported. “Trail’s
clear.”

The captain nodded. “All right. Where
we goin’, Shea?”

The prickly sensation at the back of
his neck was still there, but he pointed towards a pair of leaning
maples on the far edge of the gap. “Through there.”

“You heard the man. Get
movin’.” He grabbed Duncan’s coat sleeve, halting him as the patrol
started shuffling forward. “You wait.”

Duncan grimaced. He’d butted heads
with Simcoe before, usually over valuables or women. Simcoe’s
attitude was that a watchman was due a little treat now and then
for putting his life on the line for a bunch of refugees. If that
treat belonged to someone else or said no, well, it was a harsh old
world.

“You trying to slow us
down, Shea?” Simcoe grinned unpleasantly, showing teeth that were
yellow as the maple leaves on the forest floor. “Maybe you took a
little money, huh? Someone tell you to drag us down?”

Duncan bristled. “No, boss.
I—”

The world roared white. A shocking
blast of heat rolled over him like the breath of the devil, shoving
him backward and smacking his head into something hard. Everything
faded for a bit.

When it finally came back, Duncan
found himself staring up at dripping green leaves. Sprawled over
him was Simcoe, blue eyes bulging and sightless.

He shoved the dead man off to the side
with a grunt. The movement sent shards of pain stabbing into his
head and back. After a moment he decided his ribs weren’t broken,
just bruised. As for his head, the back of it hurt like a
sonofabitch but it didn’t seem to be cracked.

Huffing hard, he struggled to sit up
and wished he hadn’t. When the world finally settled down, he
realized the small gap in the trees had been replaced by a small
crater, a thin thread of smoke drifting up through the rain. Dead
watchmen, both whole and in parts, littered the area like swatted
flies.

He looked at Simcoe’s back and quickly
turned away, gagging. The captain’s coat, shirt, and trousers had
been shredded by the blast, the skin underneath turned into charred
bloody meat. The back of his head was … spongy.

That was the last straw. Duncan puked
up his breakfast onto the dead leaves.

It took a few minutes to
get his stomach under control and even more to struggle to his
feet, his body aching from the effort. From his new vantage point
he could see that the blast site was relatively small. Only a
couple of trees had been knocked over into their neighbors, and the
few smoldering spots were already out. The bomb had been
well-planned, just strong enough to take out a group of men on
foot. A vague memory of something his grandpa had once mentioned
came to him. IED. Improvised explosive
device.

The splotches of blood on his jacket
turned out to be Simcoe’s; the mud was courtesy of the forest
floor. Apart from the aching head and creaking ribs he was unhurt.
Simcoe’s suspicious dickery had saved Duncan’s life, first by
stopping him from walking into that booby-trapped clearing, then by
shielding him from the explosion.

His fists clenched. He
fucking hated being beholden to that asshole, but he was, and to
the rest of the watchmen as well. Fitzroy had been fond of telling
them all that the New Black Watch were brothers in arms. Some of
the fallen had been, if not friends, then comrades Duncan could
trust. They
needed to be buried, but that would have to wait.
First, I’m gonna find those cock-knocking
bastards and make them pay.

Turning, he almost tripped over
Simcoe’s battered old sheriff hat. It had been blown clean off by
the explosion. Gingerly, he picked up it and studied the interior.
When he was sure it wasn’t full of brains and bits of skull, he
beat it against his thigh to knock off some wet leaves and put it
on.

It fit just fine.
Well, hell, dead men don’t need hats.

With a final grim nod to Simcoe and
the others, he set off on the trail again. Overhead, the rain
continued to pour.

****

Two hours later, things had gone
straight to hell. The trail had led directly west from Sheltering
Rock, deeper into the mountains. Duncan had followed it
tenaciously, ignoring the headache banging away between his temples
and the aches in his back. The trail had stopped dead in the middle
of another small clearing. If he didn’t know better, he would’ve
sworn the entire outlaw band had disappeared into thin
air.

As if that wasn’t enough, the storm
had gone from bad to ferocious, whipping the treetops overhead into
an orchestra of loud creaks and ominous cracks. He’d already dodged
a couple of falling branches, and didn’t like the chances of
Simcoe’s hat protecting him from a direct hit.

Time to hole up and wait
this damn thing out. With grim efficiency
he started hunting for an overhang or even a cave, anything that
could provide shelter. Off in the distance there was another rumble
of thunder.

It got louder, a constant growl in the
sodden sky. After a puzzled moment Duncan realized it was the sound
of an engine.

Suddenly the outlaws’ disappearance
made sense.

He cut through the trees as quickly as
he could, ignoring the complaints of his aching muscles as he
followed the rumble. The trees abruptly opened into a proper
mountain meadow. In it, a sleek-looking grey craft with a
complicated golden glyph on the side was landing on the soggy
grass, blowing it flat with its engines.

Panting, he stayed behind
a thick elm as he studied the ship. Alphans? Why the hell would they be helping
outlaws?

Everyone knew about the alien race of
gold-skinned, horned warriors who came from Planet Alpha. In
desperate need of fertile females to replenish their population, a
number of lucky Earth females had already been claimed by the
golden aliens as part of the Alphan treaty with Earth.

If they’re even Alphans. I
mean, what the hell would an Alphan shuttle be doing out here in
the ass end of nowhere? The ship could
hold the number of outlaws he’d estimated from the trail, but just
barely. If it was in cahoots with them, it was much more likely
that it was being piloted by Xyrans, another humanoid race that had
reached Earth shortly after the Alphans’ arrival., Unlike the big
gold aliens, however, the Xyrans were far more interested in sex
slaves than mates and had been known to prowl Earth’s poorer areas
in search of new stock.

Duncan grimaced, wiping mud and
spattered rain off his face. From what he’d heard from other
watchmen and camp gossip, Xyrans were mean bastards who weren’t too
fussy about the gender of their acquisitions. While he’d slept with
men occasionally and enjoyed it, he had no intention of becoming
the fuck toy of some sadistic alien asshole. Squinting, he tried to
spot any sort of carbon scoring or damage that would indicate the
craft had been captured by the color-changing aliens. A bolt of
lightning revealed clean lines and intact hull plating.

Either they’re Xyran
slavers, or they’re seriously lost Alphans. In any case I’m
outgunned. Another flash of lightning
directly overhead reminded him of his immediate problem. He turned
to head back into the trees.

“Human, do you require
assistance?”

He froze. The voice, loud and booming
over the hiss of the rain, obviously came from the ship.

“This is an Alphan craft,”
the voice continued. “We mean you no harm. If you are in need of
shelter or other aid, please approach.”

As if on cue, a heavy
branch crashed down behind him. Staying in the woods wasn’t an
option, not if he wanted to get out alive. If I get turned into a sex slave, Simcoe, I’m coming after
you when I die and I’m gonna beat the shit out of you.

Holding both hands up and hoping the
aliens knew it meant “don’t shoot,” Duncan trudged towards the
ship.

****

The tall, lean Xyran leaned over the
pilot’s seat, scowling at the short-range scanner. It was bad
enough that the severe weather had forced them to make an unplanned
landing in the middle of a mission, but to do something as idiotic
as this—

“Is there a particular
reason why you chose to announce our presence to a human, Taric?”
he asked.

“Simple courtesy, Zhan,”
the Alphan warrior said crisply as he slid into the pilot’s seat,
waving a hand over a control. One of the dash screens cleared,
showing a soaked, hunched-over figure huddling at the craft’s
airlock. “This weather is dangerous, even for them.”

“It’s their planet and
their weather,” Zhan pointed out, glancing through the front
viewport at the sky. The color was rather nice, reminding him of a
pleasant spring day on his home world, but such infernal, ceaseless
water belching from the clouds was utterly wrong. “And I fail to
see how it is any of our business.”

“The scanner showed hot
spots along the back of his skull and torso,” Taric said patiently.
“He may be wounded. If he remains out there for much longer, he
could die.”

“Ah, and you wish to grant
him a quick death.” Zhan pulled one of his knives, flipping it.
“Very well. Give me a few moments.”

His mate twisted, glaring at him.
“Absolutely not. We will bring him on board and treat his
injuries.”

“What?” Zhan goggled at
the Alphan he so inexplicably loved. “Now? Have you lost your senses? Let
him die out there!”

“Alpha has a treaty with
the humans,” Taric said firmly, standing up and pushing past him.
“Which means I have a duty to render aid.”

Chaos save us from damned
thickheaded Alphans and their slavish devotion to duty.
“And how are you going to explain my presence on
board?” Zhan demanded, following him to the airlock.

Taric shrugged. “I will tell him you
are my prisoner.”

“That makes no sense,
unless you intend to bind me somehow.”

“I could always put you in
force cuffs.”

“I would like to see you
try.”

The Alphan flashed him a particularly
annoying grin. “Very well. You are a Xyran informant in my
employ.”

Informants were the scum that greased
the never-ending tribal battles on Xyran. Zhan fought down a
sudden, sweet urge to stab his golden-skinned mate. “And that is
better how?”

“No force cuffs, my love,”
Taric said cheerfully, tapping the controls for the
airlock.

****

Duncan stepped back as the airlock
hatch rose, revealing a huge golden Alphan warrior in a black
uniform. A brief memory flickered across his mind, an afternoon
with a tall, broadly built watchman who had tumbled him laughing
into a bed of leaves before fucking him senseless. The sex had left
him with a distinct appreciation for men built on the alien’s
scale.

“Greetings, human,” the
Alphan said, golden eyes staring at him curiously. “Are you in need
of aid?”

The low, rumbling voice knocked him
out of the memory. “Uh, yeah. I mean, yessir,” Duncan said,
wondering if he should salute or what. “Name’s Duncan Shea. I’m a
junior watchman with the New Black Watch.” He showed his right arm,
where a band of green and blue tartan had been clumsily sewn. At
the alien’s puzzled look he added, “It’s a guard unit. We were
tracking some thieves when we got ambushed about five klicks from
here.”

The alien glanced at the woods behind
him. “You are alone?”

Duncan grimaced. “My men
are dead. Bastards planted some kind of mine in the woods.”
Like an alien’s gonna know what a mine is.
“You step on it, it blows up,” he clarified. “You
heard anything about that, sir?”

The Alphan’s eyebrows rose. “About …
mines?”

“Or thieves, sir. Local
ones.”

The alien shook his head. “I know
nothing about local criminals, Junior Watchman Shea. Nor do I know
anything about human explosive devices.”

Duncan sagged. Even if the Alphan was
lying, there was
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