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      “Psst! Zori!”

      Zori tilted her head slightly to the side and glanced at her friend from the corner of her eye.

      “Don’t look now, but he’s back. And he’s watching you,” Priss barely whispered. Like her, the woman kept her head down and pretended they weren’t aware of the Jekmeeran’s presence.

      “How do you know it’s him?”

      “Because I recognize the doodles on his face.”

      Zori grimaced. The marks on every Jekmeeran’s face were as individualized and distinctive as fingerprints. If Priss said it was him, it probably was. She fought the urge to check to be sure. “He’s watching us, not just me,” she suggested.

      “No, girl. He’s focused on you. If you don’t believe me, move away and see if he doesn’t follow you.”

      Zori inwardly groaned. The woman would continue to insist until she agreed with her. Might as well prove her wrong now and get it over with.

      Adjusting the bag on her hip, she walked to the end of the row, a goodly distance from where she’d been, and helped herself to a handful of water from the spigot there before returning to her station. Furtive checks proved her friend was right. It was the same guy, and the alien was staring right at her, damn it. What have I done to deserve his scrutiny? She tried to hide her sudden nervousness as she returned to her spot and resumed her work.

      “Do you think he suspects something?” Priss wondered.

      “If he suspected anything, we would’ve been hauled in front of a questioning committee before now,” Zori told her.

      “You’re probably right.”

      “You know I am. Now keep looking busy.”

      Her friend didn’t reply but kept her attention focused on the crop beds.

      After a while, Zori straightened up and tried to work the kinks out of her back. Overhead, the giant geodesic dome revealed a crystalline sky. Its transparent panels magnified the rays of this planet’s pale blue sun enough to where the crops were given the heat and light they needed to flourish.

      She swiped at the stray hairs that had come loose from her untidy bun with the back of her wrist. The sweat made the hairs stick to her face, both tickling and irritating her. Turning around, she glanced up to see the Jekmeeran still standing on the short balcony that overlooked the fields where many of them were working. For a split second their eyes met, when he appeared to receive a message, as he placed a hand to his ear. He said something, turned, and left.

      Zori would swear she heard everyone breathe a sigh of relief after his departure.

      The horn blew, letting them know their shift was over. Zori wearily trudged toward the gates where the lifts would take them down to their level in the underground bunkers. The slave level, as everyone but the Jekmeerans called it. Their masters referred to it as the subordinates’ quarters.

      After a quick wash-up to remove the soil from their hands, they went into the giant mess hall where they were served their second meal of the day. Tonight it was porbash and rice. The Jekmeeran porbash was for those whose stomachs could tolerate the aliens’ dish. The rice was for those who couldn’t. Luckily for her, she was able to eat both.

      Taking her bowl with her, she found where her friends were gathered and joined them on the floor. No one spoke as they shoveled food into their mouths, eating as quickly as possible. They were limited to the amount of time they had for dinner. After which they’d be confined to their bunkroom until the next morning when they’d be given their morning meal and taken back out into the fields.

      That was the way it had been for the last four years, ever since the Jekmeeran kidnapped them from their planet. At least they thought it was four years ago. Sylvon kept a record of how many days passed by laying out plant slivers underneath his bedding. At the end of the calendar month, he put down a dried twig and started afresh with the slivers. At the closing of a year, he removed the twigs, used a leaf to represent it, and the whole cycle would begin again.

      “Anyone want the rest of my porbash?” Alexis asked, holding out his bowl. “I think I’m coming down with something. It tastes like shit.”

      “You’re fine. It always tastes like shit,” Porter countered, earning a few snickers from the others. “But it’ll keep my belly from growling until morning.” He scraped the last of the contents from Alexis’ bowl into his.

      Hersham came over and sat among them. He resumed eating, speaking between bites. “There’s a meeting tonight. Right after lights out. Over by Vassillin’s bed.” He spoke in hushed tones because they were certain their captors had the place bugged. “Don’t forget your drinks,” he added.

      The lights flickered, letting them know mealtime was over and they needed to go to bed. There was no down time, other than their meals. Conversation was sparse, and commingling was frowned upon. Everyone knew the Jekmeer were aware of them gathering in small groups to talk, but unless someone lashed out, and an argument ensued, the aliens turned a blind eye to their community bonding.

      Zori followed Priss down the hallway to the large room where their pallets were located. She was almost to the door when a large figure grabbed her and pulled her to the side. Rough hands seized her arms, and a mouth came down to take hers. She permitted it until she determined enough was enough.

      “You’re hurting me, Aldin.”

      “I’ve missed you,” he muttered, sinking his nose into her neck. He made no pretense that he wanted her as his hands cupped her breasts to squeeze them. Jutting his hips forward, he prodded her belly with an erection that tented his pants.

      “You didn’t miss me. You missed my body,” she argued.

      “You. Your body. Same thing,” he said, and reached down to shove his hand between her legs.

      “Aldin, I’m tired.”

      “You’re always tired. I just want a quickie. That’s all I need.” He glanced behind them. “We can slip into the bathroom real quick like—”

      “Aldin, no.” She managed to push him away. Slipping under his arm, she hurried into her room and hoped he wouldn’t follow. Fortunately, Priss witnessed the incident and quickly came to her aid.

      “Asshole doesn’t know the definition of ‘no,’” the young woman hissed, giving her arm a tug. “Come on. I’ll stick with you.”

      Zori smiled. She knew she could rely on her friend. Priss was tall and gangly-looking. She would have made a great basketball player if they were back on Earth.

      “Did you hear about the meeting?” Priss continued.

      Zori nodded. “You going?”

      “I might need to in case Assdin decides to make an appearance.”

      Hearing the derogatory re-make of the man’s name made her snicker. “I’d appreciate the bodyguard treatment.”

      “Then it’s a done deal.”

      They entered their sleeping quarters. No sooner were they headed for their respective pallets than the overhead lights went out, throwing them in absolute darkness. Seconds later, the pale blue lights running along the bottom edge between the floor and walls illuminated their shadows inside.

      “We need drinks,” Zori mentioned.

      “I’ll get them. Stay here. No sense in both of us fighting the crowd,” Priss responded, and left.

      After Priss secured them both a mug of water from the trough, they made their way from memory over to the far end of the room where Vassillin’s mat was located. A dozen or so people were already gathered, sitting or squatting around the man.

      “Look. I have to make this brief. Word is something’s going on with the Jeks. No one knows what, exactly, but we believe they could be about to take off for another planet,” he informed them.

      “To take on more prisoners?” someone inquired. Zori was unable to tell who it was. Her eyes had yet to adjust to the darkness.

      “Maybe. Maybe not,” Vassillin admitted. “But it’s believed they may be leaving a few of their own behind here.”

      “Why?” someone else whispered.

      The man shrugged. “Who knows how these aliens think? But if they do, that means the planet they’re going to has to be habitable, and the people they intend to kidnap could be humanoid, or at least compatible with us. Which means if we’re going to make the attempt to escape, we have to do it as soon as possible.”

      “The mothership doesn’t land,” Priss spoke up. “They use the smaller crafts to travel between it and the planet.”

      Vassillin nodded. “We know that. Which means we’ll have to commandeer one in order to escape.”

      “Commandeer one of the transport ships?” someone inquired.

      “Or several, if we can. Hopefully if we coordinate this altogether, they can’t come after all of us. Which gives us hope some of us can escape.”

      “How are we going to do that?” a voice Zori recognized as Dollan’s questioned.

      “We have a plan,” the man admitted, and held up a hand. “Don’t ask me what it is. Even I don’t know what all’s involved. But, like I said, the plan is to try and commandeer as many shuttles as possible so we can take as many of us as possible off this planet and out of the clutches of the Jekmeer.”

      “Is there anything more you can share with us?” Dollan asked.

      “How will we know when we can make a break for it and head for the shuttle bay?” Hersham queried.

      Vassillin shrugged. “I don’t know. Guess we’ll have to keep our eyes and ears peeled for the signal.”

      “Which will be?” Zori pressed.

      They were given another shrug. “Your guess is as good as mine.”
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      Hegeth Arns was waiting for him when he arrived. The man didn’t check behind him to see who entered his office. It was an impressive display of bravery.

      “Do not bother to sit,” the Hegeth ordered. “This will not take long.” The Jekmeeran finally turned around and eyed him. “You are looking fit, Perd.”

      “I am feeling fit, Hegeth. Thank you for your observation.” Ond kept it short and simple. His commander would reveal his reason for calling him in on his own time. In the meantime, he had to remain silent and patient as he waited for the man to continue.

      Eventually, Arns left the window where he’d also been watching the workers and made his way to his chair. After hitting a few buttons on the large arm console, a holographic image of a planet with three satellite moons appeared in the middle of the room.

      “Do you recognize it?”

      Ond made a negative gesture. “I could guess, but I could be wrong.”

      “Guess anyway.”

      Peering closely at the mostly brown orb, he then checked the star patterns around it. Most notably the giant white sun. “My guess is that it could be in the Vornast System.”

      “It is in the Vornast System. Very good eye, Perd!”

      That made two compliments in a very short amount of time. Something was up. Something that the Hegeth believed he wouldn’t like, so the man was trying to soften the blow. Instead, it steeled something inside of him, and Ond clasped his hands behind his back to await the outcome.

      “What do you know of the Vornast System?” Arns inquired.

      “Only that it is habitable. It also has a sentient population, although they are not advanced. They lack space travel.”

      Arns made an agreeable sound. His collders moved slowly about his face, and Ond felt his tension ease up. If the man had been planning something antagonistic against him, those marks would be agitated.

      “Precisely why we are preparing to acquire a settlement there,” the Hegeth remarked.

      Acquire a settlement? That told Ond right there that the planet was targeted to be conquered. It was then he believed he knew why he’d been called in. Arns confirmed it with his next remark.

      “The high command has decided to bring that fifth planet under our jurisdiction. I need someone I trust to lead the convoy and assimilate the populace under our authority.” Arns stared directly at him. “I give that power to you, Vergil Perd. You will be assuming command of six of our war cruisers.” The Hegeth gave him an amused look. “Unless you feel you need more.”

      “No, Hegeth. Six is more than enough,” Ond assured him. He started to say that he could accomplish his task with less than six, but stopped short of verbalizing it. Something could happen that he’d be unprepared for, and need all the extra fire power. “Hegeth, if I may?”

      “Go ahead. What is it you want to ask me?”

      “How long do I have to establish order and confinement of the populace?”

      “However long it takes, Vergil. But be aware that any conflicts that extend beyond what most of us would consider to be a reasonable amount of time will be frowned upon. And, inasmuch, your position would come under scrutiny.”

      “I understand. Thank you.” In short, do it as quickly as possible, or else someone would be brought in to take his place. There would also be a demotion included in the decision, and he’d worked too hard to rise to his current status to endanger it.

      “You’ll leave three days from now,” the Hegeth continued, answering one of Ond’s unspoken questions. “Oh. And one more thing.” The commander’s voice had taken on a different tone. Ond tensed.

      “It has been noted to me that you have not availed yourself of any of the compatible females. Is none of them to your liking?”

      His thoughts went immediately to the one with hair the color of a Jekmeeran sunset. “I planned to…in time.”

      “You do understand, do you not, that a soldier who has a body to keep him satisfied and warm at night is a stronger fighter. A more focused fighter. And in the long run, a healthier fighter.”

      “I am aware of that, my Hegeth. Has my lack of having a body to pleasure me and relieve my tensions affected my abilities?”

      “So far? No. But the plan to adjust the denizens of the Vornast planet will not be an easy job.” Arns got a strange look on his face. “Are you aware of the people on that world?”

      “No, I am not.”

      “They may be Jekmeeroid in appearance, but they are not…physically compatible to us. Not like the Terrans.”

      Ond made a sign of understanding. He had an idea of where this conversation was going, but again he waited for the man to make his point.

      The Hegeth ran his palm over his scalp. His collders relaxed further. “We expect this mission to last several months. And if it is as successful as we hope it will be, your position could be elevated, and you might be given command of the new post for the next few years. You will be under a lot of pressure, both physically and mentally. Which brings me back to my concern about you having an outlet.” He eyed Ond. “We are not without compassion, Vergil Perd. Your safety and wellbeing is a priority with us.”

      “For which I am grateful.”

      “Therefore, since the creatures on Vornast are not capable of providing for your needs, we have decided to allow you to take a Terran of your choice with you when you leave.”

      Although he’d suspected something like this, hearing it still surprised him, and Ond didn’t make any attempt to hide it. “Your generosity is most welcome.”

      The Hegeth waved a hand at him. “Might I include a word of wisdom at this point, Perd?”

      “Please do.”

      “I strongly urge you to bind with your woman of choice.”

      Ond immediately knew why before the commander voiced it.

      “Doing so will prevent any of the others under your jurisdiction from claiming her. Plus she will be well-insulated, since any attacks on her will be construed as an attack on your person, and those who try will be harshly dealt with.”

      “I understand, and I agree.”

      “Good. I also suggest you bind with her as soon as possible, so that your possession of her is well-established before you leave.”

      “I will, my Hegeth.”

      Arns studied him. “You do not have any objections to binding with the Terran woman?”

      “No, my Hegeth. I know at some point everyone must be willing to make sacrifices for the greater good.”

      The man appeared amused. “By your ready acceptance, I am assuming you already have someone in mind?”

      Ond didn’t try to hide the pleased expression rising to his face, or make any attempt to dampen the happy undulations of his collders. “Yes, I do, my Hegeth. I know who I choose. Should I inform her myself? Or do you prefer to have someone else inform her of my decision?”

      “Inform her yourself. After all, you will need to introduce yourself to her soon before you take her.” Arns closed the link on the chair, and the holographic image vanished. “The sooner it is done, the sooner you can focus your attention on your departure and forthcoming possession of the planet. We will remain in close contact.”

      Close contact. Meaning, the Hegeth would be receiving testimonials from those men placed under Ond’s command, as well as from Ond himself. Arns would not be solely reliant on Ond’s word. He’d also need to know what Ond’s men had to report about the mission. To see if the two sides corroborated each other.

      It was procedure.

      “I will inform her now,” Ond promised. “As soon as I leave here, I will have her brought to me.”

      “Good. I am happy to learn you are not objecting to our decision.”

      “Is there anything else?”

      “Not at the moment. If something comes up, I will confer with you. Otherwise…” The Hegeth turned his back on Ond, signaling that their conversation was ended.

      Ond quickly left the office to head for his own. On his way there, he snagged Turbee Miro in the passageway. “I have an assignment for you.”

      “I am on my way to deliver a message for Ogsee Siv. What is your request? I will fulfill it as soon as I have informed the Ogsee.”

      “Go down to the subordinates’ quarters. Find the Terran named Zori VanTeagun. You cannot mistake her. She has long red hair. When you do, bring her to my station.”

      The Turbee gave a sign of obeisance. “I shall return shortly,” the man promised, and hurried away.

      Ond finally allowed himself to smile. What had started out as a perilous day was turning out to be one with unexpected rewards.

      He was to be paired, and for the first time in his life, he was neither frightened nor repulsed by the thought.
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      With the brief meeting over, everyone was disbursing to their beds when the lights inside the room came on. Several people groaned and covered their eyes against the sudden bright glare, as did Zori. No one moved for fear of what might come next.

      “Is there a Zori VanTeagun here?” a voice boomed.

      She remained frozen in place, along with the others, and focused on the form standing in the doorway. It was a big Jekmeeran, but aren’t they all? she silently noted. She didn’t recognize the tattoo-like markings on his face, which probably meant he wasn’t a man of importance.

      “Zori VanTeagun!”

      A couple of people turned to look at her, but no one spoke.

      “Once more! And for the last time! Is there a Zori VanTeagun here?”

      If no one spoke, giving the Jekmeeran the impression she wasn’t present, and the alien later found out she was, it could bring serious consequences down on them all.

      Trembling, she raised a hand. “I’m Zori VanTeagun.”

      The Jekmeeran glared in anger as he motioned to her. “Come with me.”

      She saw relief and silent thanks in the eyes of those she passed when she followed the alien out the door. He was waiting for her in the corridor when she caught up to him. The anger seemed to have dissipated, only to be replaced with curiosity. He didn’t make any attempt to hide his interest in her.

      “You are one of the more attractive servants,” he remarked.

      Bowing her head, she avoided making eye contact with him. The Jekmeer were known to take slave women without their consent, and saw no reason to treat them with anything that remotely resembled respect.

      “But since the Vergil requested you by name, I will hold off for now,” the alien commented.

      Requested her by name? She immediately knew who he was talking about, and her nervousness increased. Her first question to herself was why he was having her brought to him, but the answer was plain and simple. He was going to have his way with her. Take her as one of his playthings. Use her until he grew tired of her, then throw her back into the slaves’ quarters.

      She tried to steel herself for the inevitable. Somehow she knew this day would come. The Jekmeeran had been watching her, studying her for far too long.

      At the end of the corridor was the lift that ascended to the upper sections of the tall building that was connected to the dome. Only someone who the computer recognized could make the car go to those levels.

      Once they were inside, the pneumatic tube took them upward. Since the Jekmeeran hadn’t spoken any commands, she wondered how the lift knew where to take them. Even after so many years, most of the aliens’ technology remained a mystery to her kind.

      The lift slowed, finally stopping, and the single door parted. Zori saw several Jekmeeran pass by as they made their way down the corridor. Some were talking, laughing. Others had an intense expression on their faces that made her believe they were on some sort of errand. Like the others she’d seen, they all wore semi-transparent garments that didn’t hide or disguise their bodies. She and the other Terrans often referred to them as cellophane uniforms. The only difference being the colors and patterns displayed on the surface. But underneath it and through it…

      She glanced at her escort. He wore a dark green uniform. Another quick check revealed his genitals. Jekmeeran males’ penises looked like squid—tapered at the end with short little tentacles, and with wing-like flaps near the base. A sexually excited male’s erection stood rigid and parallel to the floor, its tentacles waving…

      Like this one’s did.

      She tore her eyes away from the sight and tried to keep herself facing forward. She wouldn’t scream. She refused to cower in any way in front of him. She’d do nothing but show her bravest face. There was no way she could overpower him, although she’d do her best to fight him. He probably anticipated her resistance. She wouldn’t be surprised if they found it amusing. Or, in some perverted way, got off on it.

      No, this was a power thing for them, as well as a pleasure. That, and a way to show dominance. To humiliate and frighten the women because they could.

      It was her and all the other Terran women’s way of life now. A battle for life. And the only way to come out victorious in this battle was to survive no matter what they had to endure to do so.

      The Jekmeeran stopped in front of a door. There was second or two for the computer to recognize him before it opened. The alien stepped away, indicating she was to enter ahead of him.

      Zori walked into what appeared to be very luxurious surroundings. The mostly off-white room was bathed in sunlight. Directly in front of her, another Jekmeeran stood in front of a large window, his back to her as he stared out. In the background she could see the geodesic dome.

      “Did he touch you?”

      She started but didn’t answer.

      The alien turned around to stare at her. “Did he touch you?” he repeated in a deep, almost threatening tone.

      “No.” Was it her imagination, or did the alien behind her sigh in relief?

      The one at the window slowly turned around but remained where he stood. Zori heard the door close behind her, and an odd sense of relief also washed through her. At least what was about to happen wasn’t going to be available for public viewing.

      The Jekmeeran continued to stare at her, then, to her surprise, motioned toward one of the low stools. “Sit.”

      At first, she wanted to snap back with some sarcastic comment like she didn’t want to, or that she’d rather stand. But she was exhausted, and her back hurt from having to hunch over all day. Although she tried to hide it, she was grateful to be able to sit.

      “Water?”

      This time she couldn’t hide her surprise. She didn’t reply, but the alien went over to a small recess in the wall, waved a hand in front of it, and extracted a small cup from behind the little door that opened up. He walked over and held it out to her. Zori took the cup and sniffed the contents first.

      “It is not drugged.” A ghost of a smile trembled on his golden lips.

      She sipped it. It was water, pure and cold. And delicious. She gulped it down before he had the chance to change his mind.

      “My name is Ond Hees Perd. I am a Vergil on this planet.”

      “What do I call you?” she ventured.

      “I prefer those closest to me call me Ond. What do I call you, Zori VanTeagun?”

      “Zori.”

      That strange smile quivered on his lips again. “Do you wish for more water?”

      After a moment’s hesitation, she held out the cup. He gently plucked it from her hand and returned to the dispenser to refill it. While he was a safe distance away from her, she ventured to ask a question of her own.

      “Why am I here? Or should I already know why?”

      He tilted his head to the side but continued filling the cup. He didn’t answer her until he’d given her drink back to her, then took a stance in front of her, clasping his hands in front of his waist. The movement inadvertently drew her eyes to his crotch, but from what she could tell underneath the pale-yellow uniform, he was flaccid. That immediately intrigued her. Why wasn’t he sporting a raging hard-on if he didn’t plan to subjugate her?

      “I have been amplified to a higher position,” he began. She automatically reached up to touch the sensitive spot above her temple where the translation chip had been injected. Sometimes the device gave certain Jekmeeran words a different interpretation in English. In a few cases, the substitution was amusing, as it was in this instance. But she was able to understand what he meant.

      “In three days, I am to lead several ships to a different star system, where I have been ordered to set up a new base.”

      Zori narrowed her eyes at him. “A new base? On a new world?”

      “Correct.”

      “Does that world… Is it inhabited?”

      “It is.”

      “So you’re going to take more prisoners. Slaves, like me.”

      “It is necessary.”

      “How long will you be gone?”

      “I anticipate the initial establishment to last several months. If all goes as planned, it could extend for longer.”

      “Longer?” she repeated.

      “It depends on how well I do my job.”

      “So? I’m waiting for the punchline.”

      “Punchline?” He blinked, his milky blue eyes widening slightly. “I do not intent to hit you, Zori.”

      Despite the unintended humor due to his misunderstanding, that little bit also gave her a tiny bit of hope. Regardless, she figured she might be able to press the issue. “What I meant is, why are you telling me all this?” And then it dawned on her like the sun emerging from behind dark clouds. She felt the blood drain from her face as she gasped. “No. You’re taking me with you. Is that it? Is that why I’m here? You’re taking me with you?”

      He walked over to another one of the tufted stools and sat, facing her. “If this mission is as successful as expected, I plan to remain there for several years. During that time, I will be under a lot of stress.” He leaned forward slightly. “I have been honored to be allowed to take a companion with me during that time to help me cope with the pressure, and to keep me mentally and physically capable of performing my duties.” He paused to await her reaction.

      She took a shaky breath as she pointed to herself. “And I suppose I’m to be that companion?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you asking me? Or telling me?”

      He jerked back, and the doodles on his face quivered. She’d seen such signs before on the Jekmeer. He was pissed, or agitated, or upset. Maybe all three.

      “What kind of cruel and heartless species are you?” she demanded, no longer caring, no longer fearful. “First you abduct me from my home world, away from my family and friends, and people I can relate to. And now that I’ve managed to make a few friends again, and bring some sort of normalcy back into my life, you’re taking me away again? But this time alone? With no one of my own kind to talk to?”

      “Either way, you have no choice,” he almost snapped at her. “I could keep you here until we leave, but I am not without compassion. Tonight I will allow you to return to your friends and fellow Terrans so you can say your goodbyes. Tomorrow, instead of reporting to the fields, you will be brought back up here where we will go through the binding ceremony.”

      “The binding ceremony? What’s a binding ceremony?”

      Getting abruptly to his feet, he strode over to the doorway, which opened automatically. The Jekmeeran who’d brought her here was waiting on the other side. He seemed stunned to find her being dismissed so soon.

      “Return her to her quarters. She is not to be touched. My command is solid,” Ond tightly informed the man.

      The alien made a motion with his hand, which she assumed was their way of saluting, and looked at her. “Come with me.” Again, she saw the quivering of face doodles, but this time she almost laughed. Her guide had intended on forcing himself on her once she left Ond’s quarters, but now his hands were tied. The alien would have to find someone else to handle his blue balls for him.

      The door closed behind her, and the smile on her face instantly disappeared as she followed her escort back to the lift. Tonight, she would see her friends for the last time. Then tomorrow… The implication of what her life would be like for the next several years…

      Several years?

      As the full weight of what was about to happen to her came crashing down, it was all she could do to hold it together until she reached the lower bunkroom.
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