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        30 years ago...

      

      

      

      “Come inside, Drac,” my mother said, her hands gripping my shoulders painfully as she urged me to turn around and go with her.

      “But I want to see!” I insisted, trying to escape her hold, desperate to go see why armed Enforcers were surrounding my friend’s house. Prana was ten years older than me and was like an older brother. We been inseparable when he was younger, him letting me tag along after him and his friends from the moment my legs would let me follow. Two years ago, when he’d enlisted in the Enforcers himself and trained as a Procurer, I thought I’d burst with pride. So why were they at his house now and what was with all the screaming and shouting.

      “I think someone is in there hurting them!” I cried. My father rushed out of the house then, picking me up and forcibly bringing me inside. My mother hurried in behind him, shutting the all of the curtains so we couldn’t see outside.

      “Hush,” my father admonished me. “We don’t want their attention over here, on you.”

      “But why?” I asked.

      A sharper scream, then, followed by silence. Tears ran down my mother's face. I went from curious to scared.

      “Did the bad guys beat them?” I asked, still not understanding.

      “Dracix, they think Prana is the bad guy. No one broke into his home.”

      I shook my head wildly. “No way! He’s an Enforcer!”

      My father turned on the news and there it was, playing on a loop. A camera hovered above the grisly scene inside Prana’s home. Three bodies laid too still, scorch marks on their clothes showing where the kill shots had landed. The words “Three dead as members of the anti-tech movement were served a warrant.”

      “Anti-tech?” I asked, confused. “But he was a Procurer! He helped bring us the tech and the scientists!”

      “They say he was a traitor, son. That he wanted to stop the Procurement and was working from within to stop it.” My father’s face looked sad and he glanced at my mother.

      “It’s not your fault,” she whispered to him, placing her smaller human hand on his. “It’s whoever betrayed them’s fault.”

      My father looked away, unable to meet her eyes. “I should have discouraged him, when he first started talking about the movement.”

      I didn’t understand how all of this could be real. The aliens that gave us their tech were glad to be rescued, weren’t they? Like my mom, who had found her mate in my father.

      “No,” I cried, the word coming out of my throat choked.

      My mother wrapped her arms around me, dropped a kiss between my emerging horns. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

      That was the day I discovered the truth about the Procurement. We weren’t salvaging anything or saving anyone. My people were pirates and the non-Ramjin, such as my mother, were trapped here with us. Neither they nor their mates were free to go anywhere, unless they aided in the Procurement. Pirates and murderers and Prana had been a brave enough warrior to try to stop them. I knew then, in my twelve-year-old heart, what I needed to do.
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      “Stamper,” my commander called out to me as I headed out to leave. “ I need to see in my office.”

      “Yes, sir!” I replied, turning to follow him.

      He ushered me inside and I was surprised to see my X.O. as well as several higher ranking officers inside. I steeled myself, knowing something was definitely up.

      “Take a seat, Stamper,” my commander said.

      “Don’t mind us,” a male I recognized as General Smash said.

      I schooled my expression, careful to keep it neutral.

      “We’re just here in case you have any questions or doubts,” the general continued.

      I took the only empty seat in the room, fully aware that it placed me in the middle of the group. “I’m all ears,” I said to the general. “It sounds like I’m about to hear something of great interest, sir.”

      He nodded, turning his steely gaze towards my C.O.

      Commander Razor’s chest puffed visibly at getting to be the one to reveal whatever it was.“As you know, we’ve had trouble for quite some time now with misguided individuals trying to interfere with Procurement. They band together in small cells which attempt to infiltrate our ranks. During one of our recent Procurement excursions, we liberated a scientist and his assistants, bringing them to the safety of our nebula where they were able to continue working on their project.” He leaned forward, steepling his fingers and locking his gaze firmly to my own. “They were working on new transporter protocols designed to eliminate the infrequent transporter malfunctions that occur in our region of space.”

      I knew what that meant. If they eliminated the unintentional backdoor we used to hack their systems, we’d not be able to redirect what was being transported. It would effectively end Procurement.

      “That sounds unfortunate,” I said carefully.

      He leaned back, looking satisfied. “Quite. You’re a smart male, I knew you’d grasp the import immediately. Of course, once here, they understood the need to assist our people and began looking for ways to close the one door while giving us another. We want you to join the Enforcer team guarding their lab. Your mother was one of the liberated, so I’m sure you’re used to even the most well-adjusted and happily mated among our refugees being a bit homesick, hmm? Use that to show them sympathy. It will help them settle in, knowing they have a sympathetic ear and in you, they will be able to see the future they can have here–career, a mate, children, the works.

      But, more importantly, we want you to make yourself attractive to any cell working to get within the facility or already there. We can’t afford this project derailed. These researchers were not the only ones working on the transporter issue, so soon, we will find ourselves locked out and our resources cut off. This means that as soon as they have a solution, we will be taking them out to test it on a Procurement run.” His grin was feral. “We intend to see if we can not only take advantage of redirecting their beam and making them think all were lost somewhere in the buffer, but highjack the system so we can send in cloaked Enforcers to Procure in a more organized manner.”

      He meant run planned raids. No more trying our luck with random research vessels or outposts being mothballed. This was bad, very, very bad. It would not take the Confederation long to figure out someone was beaming in cloaked. We’d be discovered and there’d be no chance to avoid a war.

      I tilted my head to one side as if weighing up his words. “So, I’m to let myself be recruited?”

      He smiled in glee at the general and his men. “See? I told you he was a sharp one.”

      “It means living the role of a wannabe traitor all day, every day,” the general told me.

      “Yes,” I said. “This is a scourge on our people and it needs to be stopped.”

      They took my words at face value.

      “You’ll have your orders by morning, then,” General Smash said, nodding in approval. “You’ll of course receive hazard pay for this.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “That will be all, Stamper,” Commander Razor said. “Go home and pack. You’ll be living aboard the research facility on Cloud Base Nine.”

      I stood and saluted. “Yes, sir!”

      It was only once I was home that my chest loosened. I couldn’t believe my luck. I’d spent my entire career thus far trying to show myself to be the perfect Enforcer, hoping to find an opportunity to sabotage a Procurement. Now here I was, being sent to to make myself look like an easy mark for the rebellion to recruit! I’d be in with a chance to help save us all, with a bit of luck.

      I poured a drink.

      “For Prana,” I murmured before knocking it back.

      For Prana and all of us, who are equally this regime’s victims.
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      Rico glared at the Enforcer who stood just inside our lab, next to the door.

      “It’s not enough they kidnap us and our research,” he muttered, “but keep us from even being able to go use the bathroom without permission! It’s not like there’s anywhere we can escape to! We’re on a stratospheric station with no way off. Hell, we can’t even open the bathroom door in the hall without one of them opening it for us as they’re biometric. This place is locked up tighter than Fort Knox. Fuckers.”

      I glanced over at him nervously. “Shh. They’ll hear you! We told them we’d help them, but they aren’t going to trust us if they hear you saying shit like that.”

      “Well, yeah, but I’m not so sure now that playing along was the best idea. I mean, okay, they didn’t shoot us or anything, but now we’re stuck in this fucking place.”

      One of the scientists already here when we arrived, Dr. Clara Elliot, gave him. A warning look. “It’s because it’s a secure military location. We don’t have those sat in the middle of a shopping mall or something, either. In fact, once this project wraps up, we’ll be going to our new, regular duty assignments. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “You’re looking forward to it?” Rico asked her incredulously. “To what, exactly?”

      “To getting back home to my apartment, playing with my klargt, “ she said, referencing a creature that looked like some sort of cat, “and to my students.” She sniffed. “It’s not their fault I was Procured. In fact, the whole subject of Procurement is kind of a taboo subject,” she added, lowering her voice. “They know it’s happening, but they like to pretend that we wanted to come here. That they rescued us from danger while in the midst of a Procurement operation.”

      “Well, isn’t that nice,” Rico sneered.

      Clara’s lips thinned. “Mark my words,” she snapped. “You keep acting like that and you won’t be free to live your life on your own terms here. You'll be kept locked up tight.” She stalked off.

      I didn’t like either proposition, but to be honest, Clara’s outcome seemed the best option for finding some way out of this mess. If I was free to move about, a trusted member of society, I could maybe find someone sympathetic to my plight. I fantasized about this person smuggling me offplanet. We’d manage to elude capture and hail a Confederation vessel, who would come, weapons hot, to retrieve us while making sure any pursuers were turned into so much space dust.

      I also understood where she was coming from, about the rank and file civilians. From her and the others who had been here for some time already, I knew this Procurement business had been going on for nearly as long as Confederation members had been within proximity to this nebula the Ramjin hid within. The military regime in charge had instituted it and crushed anyone who opposed it. The concessions made to keep things running smoothly without open rebellion was letting Procured beings join the general populace as citizens, once they’d proven themselves trustworthy.

      So, basically my choices were, refuse to work and live in a cell until they decided to get rid of me; work for them but show how much I hated their guts and end up living my life out in a series of facilities like this one; or work for them and get to go live as free as any Ramjin, who were also subject to conscription for participation on projects such as this as their expertise applied. I had decided to go for the third option, so I could seek out an underground or at the very least, a sympathetic person with the resources needed to get out of here.

      The door to the hall opened and a new Ramjin I’d never seen before came in. Like the rest of them, he wore no shirt so his physique was fully on show. Unlike the ones I’d seen thus far, though, this one’s features appeared much more human. His eyes were a dark human brown and he had a soft growth of hair on his hair that was quite unlike the short, wiry hair the other Ramjin I’d seen had. Theirs had all reminded of me of the short wiry hair of certain breeds of terriers or goats. He also had some sexy beard stubble going on, making my mouth go dry at the sight of him.

      Wait, what? No! He was one of the guards. Ugh! I was not going to allow myself to go full Stockholm Syndrome here, like some of the other scientists here. They’d married some of the Ramjin, even had kids. They’d given up on getting out of here and stopping these assholes. Besides, even if I did decide to make friends with one- friends without benefits- it wouldn’t be with an Enforcer. These guys were part of the machine that kept the status quo going. Enforcers just like him Procured me and my team while we beamed over from our vessel to the Confederation ship we were supposed to test our new system on.

      These guys had cloaked ships that could fool our sensors and tech that grabbed us right from the transporter buffers, making it look like a fatal error had occurred. Right now some poor schmucks were probably tearing apart the transporter unit trying to diagnose the problem once they realized our patterns were irretrievable. Ironically, our new system was supposed to help lock in our patterns, putting in a redundancy. A redundancy that it turns out, closed the way in they used to steal us.

      “It’s time for their meal,” this new Ramjin said to our guard, Sergeant Gnasher . “I’m here to help you escort them to the mess hall.”

      “They’ve been hard at work all morning,” Gnasher informed him. “I’m starving just from watching them.”

      The two guards chuckled at his quip.

      The new guard called out,“Okay, listen up. I’m Sergeant Stamper, and I’ll be joining this rotation. Please put away whatever it is you are doing and accompany us to your meal.”

      “That one was going on about the bathroom,” Gnasher said, sending a chill down my spine. He’d no doubt heard every word! A glance at Rico showed he’d come to the same conclusion as his face had paled.

      Rico licked his lips. “Uh, yeah, I’ve been desperate.”

      Stamper nodded. “Okay, we’ll stop along the way. It’d be best to have relived yourselves and cleaned your hands before eating, anyway.”

      Rico nodded. “Yes. More hygienic.”

      I just hoped he remembered this and didn’t speak out of turn in their presence again. He was a good guy, I’d hate to see anything happen to him.
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      The scientists working to ‘fix’ the problem at hand (caused by some of them having already corrected the weakness that we exploited to affect the ‘transporter accidents’ that made the Procurement possible) were a disparate bunch. They were all Procured, the senior among them having been here nearly as long as my own mother.

      The newest among them, the ones whose actions were the instigation for this project, were still going through the phases of anger, grief, and resignation. One in particular, Rico, I needed to keep a close eye on as he was combative. If he wasn’t careful, he’d be mind-wiped and sent to a facility for retraining. They’d teach him to walk, speak, and eat again, then how to do simple tasks that would enable him to work a simple, low-level job. He’d be dropped off for work by an Enforcer from the facility and then picked back up again. Except for work, he’d never leave that facility again. It was yet another black mark against my leaders.

      “So, what’s your name?” asked one of the scientists.

      I thought of the dossiers I’d been given about the group. Paul York, I recalled, the head assistant to the scientist we’d failed to Procure. I inwardly winced, knowing whoever had been on that raid would not have had an easy time of it once that fact became known.

      “You’re new. I’d have remembered seeing you before. You look different than
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