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CHAPTER ONE
 
Why am I lying face down on the wet grass in the rain? 
Jill rolled over, putting a hand to her forehead in an attempt to quell a ferocious headache. Opening her eyes gingerly, she blinked at the vividly colored pink, purple and blue leaves on the tree above her, which certainly had never grown on Amarcae 7. She’d been all around her home colony on various repair jobs, and nothing there had riotous leaves in these colors, much less with spikes at the tips. As she watched, one of the leaves snapped into a tight roll to capture a slow moving insect.
“Thank the Lords of Space I’m too big a bite.” Wary, nauseous, she sat up, swaying a bit, and examined her unfamiliar surroundings. She was in the midst of an old growth forest, with other forms of vegetation besides the carnivorous trees but nothing recognizable. 
A loud roar in the distance gave her the shivers, and she forced herself to stand, staggering a few feet to lean on a less colorful tree’s broad trunk to stay upright. Despite the rain, her mouth was dry, and she had a hard time swallowing. “What the seven hells?”
Her mind was curiously blank, no memory of how she’d gotten to this place, or what had happened in the last few hours. She guessed it might be late afternoon here, from the glimpse she got of the white sun above the horizon, before the clouds drifted in front of the orb again. She refused to contemplate the fact that the star providing heat and light to her colony was yellow. If the sun here was white hot, the reality of where she stood, lost in the galaxy, was terrifying. 
She remembered eating dinner in her small modular house on the edge of the colony, falling asleep watching an adventure trideo she’d seen a hundred times then…nothing.
“And now I’m here.” She took a closer look at her left arm and did a double take. A black bracelet she’d never seen before was solid against her skin just above the wrist, with no visible hinge or fastening. As she gawked at it, prying at the edges in an increasingly desperate attempt to make the band move, flickers of red and yellow pulsed inside the cool, hard surface. The bracelet and what it might mean scared her more than the loss of short term memory or even the unknown sun above her.
The roar came again, closer, and was answered by another. Something hunting me maybe?  Distracted from the ominous mystery of the bracelet, she was briefly tempted to try climbing the tree, but the lightheadedness persisted. Also, the smooth trunk didn’t offer anything in the way of handholds. She pushed off, realizing she was barefoot, wearing her short, pink-and-black nightgown, molded to her body by the rain. Lingerie was her secret luxury after a day spent in technician’s coveralls, but certainly not suited to this experience.
Am I dreaming? She paused, gazing at the sky and pushing her damp hair off her face. The shower had tapered off and now the sun was shining but an ominous gray storm front was advancing. A bolt of lightning arced across the sky, and Jill broke into a zigzag run, forcing her body to respond to her terror. Standing anywhere close to a giant tree in a thunder storm was a recipe for disaster. 
I’m in a nightmare, not a dream, but it’s all too real. In her headlong flight, she stepped on a rock or a sharp root and cried out, but she kept going as thunder boomed. She had to find either a stand of small trees surrounded by taller ones or a ravine. Of course, an actual shelter would be better than either of those make-do options but probably too much to hope for.
Running full tilt, ignoring the pain from her foot, she suddenly slammed into an invisible barrier and bounced off, falling on her back. Cautiously she rose, extending her arms. The barrier was a tingling against her palms. She tried going right then left, but the wall ran for quite some distance in both directions. Being in an invisible cage was the most unsettling thing since she’d awakened, especially when coupled with the bracelet affixed to her arm. 
A boom of thunder directly overhead startled her into motion, and she ran in a new direction, terrified of being struck by lightning. The rain lashed her face and barely-covered body, like stinging nettles, adding impetus to her desperation to find cover.
The ground gave way under her feet. She teetered on the edge of the sinkhole or pit, but her precarious state of vertigo betrayed her. Screaming, she half slid, half fell into the deep hole, debris raining down with her. 
Scrabbling at roots embedded in the wall as she fell, the flimsy vegetation snapping off in her hands, Jill managed to partially break her fall. Landing in a substantial mud puddle, she rose to her feet, staring upward, realizing there was no easy way to climb from the pit. At least the rain was tapering off.
A rumbling sound like an engine behind her made her pivot, to find two huge, faceted glowing eyes staring at her from a tunnel opening into the hole. A giant body lurked in the gloom. The creature blinked and emitted the sound again. Jill retreated one step at a time to the opposite wall of the pit and snatched a loose rock from the small debris pile at her feet. Whitened bones were mixed in with the rocks on the pit floor next to the rainwater puddle. She shuddered and gripped her rock hard enough to make her hand sting. 
The creature watched her and moved forward a bit from the tunnel, the front segment of its body sinking onto the ground, while the rest remained in the tunnel. The segmented body expanded like a child’s toy as the predator closed the space between them. Opening an outsize mouth, revealing a yellow, forked tongue, the animal hissed and reared as if preparing to charge at her.
Jill shouted defiance in a combination of rage and fear, and threw the rock hard, striking one glowing eye in the center, shattering the facets. She dodged as the predator made a high pitched sound like an exploding generator and lunged toward where she’d been. As she scrambled in the slick muddy water at the bottom of the trap, she searched for another rock, finding only small ones. She gathered a handful of them as better than nothing and spun around as the half-blind animal tried to locate her.
With a hoarse yell, a man jumped into the pit from above and landed between her and the predator. He didn’t seem to have a weapon but, as the lightning flashed, briefly illuminating the scene in stark white light, Jill gaped. Were those talons? He glanced over his shoulder at her briefly as if to see how she was doing then made a dash at the animal, slashing its neck before dancing away. 
Jill moved along the pit wall as the man and the beast fought. Mud dripped from the sloping side of the hole. Resting her palm on the damp dirt, she felt vibrations. There’s another one tunneling towards us. No matter how brave and strong this guy was, he couldn’t defeat two of the animals. Frantically, she searched for more rocks, trying to pry a likely candidate out of the wall with her fingernails. I have to help.
“Incoming! There’s another one about to pop out of the wall,” she yelled. Hefting the rock she’d dug from the muck, she took a few steps forward, waited for the right moment and threw the stone at the first beast’s remaining eye, striking a glancing blow on the brow ridge above the glowing orb. The warrior took advantage of the animal’s distraction to open more gaping wounds along its upper body with the lethal claws he bore.
Something in the rapidly rising water brushed against her leg. She jumped sideways, but not fast enough. As the unseen predator made a stinging bite on her calf, Jill nearly toppled over. Unable to see below the surface of the roiling water, she hurled her handful of rocks a foot or so away from her body, hoping to drive away this new menace.
Before she could find more rocks to use as weapons, another man lowered himself into the pit on a rope, reaching for her and speaking urgently in Basic as he gestured. “He can’t fight them off forever – we need to get out of here. More beasts will arrive soon, attracted by the vibrations signaling prey.”
Figuring whatever might happen later, getting out of the trap was the best plan in the short term, she stepped closer. The newcomer grabbed her by the waist, and unseen comrades above hauled the two of them out of the hole at a surprising speed. Her second rescuer handed her off to another man and hastened back into the pit.
She sank to the wet grass, shaking in reaction and feeling the pain now from her cut foot, the mysterious bite, and the effects of the fall. With a fresh rush of fear, she glanced at the strange men surrounding her. Most were ignoring her, facing away as if watching for an attack, although all of them were oddly weaponless. She’d expected to see spears and knives at least. Then again…Had the one who’d jumped into the pit really had claws? 
One man stood next to her, as if appointed as her personal guard.
A final animalistic shriek rose from the depths of the pit then the two individuals who’d come to her rescue climbed out. 
The one who’d jumped in to help her first came to her side, picking her up without a word and took off to the south at a dead run, the others following them.
“Nice shot with that rock, by the way,” her captor said.
“Who are you? And where are we going?” she yelled into his ear as she was jostled in his arms.
“My name is Aydarr, and we have to get undercover before the full night falls. You won’t be harmed, not by us anyway, I give you my word.” He redoubled his pace, moving impossibly fast over the uneven terrain and through the stands of trees.
Basic? How can these men be speaking Basic?  She remembered the second warrior had addressed her in Basic when they were in the pit, but she’d been so scared and full of adrenaline she hadn’t registered the fact. Where in the fuck am I? 
The way the men were running, something big and dangerous must be in the vicinity, perhaps even stalking their party, so she clung to her rescuer and resolved to get a few answers at the first opportunity. On her best day she couldn’t sprint as fast as they were going, even if her foot wasn’t cut, so she didn’t make any attempt to get away. The lacerated skin around the bite throbbed and burned, which meant she was going to have to deal with the problem once the men got wherever the destination might be. In the meantime, she hoped her military anti-venom injects were still viable. Who knew what exotic neurotoxins the creature might have hit her with?
Several individuals raced ahead, moving impossibly fast through the grassland.
“They’re going to ready our shelter, make things as comfortable as we can for you,” he said, not sounding the least bit winded despite the pace he was setting.
“I appreciate the concern, but don’t go to extra trouble for me.”
His laugh was deep and sounded genuine. “Our best effort will be pitiful, I fear. Don’t thank me yet.”
A few moments later, the main group entered a small cave at the base of a cliff slicing through the forest, and Aydarr set her on her feet. She bit her lip to avoid crying out at the pain in her cut foot and leg, clutching his heavily muscled arm to keep her balance as she stared at her companions.
She was the focus of attention for ten of the largest men she’d ever seen, even during her time as a support tech to the Sectors Special Forces. Two teenage boys lingered to the side, not as buff as their elders but clearly growing in that direction. Barely dressed in loincloths, each man rippled with muscles and stood easily six and a half or seven feet tall. At a guess, they each outweighed her by 200 pounds. She saw no sign of weapons or gear. None of the men—not even Aydarr—looked particularly friendly, but she got no vibe of imminent danger to herself either.
Her leg gave way beneath her, and only a quick move by Aydarr saved her from collapsing onto the cave’s floor.
“I didn’t realize you were injured.” Aydarr swept her into his arms again and carried her to a pile of soft, fragrant leaves and grass at the back of the cave.
“I probably could have walked.” Jill raised a hand to her forehead, alarmed at the dizziness assaulting her.
He studied her face then turned to thank a man who brought a hollowed out gourd full of water and a gnarled, gray-white root.
“The cut must be tended to,” he said. “Infections spread into the blood easily here. Allow me?”
She wasn’t prepared to argue. 
“You were bitten?” he asked, voice alarmed.
“Yeah, by a creature in the mud puddle at the bottom of that pit. I’m not sure what kind of animal or reptile it was—I didn’t see clearly.  I should be fine.” She didn’t feel fine. She was hot then cold, her vision blurring, and her stomach was tied in knots.
“The pit was a nest,” he said, “Dug by the vermore to lure unwary prey to feed its offspring. The cunning creatures leave a thin layer of grass and other plant matter on top so unwary prey falls in. One of the young hatchlings bit you. You were lucky because their poison is less virulent than the adult’s. Unfortunately, their immaturity also means they often pump venom into a victim in greater quantities.”
“I have protection from poisons.” Although she had to admit, given how miserable she was, all those injects seemed to have gone inert.
He bathed her foot and lower leg, rubbing the root in his fingers as he dunked it into the water to generate a soap-like substance with a delicious scent. 
Jill looked over his shoulder at their surroundings, trying to concentrate and gather data as she’d been trained to do, despite her physical discomfort. “Not a natural cave then, is it? Some kind of manmade shelter?” The walls were too evenly constructed and smooth, and the smoke from the fire rose efficiently to the ceiling, disappearing into a vent.
“You’re observant, especially given the condition you’re in.”
He moved aside to make room for a second member of the band, although he kept his arm around her reassuringly. “This is Timtur, our healer.”
When the healer touched her, there was tingling at the site of the wounds and momentary relief from the pain. These guys have psychic powers? But the pain came rushing to her nerve endings, along with nausea, and she closed her eyes against the vision of the room whirling.
 
Senses fuzzy, she realized time had passed before she forced her eyes open again. I must have blacked out. Which was an alarming development, especially since she was basically a prisoner of these unknown warriors. Now she was lying on the bed of fragrant leaves and soft branches. Aydarr sat beside her, holding her hand.
The one called Timtur appeared in her field of vision, holding out a crude cup made from a different kind of gourd. The smell of the murky contents was strong and unpleasant.
“I’m not drinking that—that mud.” Instinctively, Jill scooted as far away as Aydarr would allow her to go. “I told you, I’ll be fine by morning.” I hope.
Taking obvious care not to hurt her, Aydarr locked his arms around her while a second person forced her to open her mouth. Timtur poured the nasty stuff down her throat and, almost immediately, a warm lassitude spread through her body. 
Frightened now, and angry, Jill sagged against her captor, making ineffectual efforts to shove him away. “Wha—what is this stuff?”
“The drink should counteract the poison,” he said, laying her on the makeshift bed.
“I can hardly move.”
“An unusual side effect.” He exchanged glances with Timtur, but his tone was reassuring. “I’ll keep watch over you myself. Make sure you come to no harm.”
“I don’t even know you, pal, and I’m supposed to trust you?”
“There may be bad dreams,” the healer said, whether to her or to his leader she wasn’t sure. “She’s experiencing a strong reaction to the poison and the antidote. I did warn you the results were uncertain where she’s not one of us.”
The world was going dark for Jill as the drug circulated in her body. 
“I give you my word again; no harm will come to you. I’m sorry the drink is so disorienting—making you dizzy wasn’t my intention, I swear. We sought only to heal.” Aydarr leaned over, his face right above her. “What is your name?”
Unable to form a response, she could only blink. Her pulse pounded hard along her nerve endings, but her brain felt fuzzy, wrapped in cotton. 
He gave her shoulders a shake, although the medic uttered a protest. “Your name? How am I to anchor you to this world tonight without your name?”
His eyes were intense, blazing golden which fascinated her. “Jill,” she murmured, lost in the warm golden light. “I’m Jill Garrison.”
“Jill Garrison, rest now. I’ll be close if you need anything.” 
She summoned what little strength she had left, to shake her finger in his face. “If you try to take advantage of me, I will make you regret the day you were born, pal.”
“I admire your spirit but direct your energies toward surviving the effects of the poison, I beg you. There’s no need  to fear us.”
Jill gazed beyond him, to the healer and then the other men, busy with food preparation activity at the fireside. “Just sayin’ don’t be fooled by my size or the damn nightie, I have plenty of fighting spirit.” It was growing harder to enunciate. The craving to close her eyes and let go of consciousness was overwhelming.
“I have no doubts about your spirit. What more can I say to set your mind at rest? I’m not used to my honor being questioned.” He didn’t seem upset by her antagonistic attitude, or offended. “I swear by the Great Mother of us all, no one shall touch you without your permission, other than to help you heal.”
At the end of her strength, she nodded. “All right then.”
 
The night was a jarring collection of moments—times when she feared she was dying, times when she burned with fever or shivered uncontrollably with cold. She saw the vermore and screamed, trying to fight it, searching for projectiles to throw at its glaring red eyes. Disturbing hallucinations of the nest of baby vermores plagued her, crawling over her in the bed, making her skin itch. She found herself catapulted through time, dropped in the midst of the pitched battle on the planet Fantalar, terribly wounded buddies falling to the left and right. She was wounded, crawling to reach the safety of the Sectors lines…the torment of mind and body went on and on. Every worst nightmare she’d ever had came to haunt her.
Each time she was recalled from the depths of the poison-induced madness by the golden glow of Aydarr’s eyes, his voice calling her name, commanding her to fight off the dark fantasies of her mind. When she was hot, he bathed her in cool water. When she shivered so hard her teeth chattered, he wrapped himself around her, cocooning her in his warmth, his delicious scent in her nostrils, clearing her mind for a few precious seconds of relief. He made her drink water, held her hair away from her face when she couldn’t keep the fluid down, rubbed her back, talked to her about things she couldn’t remember later, but the soothing nature of his voice calmed the anxiety and terror ripping her apart from the inside. 
The world narrowed itself to her madness and Aydarr fighting it for her.
Finally, she slept wrapped in his strong arms.
 
Aydarr adjusted Jill carefully in his arms, to make her more comfortable but not waken her. “How is she?” This last set of hallucinations had seemed less potent, and she’d been quietly sleeping for a little while now.
“The crisis has passed,” Timtur said, checking the pulse of his sleeping patient. “She’ll survive, mostly due to her strong will and your stubbornness.”
“Don’t forget your potions and power.” Aydarr gave credit where it was due. This Jill was a fighter, a soldier even, given how many of her hallucinations involved combat scenarios obviously based in reality. The worst moments had been when he could tell she was losing her grip on life, slipping away. He’d debated allowing her to go—the oblivion of death might actually be kinder than what life in this place would hold—but he found himself unable to relinquish her. She wanted to fight. He told himself that, and it was a truth but not the entire truth.
He’d never seen a woman who attracted him so powerfully, from the first time he saw her as he jumped into the vermore’s pit and found her doing battle against the huge predator armed with nothing but rocks. Well thrown too. Aydarr smiled to himself. She has excellent aim. 
This woman would be a fearsome ally; a comrade to guard a man’s back as well as warm his bed.  He smiled ruefully. If she first accepted the man of course. Petite she might be, but she’d made it abundantly clear she belonged to herself and a man would forget her boundaries at his peril.
The alien females brought in on occasion by the Khagrish to provide instruction and demonstration of sexual seduction techniques as another, different kind of tool of war were hard bitten denizens of the interstellar sex trade. Not warm, not soft. Those women were willing to lie with Badari males for the price paid, but were there only for the most rapid encounters possible before departing in their clan ships without a backward glance. Not women he’d want to go into combat with, or even touch if the choice was his. The female Khagrish at the complex occasionally took a fancy to an unlucky Badari male and commanded his presence in their quarters. Those encounters were nightmares of another kind.
Aydarr’s bleak thoughts were interrupted by a murmur of pain from Jill, so he adjusted how she was lying to make her more comfortable  and covered her with the softest pelt. There was no telling why the Khagrish had dropped this woman from the Sectors into his pack’s section of the Preserve. He’d have to be guarded and cautious in how he dealt with her. His responsibility to the men he led demanded nothing less. 
But he felt powerfully drawn to Jill, which had given him the strength to do battle for her life this past day and night, to keep her anchored in this world. Anchored to him if he was being honest about his motives.
This warrior woman with her short black hair and her incongruous, totally impractical pink nightgown was a new factor in his existence, and one he hoped might signal a change in the status quo. Or else why was she here?
He knew to the core of his being he couldn’t bear to lose her so soon after finding her. Not before he got to know her as a person.
 
Jill woke to the sounds of a fire crackling, birds singing at a distance, and her lying on a bed of furs, atop sweet smelling grasses and leaves, covered by a soft pelt. Disoriented, she stroked her hand across the plush gray blanket and tried to remember where she was, and why panic was revving her heartbeat.
Centering herself with the mental exercises she’d been given in military training, she sat up, wobbling from light-headedness.
The handsomest man she’d ever seen left his companions sitting beside the fire and rushed to help her.
“Feeling better?” he asked. “Do you think you can eat today?”
His voice and his touch summoned her memories. Aydarr, the man who rescued me from being lunch for the terrifying thing in the pit. There were other memories of him now too, holding her, arguing with her when she wanted to close her eyes and abandon the fight against the excruciating, painful nightmares. “You sat with me all night, didn’t you?”
“Actually, it’s been two days.” He frowned. “The poison and the antidote hit you hard. I feared for you.”
“But you were always right there—I heard your voice.” She blushed, remembering how he’d held her safe in his arms as well. “Thank you for rescuing me.”
A second man she vaguely remembered walked up to them. “I’m happy to see you returned to your senses. I should examine the wound and the bite to evaluate the healing.”
“As long as you don’t plan to make me swallow any more awful potions.” Licking her lips, she grimaced. “I remember that mud stuff you forced me to drink. My throat is still sore.” Jill extended her leg out from under the fur, happy to find she could move her limbs with ease. “You’re Timtur, right?”
Aydarr changed position slightly to give the healer room to work, but he kept his arm where it was, bracing her shoulders. “Poison to drive out poison. The drink was necessary.”
She decided she was okay with Aydarr’s support. There was nothing sexual about his touch, merely lending strength she needed at the moment. “I’m not arguing.” Jill watched closely as Timtur untied the vines holding gray leaves against her entire lower leg and foot. “Take my advice and don’t try it again.” As the medic carefully removed the leaves, she noticed orange stains on her skin from the remnants of a poultice. 
Timtur wiped her leg clean with gentle strokes and peered closely at the bite then the cut on her foot. “Excellent progress. “
“Thanks to the two of you, I think.”
The healer made quick work of applying a fresh layer of the mud-like poultice then tying new leaves over it. “Tomorrow we’ll leave the wounds open to the air but, for today, more soaking is required. Stay in bed and rest.” 
He bowed his head and moved away. A younger man took his place, handing Aydarr a bowl of soup that smelled delicious to Jill as her stomach growled. He handed her a crudely carved wooden spoon. “I’ll hold the bowl for you.”
She ate about a third of the savory liquid before she was too tired to do any more. As he took the utensil from her trembling hand, she reclined on the improvised mattress, unable to sustain a sitting position any longer.
“I’ll leave you to get more sleep,” he said.
Fighting the lethargy and drowsiness, Jill caught him by the arm. “Stay and talk? I have so many questions.”
“And I may not have answers.” His grin was wide and cheerful.
“Where are we? Because this isn’t the world where I went to sleep a few days ago.”
He leaned against the cave wall. “We have no name for this planet.”
Odd, if they live here. “You’re Aydarr, right?”
“Of the Badari. I lead this pack.”
“Pack?” An odd word to choose.
He shook his head. “You have much to learn and many of the facts will be highly unpleasant to you, I fear. Upsetting. Timtur will give me a hard time if I overtax your mind so soon with too many details of our situation.”
 Annoyed, she touched the smooth black bracelet on his arm, noticing they all wore one. Tapping her fingers on the matching band she wore, she asked, “Did you put this on me?”
He shook his head. “The Khagrish placed it there, as they did on all of us.”
“Which tells me exactly nothing.” She took a deep breath. Venting her fear and frustration on this man wasn’t going to help the situation. “I’m grateful for you rescuing me from the bug-eyed thing in the pit and nursing me through the poison venom attack. Can we start the conversation over? The last thing I remember before I had to sprint blindly across the grasslands in a thunder storm and fell in a pit, is going to sleep in my own bed on Amarcae 7. After which I woke up here in the rain. Do you know how I got here? Did—did you kidnap me?”
“My pack and I weren’t deployed on your world. Others may have been—I have no way to know.”
The military term gave her pause. Two of the men approached, with servings of meat and fruit on large, leathery leaves, and one carried another gourd of water.
“These are my enforcers, Reede and Mateer,” he said, as he accepted the food and handed her the water.
Mateer, a burly guy with a friendly expression, was the man who’d carried her out of the pit. “You did well, fighting the vermore the other day.”
“Thanks for coming to help—all of you. I’m grateful.” She glanced from one to the other, trying to keep her face pleasant despite the fact she was itching for real answers.
Aydarr nodded in acknowledgment of her thanks as he chewed a hunk of the meat. He washed it down with a swig of the water then said, “We haven’t decided yet what you are, Jill of Amarcae, but I pledge to ensure your safety to the full extent of my ability to do so. If anything happens to me, my enforcers will watch out for you. Unless you’re the cause of danger to us.”
Jill inferred from their expressions that the two men weren’t entirely on board with their boss’s decision. “What I am? I’m a human woman, obviously, a resident of the Sectors. Why would I be dangerous to you?”
“You could be an innocent trapped in this situation as we are, or you could be a trick of some kind, or worse. The Khagrish never take any action without a hidden purpose and placing you here in the Preserve, in my territory, must carry a meaning.” Mateer and Reede walked away in response to a signal from Aydarr. “Time will tell, but I wasn’t going to leave you to die. The Badari have honor, despite what the Khagrish believe.”
Plucking the water gourd from the spot where he’d set it, she took a cautious drink then a longer swallow, deciding what to ask next. “And who are the other men with us here?”
“Soldiers. And newly promoted cadets.”
The two clearly younger men at the fringes of the cave had been watching her with open curiosity but now lowered their eyes.
Jill did a double take as claws materialized at the tips of Aydarr’s fingers, and he shredded the cooked meat for her, as if he was wielding knives. Then the talons were gone as if nothing had happened, and he handed her the plate leaf. 
She swallowed. “How did you do that?”
He shrugged as he bit off a chunk of his own meal. “I’m not prepared to explain myself to you. Forgive me for being rude, however. Not offering to share the meat earlier.”
OK. A bit affronted, Jill scooted further away with her plate and ate a few bites of the savory meat. She set the empty leaf on the sandy floor beside the pile of sweet smelling grasses. “Am I free to go then?”
Aydarr eyed her. “Why would you wish to venture into the Preserve unarmed and unaware of the dangers here? After what you just went through?”
“Merely testing the limits of your hospitality.”
“I would have to risk my men to save you again. No. You’re in my territory, I’ve declared you mine, you will stay safe with the pack.”
Eyeing his muscular frame and undeniably handsome face, she thought maybe in another time and place she might not have minded meeting his possessive claim. The two of them could have battled this out until they got a few things straight between them and most likely ended up in the bedroom because he was flat-out hot. But the situation here wasn’t like anything she’d ever encountered. It felt like she was in an adventure trideo, and she had to walk carefully. “I belong to myself, for your information.”
“I’m aware.” He chuckled. “You told me quite forcefully on the first night. This is a highly impractical garment, by the way.” He gestured vaguely at her lacy nightgown.
“Says the man wearing a loincloth.” She bit her lip after her immediate response. Probably shouldn’t have admitted I noticed. Impossible not to. The skimpy garment didn’t do much to hide the fact he was built to scale everywhere.
With no warning, he swept her close, ignoring her instinctive protest and struggle as she shoved back. “But we Badari can easily regulate our body temperatures to stay warm whereas you, human woman, are freezing again. I see your shivers. You mustn’t do too much until you’ve fully recovered. I think you need sleep more than you need to ask me questions and receive what are inevitably meaningless answers to you.” 
Aydarr moved her to the far side of the fragrant mattress, facing the cave wall, and spooned himself around her, one arm holding her close to him. When he didn’t make any other moves, Jill gradually allowed herself to relax into the undeniable warmth he was providing. He was a wall of rock hard muscle behind her and she was cold. 
The cave was quiet. Jill stopped fighting the urge to sleep. Who knew what tomorrow might bring? So far these men had done nothing to harm or threaten her, but neither had they answered her questions.  Her hosts obviously understood a lot more than she did about where she was, and who or what the ominous Khagrish might be. Jill fiddled with the bracelet on her wrist.
Aydarr hugged her closer to him, closing his fingers over her hand. “Rest,” he said in a low murmur.



CHAPTER TWO
 
When she awoke the next time, it appeared to be morning again. She’d apparently slept through yet another day and night. Aydarr was gone. Sitting up to stretch, Jill picked a leaf from her short hair, flicked it away and checked the cave. There was no sign of Aydarr or the other warriors. 
One of the cadets was tending the fire. Realizing she was awake, he said, “We saved you two pieces of fruit. And there’s a bit of leftover meat.”
She climbed from the makeshift bed, taking the blanket to use as a bulky cloak and walked to the fire, accepting a curiously shaped yellow fruit and taking a cautious bite. The sweetness of the juice was welcome on her tongue. “Thank you. I’m Jill, and you are?”
“Pratym.”
“Nice to meet you.” She tugged on the edges of the pelt to cover as much of her as possible, on general principles. She trusted Aydarr, but he wasn’t available to intervene. “I see I’m not the only one who got wounded the other day. What happened to you?” She pointed to his heavily bandaged leg.
Pratym grimaced, averting his eyes as if embarrassed to admit to a weakness. “We were hunting, and I tripped. The beast gored me before the rest of the pack drove it off. But I can maintain the required pace.”
“Life appears to be pretty risky here,” she said. “Not boring for long anyway. I’ll be ready for breakfast in a minute.” She headed for the cave entrance.
Immediately, he rose to block her path. “The Alpha didn’t say you could leave the cave.”
“Unless there’s a bathroom in here someone forgot to show me, I’m going outside.” She sidestepped around him and kept walking. She wondered how they’d dealt with her needs when she’d been so out of it with the poison and the antidote, but decided not to think about the subject too closely. Timtur was a healer, practically a doctor, right? Whatever was done was in the past.
He grabbed her arm, and she pulled away from him, clutching at the fur, adrenaline surging in case she was going to have to fight in a minute.
“Pratym.” Aydarr stood in the entrance, frowning. “I gave no permission to lay hands on the woman.”
“She was going to—”
“I’ll escort her.” He moved aside to let her leave the cave then directed her toward a small stand of nearby trees. “You can have privacy here, but I’ll stand watch. We’ll be heading toward Intake soon, to answer the summons. Fortunate you’re much recovered today, so you can travel more easily.”
“What’s Intake?” She picked a likely spot in the bushes and checked to make sure he wasn’t watching and none of the other Badari were in the vicinity. As he’d promised, he was gallantly facing the other direction, rubbing his arm where the bracelet sat.
Rejoining him a moment later, she strolled toward the cave and he followed. 
He waved one hand at the rolling grasslands and groves of trees. “This is the Preserve.”
“Yes, I remember you called it that the other night.”
“It’s an enclosure with force field boundaries.”
She rubbed her lower back. “Yeah, I ran into one on my first day.”
“The Khagrish allow us time in the Preserve after a successful deployment, like a treat for being well behaved.” His lip curled and his voice was sarcastic. “We believe the scientists watch everything we do here, that it’s included as part of the experiments.”
Jill stopped in midstep. “Experiments? These Khagrish are treating humans like—like zoo animals? Lab rats?”
He nodded. “Yes, they think we’re animals and no, we Badari aren’t human.” He rubbed the bracelet again.
“Is it bothering you today for some reason?” She pointed at his wrist.
“Don’t you feel it? The summons?” Eyes narrowed, her stared at her.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“To my knowledge you’re the first human brought here from the Sectors. Perhaps the techs failed to properly calibrate the bracelet to your physiology.” He leaned closer and spoke softly. “Take any advantage you can get. Do your best to hide the fact the bracelet has no effect on you.”
“As if I wasn’t scared enough already, you’re ramping up my anxiety with all this mystery. But thanks for the tip.”
He nodded. “The summons increases in intensity until it’s so painful my pack and I can’t resist the command. We have to report to the intake portal or die in agony, the weakest first.”
“How do you know?” 
His mouth set in a grim line. “Resistance has been tried.”
She glanced at the opening of the cave where all the others waited outside.
“Can you walk today or do you need to be carried?”
Jill realized she hadn’t felt any pain from the deep cut on her foot and the dizziness from the venom had subsided. “Whatever you and Timtur did for me seems to have worked. Let me walk unless there’s a problem.”
He halted her with a gentle pressure on her shoulder. “Promise me you’ll speak up if either wound begins to bother you. Carrying you is no burden for me.” He laughed. “I have a suspicion—even on our very short acquaintance—that you can be stubborn, and there’s no need.”
“All right, I promise.”
“We have to make a side trip on the way, a duty we need to perform, but which we deferred since you were so ill. We couldn’t tend you properly on the march.”
“I’m sorry,” Jill said.
He shrugged as he directed her to sit on a handy tree stump so Timtur could check her injuries. “The situation couldn’t be helped. The intake summons is still low level, so there’s probably time for what we desire to accomplish.”
The pack set off as soon as Timtur had a chance to briefly examine her leg, wash off the remaining poultice and declare her fit to move. After asking Aydarr if there were any spare clothes or less bulky blankets she could use to create a more practical garment, and receiving a puzzled negative, she took her fur cloak.
The pack walked for several hours by Jill’s estimate, based on the position of the sun overhead. Aydarr had her hike in the center of the formation, and he called for a halt often which, she gathered from the expressions on her companions’ faces, was unusual. But she couldn’t bring herself to urge him to extend the time between rest stops because she was having a challenging time keeping up the pace. The Badari had immense stamina to go along with their imposing physiques. Pratym was assigned to walk with her and hand her the water gourd periodically. Try as she might, she couldn’t get him to talk to her.
Aydarr joined her and waved the boy away as another rest stop was declared. Sitting beside her, he said, “You look annoyed. Has the cadet committed an offense? Insulted you?”
“Just refuses to make conversation. There are so many things I want to know, about this place, about where we’re marching to…about you.” Jill gave him a sideways glance.
“First of all, he’s never been in the company of a non Khagrish female—”
“What are you guys, monks? I wondered where the women and the kids were.”
Aydarr was silent. She noticed his knuckles whitened on the gourd and she saw a flash of the deadly talons. “There are no women, no children among the Badari.”
She reached out to lay her hand on his arm. “I’m scared, and I’m trying to figure out what I’ve fallen into here. I’m not your enemy. It’s dangerous for me to walk into the situation at this intake place without understanding any of the background. Please, won’t you explain at least a little of what’s going on?”
Brows drawn together in a frown, he stared at her. He might have told her at least a few things, but Mateer, the senior enforcer, came up and interrupted the conversation. “We should be on the move. Most of the men are experiencing heightened symptoms, as we’re moving so slowly for her benefit.”
“All right, tell the pack there’ll be no more stops. By the landmarks, we’re close now.” As Mateer walked off, Aydarr rose from the boulder he’d been sharing with Jill. “The welfare of my pack comes first with me and, until I know why you were placed in my territory by those who keep us prisoner, I can’t extend the trust you ask for.” He touched her cheek fleetingly with one finger. “I’ll do my best to protect you, I gave you my word.”
As he walked away, she called after him, “I like to protect myself.” Rising, she joined the group. She couldn’t really blame Aydarr for his reticence. She’d have to remain in intelligence gathering mode for herself and stay nimble. These mysterious Khagrish had underestimated her once already, apparently, on the effectiveness of the bracelet. The enemy might make other mistakes that would work to her benefit.
The sun was close to the horizon when Aydarr called a halt, in a grove of towering, blue leafed trees. “We camp here and, at moonrise, we’ll conduct the ceremony.”
The men scattered, four going off to hunt for dinner while the cadets built the fire. Others stood watch on the perimeter of the grove,
“Are we expecting an attack?” Jill nodded toward the sentries.
“Out here we have to be ready for the unexpected,” Aydarr replied. “Anything can happen, from wild animals to another Pack being sent to test our readiness.” He flashed her a grin. “Or the arrival of a mysterious but beautiful woman.”
From the heat in her cheeks, she knew she was blushing, so she changed the subject. “What kind of a ceremony were you talking about earlier?”
“Pratym and Dekan have recently come into the Pack, promoted from the learning module. We welcome each new member properly, bind them to us and pledge ourselves to them in the eyes of our god.”
The idea sounded attractive to Jill, a lone human in the midst of an alien unit. She missed the camaraderie of her military days, the comfort of being with people who understood the galaxy the same way she did, and who would have her back unquestioningly. “Lucky Pratym.”
Eyebrow raised, Aydarr gave her a skeptical look.
“No, I’m not making fun of you—I get that this is a serious thing. It’s great to belong. May I watch?”
“Of course. We have nothing to hide from anyone but the Khagrish. This is a celebration.”
The triumphant and jovial hunting party swaggered into the cave with a brace of fat game birds, which were promptly spitted and positioned over the fire to roast, with members of the pack alternating on turning the spit as needed. The meal was delicious but eaten quickly, then the pack formed up to hike to the grove of nearby trees. Jill walked beside Aydarr as usual but, once they’d entered the ring of trees, he directed her to sit on a boulder.
 
The pack formed a loose circle with the two cadets in the center and Aydarr himself taking a position aligned with the northernmost star. The moon was rising. It served as a symbol of their Great Mother goddess, whose existence had come down to them through the ancestral memory encoded into what he preferred to think of as the original DNA, the men his people had been engineered from. Timtur, who had the best voice of all of them, and who was most closely connected to the spiritual essence of the pack’s beliefs, sang a chant that resonated in Aydarr’s bones. The words were Badari, or what they believed to be their true language.
Not for the first time, he wished with angry frustration he knew more things about his people for sure. So much of what he held close, the beliefs and secrets he and the others thought were true from the time of the first men kidnapped to become the foundation of what he and his packmates were today, might or might not be reality. How much had those previous seven generations of Badari embellished? Or lost?
His attention kept wandering to Jill, sitting perched on her rocky seat, respectfully paying attention, hands clasped in her lap. The ridiculous pink garment glowed in the moonlight like a beautiful sea shell’s most intimate surface, accenting her attractiveness and curves, making the blood rush to his groin. He was glad of the shadows under the trees his predecessors had designated as their open air temple. A growl rose in his throat as he assessed the pack circle, the unbidden concern coming to mind whether any of the other males dared to eye her. The depth and ferocity of his reaction to her, and the sheer possessiveness burning in his gut, startled him.
Certainly, when the Khagrish brought in females on the infrequent compulsory visits, he’d never experienced this feeling about any of them. Those women were like the Khagrish lab techs to him in many ways—impersonal, there to do a job that was biological in nature but to be accomplished in the minimum amount of time.
He wished he had days alone with Jill. If she was willing, of course.
Her scent drifted to him on the breeze, delicate, floral, and he breathed deep. She was watching him, he saw with pride and a little consternation over his intense reaction to her, even at this deeply meaningful moment for the pack.
Mateer had finished lecturing the two cadets on the tenets of being a pack member, including the requirement to sacrifice their own lives if required to save another. Both young men had spoken their agreement.
Aydarr shook off his unprecedented preoccupation with Jill. He stepped forward. “Who sponsors these men?”
Mateer brought Pratym forward and Reede escorted Dekan. The enforcers stood behind their cadets as the younger men knelt in front of Aydarr. He let his claws and fangs extend and, as the moon rose to its zenith for the night, he said, “I will have your oath of fealty.”
“I swear to accept you as my alpha from now until death, obeying your orders in all things, fighting at your side, protecting the pack from enemies, keeping the Badari secrets.” Pratym spoke the vow in a strong, calm voice, and Dekan echoed him a bit more tremulously.
“In turn I give you my promise to put the welfare of the pack above all else and to rule as a just and fair leader, preserving the Badari tradition. Accept my mark and pledge your fealty to me.”
The cadets bared their necks, with their mentors stepping in to hold them steady as Aydarr blooded first one and then the other.
“It is done,” he said. “Welcome to the pack.”
The men cheered and rushed in to slap the two cadets on the back and congratulate them on achieving full warrior status. Mateer spun into the opening steps of a ceremonial dance, with much yelling and full throated song, and the others joined in. Aydarr watched the celebration before he pivoted almost without making a conscious decision and walked to where Jill sat.
“That was extremely moving,” she said as he came close. “Thank you for allowing me to watch. Should I congratulate them?”
He checked the activity. “Not right now. Everyone’s in a heightened mood. Tomorrow will be fine.” He plucked her from the rock and set her on her feet in front of him. “You didn’t find it off-putting? Odd?”
With a tiny frown, she looked up at him. “No, I thought it was solemn and appropriate. I can see what a strong bond you all have with each other. I envy you.”
“I’ll escort you to the camp now,” he said, taking her hand.
“Shouldn’t you stay with them? Celebrate?”
“You’re cold, even with the fur,” he said. “And still recovering from the vermore poison. I’m concerned about you. The others won’t mind.” He felt compelled to offer her a bit more explanation. “The alpha is part of the pack and yet separate.”
“Lonely, being in command,” she said.
Pleased she understood, Aydarr had to fight the odd temptation to bend his head and steal a kiss in the moonlight. 
 
Next morning, the pack was up and marching early, with no breaks. After several hours of this, Jill toiled up one more in an endless series of rolling hills to join the silent line of Badari. A complex of buildings had appeared in the distance. Gleaming in the sun, the facility appeared high tech . As she shielded her eyes with her hand, a flitter spiraled in for a landing on the other side of the building. 
“The labs,” Aydarr said to her. “Our true prison.”
Sure he wouldn’t answer any question, she nodded and trudged down the side of the hill. As the pack drew closer, sirens blared, and seven sentients emerged from the building to wait for their arrival. The first three didn’t look too imposing—humanoid in form, as were so many of the races to be found in the galaxy. They had pale skin, pink-yellow-white hair gathered into peaks on their heads and cascading over their backs in tightly controlled braids. Two were male and one was female. Four guards in full body armor, visors closed, carrying serious weapons, stood flanking the trio.
“Are those the Khagrish?” she asked Aydarr as she walked next to him, away from the hill and toward the waiting group.
“Yes. Don’t be fooled by their pretty appearance,” he said. “A more cruel and unprincipled race of beings never existed, as my people know to their cost. Stay close to me.”
“I consider myself duly warned.” Heart beating faster, she walked next to Aydarr. 
The Badari came to a stop ten feet away from the waiting Khagrish, taking a position on a black line painted on the surface of the patio extending from the building. Aydarr took his place at the head of the formation, drawing Jill to stand between him and Mateer.
The woman appeared to be in charge. “You idiots,” she said to her two underlings, while the guards stood unmoving, their weapons now aimed at the line of Badari.
Jill blinked. The Khagrish scientist wasn’t speaking Basic, but her language was apparently close enough to something Jill had been hypno implanted with during her military days that the translator implant was able to make sense of the words. Lots of weird things rattling around in my brain, thanks to the Special Forces. The Sectors military liked to implant enhancements into their soldiers and nothing ever got removed. She wondered if Aydarr and his men understood Khagrish, but now wasn’t the time to ask.
Gesturing at Jill, the woman said, “The Sectors humans are not for this experiment. They weren’t brought here to be mixed into other, already established protocols. What the untranslatable is she doing in the Preserve? Mingling with the animals?”
One of the two men fidgeted. “We were bored. The animals don’t do anything new. We thought it would be amusing… um, scientifically enlightening to introduce a new factor into their playtime.”
“And there were so many humans delivered, we figured no one would miss one.” The other glared at Jill. She fought off the desire to take a defensive stand, keeping herself loosely at attention the way her companions stood. Was the entire population of my colony kidnapped? Her heart beat faster with dread, realizing her sisters, her friends and colleagues were held captive in the massive building, maybe already being experimented on.
“And you expected the Badari to do…what with her?” The female was contemptuous. And pissed, Jill concluded. “Fight over her? Tear her to bits? Assault her?”
The man evidently didn’t read emotions as well as Jill did. He nodded eagerly as if expecting praise for his enterprise, his ridiculous crest of hair bobbing. “Exactly. Any or all of those possibilities.”
“We were ready to take notes,” the other added. “We had the recorders running.”
Without warning the woman slapped him hard. “So you were hoping to make credits on the black market.”
Holding his cheek, on his knees, the tech cringed. “We’d have cut you in on the deal.”
“We made a huge balance on the vid of two of the animals fighting to the death, after we jacked them up on the right drugs,” the female scientist said thoughtfully. “The question is timing, you fools. Anything like this has to be done while the boss is away so the traces can be sufficiently covered up.”
Jill calculated her odds of reaching one of the guards and grabbing a weapon. The situation was getting worse and worse. She barely controlled her involuntary startle when Aydarr touched her hand ever so lightly with his fingers. She wished she could look at him as he linked his fingers with hers. Was he telling her to wait? To go for it? Trying to reassure her?
The woman paced from one side of the pavement to the other. “You’re lucky the director of the lab isn’t here right now. We can probably get away with destroying the human, as you said, there were so many delivered, losing one shouldn’t matter. We can’t put her back, since she has to be considered contaminated now for any new experiment. But we’ll have to delete all evidence of her presence. We can think about how to do this safely at a later date.”
“Won’t the animals talk about it?” The tech gestured at the Badari as he rose to his feet.
The scientist strutted right up to Aydarr, staring him in the face. Although the alpha towered over her, he lowered his gaze to meet her challenge. “Not if they’re properly incentivized.” She tapped him on the chest with one long finger. “801 here cares more about keeping his pack alive than he does about one random human.”
“What’s going on here? What do the animals need to be incentivized to do? And why is there a human woman standing there?” The newcomer who’d emerged from the building and stood blinking in the sunlight was larger than the other Khagrish, his hair darker, with much more red, and he stood with his hands on his hips, head thrust forward aggressively. Several other sentients followed him onto the paved area, and Jill gasped, despite her best efforts to remain silent, as a tall, gray-skinned Chimmer joined the gathering.
If the Chimmer were involved, then their Mawreg overlords had an interest in this place, and the Mawreg were the deadliest threat to humans known to exist. What the seven hells have I been dropped into? The odds of surviving plummeted even further. The Sectors needs to know about this. But it was highly unlikely she’d survive long enough to find a way to sound the alert.
Eyes widening, an expression of sheer terror crossed the female scientist’s face as she looked at Jill, then she wheeled. “We made a change to the experiment protocols, Dr. Gahzhing. My team and I felt it would be useful to see how the animals react to a Sectors human outside of the combat scenario.” Her voice was calm as she uttered the lie to protect her staff and probably herself.
“I authorized no such revision,” he said, voice low and dangerous.
“What data was gained?” The Chimmer came forward. 
“We—we just began the effort—”
“Three days ago.” One of the techs rushed to fill in the blank.
The newly arrived boss made a leisurely process of checking Jill out. She resisted the urge to cover herself with her hands, acutely conscious of her skimpy nightgown. His lascivious gaze was lingering on all the wrong places, and his uniform displayed a growing bulge below the waist to attest to his arousal. “Terminate the experiment. Send the human to me for debriefing and processing. Give your notes to Dr. Sheyall.” He waved a hand vaguely in the direction of a woman with pale pink hair, who’d arrived with him. “She’s going to take oversight on this pack until we’re finished.” He eyed the first woman scientist. “My intent was to promote you and your team to a newer study, Dr. Cwamla. Something more critical, prestigious. But this lapse in judgment makes me question the decision.”
“If you recall, sir, you gave me feedback at my last review to show more initiative.” Her tone was placating almost to the point of whining.
“Within reason—don’t cross the lines too far,” he said. “The matter is decided. Bring the human woman to me. I’ll discuss your new assignment with you tomorrow. In the meantime, Dr. Sheyall will take over this pack.”
Two of the guards stepped forward, moving toward Jill. Aydarr grabbed her wrist and yanked her behind him, while Mateer and Reede moved to stand on either side of him. The rest of the pack clustered close.
“No one will touch my mate,” Aydarr said, his voice nearly unrecognizable, low and pitched in a snarl. “I’ve claimed this female, she’s part of my pack now. Put one hand on her and die.”
Peering around him, Jill was wide-eyed at the immense talons he and his enforcers now displayed.
“You don’t want to challenge me, animal,” Gahzhing said as the guards halted, looking to him uncertainly for orders. “Your life will become even shorter if you don’t stand down.” He gestured to the guards. “Proceed as instructed.”
Aydarr moved fast. He slashed the closest guard open from chest to pelvis, the talons tearing through the body armor as if it was paper. As the man crumpled to the ground in a bloody mess, Jill expected Aydarr to go for the weapon, but he didn’t. Instead, he stood tall and glared at the scientists. “I said she was mine, Gahzhing.” The other guards crowded him, weapons inches from his body.
Fists clenched, Jill was surprised he wasn’t dead already. I have to defuse this or they will kill him. “Please,” she said in Basic, “Don’t hurt him. I’ll go quietly.”
Mateer looped his arm around her waist, preventing her from taking a step. “The Alpha said you were his, so you stay.”
The Chimmer stepped forward. “This ad hoc experiment has interesting aspects. Is she breeding?”
The female scientist came as close as she dared, holding some kind of instrument at arm’s length, waving it in Jill’s general direction. “No.” She retreated, nearly tripping on a seam in the pavement as Aydarr growled and bared impressive fangs at her.
Smoothing one eyebrow with a fingertip, head tilted as he considered his options, Gahzhing looked at the Chimmer. “We’re always happy to pursue any scientific avenue the client wishes to learn more about.”
“The ultimate target is the Sectors so it may be useful to conduct a limited test on compatibility. Interesting how quickly the male bonded to the female. Allow this scenario to run for now. But don’t add to the sample size. We have plans for the other humans, male and female.”
Gahzhing bowed his head. “Of course, as you wish. Dr. Sheyall, you’ve heard the client.”
“Yes, sir.” The new scientist in charge moved closer, staring at Jill and Aydarr. 
“My staff and I’ll pay close attention to the aspects of this mating.” Gahzhing cleared his throat. “Now, if you’re ready, we can go tour the new lab facilities in Building Three. “
He and the Chimmer disappeared into the building accompanied by the extra guards.
Dr. Cwamla heaved a sigh and addressed the other woman, Dr. Sheyall. “All right, now he’s gone I’ll show you the best way to control the subjects for future reference.” She must have pushed a button or taken an action Jill missed because the next moment all the Badari crumpled to the pavement. Belatedly, she realized it probably had to do with the mysterious bracelets and she let herself fall next to Aydarr. That bitch enjoyed demonstrating her power over us.
His eyes were open and angry, glowing golden.
Dr. Sheyall walked hesitantly closer to the fallen pack members. “I can’t assess their physical condition properly, lying on the ground.”
“Right, right.” Dr. Cwamla toed Aydarr in the ribs. “You’ll have other opportunities, of course. But this shows them who’s in charge. 801 may call himself their alpha all he wants, but the reality is I hold his life in my hands. His defiance today was completely out of line—don’t tolerate it, is my advice. He must really be lusting over this human to risk punishment for her.” Dr. Cwamla leaned close to Jill, who forced herself to remain motionless. “I don’t understand the attraction myself.”
“This one’s injured,” Sheyall said, bending over Pratym and pointing at the crude leaf bandage.
“Well, he’ll have to be culled from the pack then.” Dr. Cwamla joined her newly arrived colleague. “Use a higher intensity setting. You want to be careful not to activate the wide band or you’ll kill them all and then the boss and the client will be upset. This pack isn’t scheduled for termination yet. They have at least one more deployment test to run.” She fiddled with her controller. “Key it to focus on the individual you need to put down.”
Pratym moaned and his body contorted as if he was having a seizure.
Chilled by their discussion, infuriated at the casual approach to ending a man’s life, Jill rolled over and leaped to his side, knocking the small device from the scientist’s hand. “Stop it, turn it off, you can’t kill him for a scratch on his leg.”
Mouth open, Cwamla retreated. “You should be paralyzed like all the others.”
Confused by Jill’s outburst and her mobility, the guards aimed their weapons her but refrained from firing.
Sheyall retrieved the controller and thumbed the button in the opposite direction. Pratym relaxed. “I’m curious, human,” she said in Basic, “Why do you care what we do with this subject? Are you bonded to him as well?”
Jill heard a throaty growl from Aydarr’s direction, perhaps at the question implying she had a relationship with Pratym as well as with him? “My name is Jill, and he’s just a kid, he didn’t make any move to threaten you people. He did nothing out of line or wrong, he’s got a wound that’s healing right on schedule—he doesn’t deserve to die.”
Sheyall tugged on her colleague’s sleeve. “I think it best to maintain the pack as it was when the human was introduced, at least for now. If the experiment results are to have any validity, we can’t alter too many parameters too rapidly.”
Cwamla dusted her hands off. “Not my problem. You’ll be responsible for this pack from now on. Any problems resulting from lack of proper discipline will go onto your record, not mine.” She stalked toward the building, gathering her two minions as she went.
A team of techs emerged as Cwamla left, bundling the dead guard onto a stretcher and carrying him away.
The surviving guards stayed, weapons at the ready.
“Thank you,” Jill said to the remaining scientist, hoping to form a connection with potential to benefit herself and the pack.
Blinking, making  fidgety gestures, a flustered Sheyall retreated a step. “My decision was based purely on proper scientific standards.” She sought help from the nearest guard. “What’s the next step?” 
“Normally the animals are escorted inside, shower and change before reporting to their holding cell,” he said. “You’ll have to turn off the paralysis effect, doctor.”
“Oh, of course.” Sheyall fumbled with the controller, glancing at the paralyzed men.
“I’d step away first, doctor.” The guard’s voice was patient as if he’d had to coach many a rookie scientist through their first encounter with the “test subjects”.
The Badari stirred and rose warily to their feet. Jill grabbed Pratym’s arm and helped him until Aydarr and Mateer came to give him support.
“Thank you,” the cadet whispered to Jill.
Aydarr took her by the hand, pivoting to face Sheyall. “My mate is not to be observed by other males while she showers and changes,” he said. “Not the members of my pack, nor your guards and lab techs. She requires privacy.”
Jill swallowed hard. It hadn’t occurred to her there’d be a communal shower.
Sheyall seemed surprised by the demand. “Well, of course.” She appealed to the guards. “How do we accommodate the requested condition?”
“We’ve, uh, never had a female test subject, doctor.” The man exchanged looks with the other guards and shrugged. “She’ll have to wait until the others are finished. But there are monitoring devices in the lab showers.”
“Can the vids be turned off?” asked the scientist.
“Not to my knowledge. We—that is the staff—observe the animals all the time. It’s protocol.”
“We’re not animals,” Jill said, anger making her tone sharper than she’d intended. “We’re sentients the same as all of you. We may be your prisoners, but we deserve decent treatment.”
“You maybe. Not them,” said the guard, swinging his weapon in Aydarr’s direction. “Not by any standard.”
Aydarr shook his head, staring at Jill, his golden eyes glowing warmly. “There’s much you don’t understand yet, although your valiant heart does you honor.”
Sheyall said, “There’s a staff shower close to my office. Have the area cleared out, and I’ll escort her there this time. We’ll have to figure out alternative arrangements if the experiment runs for an extended period with her as a factor.”
The guard saluted. He and his comrades marched the Badari inside the building at gunpoint, while Sheyall sat on the retaining wall. Not seeing any reason why she should remain standing and because her injured foot was aching a bit, Jill joined the scientist, sitting a few feet away. One guard remained, weapon unslung, watching her carefully. She calculated whether she could take him. But then what would I do? I don’t even know what planet I’m on, much less where the other Sector citizens are being kept.
“This is not the research I was expecting to do,” Sheyall said, almost to herself. “I signed a contract for one thing, and I get here and find these animals—”
“They are not animals.” Jill protested again.
“They aren’t human either, I don’t know what you’ve heard or been told so far, but the test subjects are genetic constructs, experiments, grafts onto a root stock DNA, with bits of this and snips of that. Created in tanks, trained to be nothing but killers.”
“I don’t care how they arrive on this fucking world—those are men, sentients. Aydarr, Mateer, the others think, they have feelings, they bleed—we’re all genetic experiments to some extent or another. Your people call them animals to make yourselves okay with whatever perverted kind of science you carry out here for the Chimmer. But don’t try to fool yourself—those are people as much as you and I are.” Jill was practically spitting by the time she finished, so angry she was shaking. “You don’t own them.”
“Names? The subjects have names for themselves?” Sheyall’s eyes opened wide. She pulled out a data pad and made notes.
“Seven hells, of course they do. You didn’t know?” And I hope it was okay for me to mention. She remembered the conversation about the constant surveillance and felt better. Surely the lab staff was aware the Badari had given themselves names. But she resolved to be more careful with information from here on out.
“We’re ready for you to escort the human subject to the shower now, Dr. Sheyall.” One guard had returned.
“I’m happy to escort Jill,” she said, with emphasis on the name. “Shall we go?”



CHAPTER THREE
 
Jill had a flash of stark terror crossing the threshold into the lab. Every instinct screamed a warning to run for her life, but she knew the safety of the Preserve was an illusion. She marched along between two guards, with Dr. Sheyall in the lead. The interior of the complex was as she’d expected, institutional, long corridors, portals with inscriptions she couldn’t read. 
The military translator implants only worked on spoken languages. Usually soldiers carried hand readers if they needed to decode any signs or markings while on a mission. Are my sisters held behind one of these doors? She tried to memorize all the twists and turns, in case she ever had a chance to escape. She realized she’d reverted to combat readiness mode, despite being out of the service for five years now.
The guards stayed outside while Sheyall showed her how to work the shower. “I’m sorry, but I’ll have to keep the door open and sit right outside. I’ll make sure no one invades your privacy, but you can’t be left completely alone.”
Jill made the water as hot as she could stand, peeled off the nightgown with a rueful smile. Why couldn’t I have been kidnapped when I was wearing my work clothes and my tool belt? She briefly examined the injuries to her foot and leg, pleased to see they were healing. Stepping into the shower, she let the water soothe her aches and pains. The first great sob welling from deep inside took her by surprise, then she slid to the floor of the enclosure, hands covering her face, and wept until she couldn’t breathe. All the events of the last few days came crashing in on her.
Eventually, the tears stopped. Sheyall knocked on the door loudly. “I have a meeting to attend soon—are you nearly done?”
“I—I’ll be out in a minute.” She took a deep breath, rushed through washing her hair then stepped out of the water, wrapping herself in a huge rectangle of soft black fabric which instantly soaked up the droplets beading her skin and hair.
“I’ve left you clean clothes the guards brought.”
Jill dropped the towel and picked up the neatly folded garments, which she discovered were a beige jumpsuit and utilitarian white briefs to go underneath. She grimaced at those but decided to wear them. A pair of flimsy, open toed sandals lay on the floor. Can’t kick anybody too hard with these on. After rolling up the cuffs and the sleeves on the jumpsuit, she felt she’d done the best she could. She finger-combed her short hair, folded the pink nightie and emerged into the outer room carrying her one possession from home over her arm. “Ready. Thank you for arranging this.”
Sheyall looked her up and down. “I’ll go part of the way with you as it’s in the direction of my orientation meeting, but the guards will deliver you to the cell.” She indicated for Jill to precede her into the corridor, where the two guards waited. At a branching of the corridor, the scientist said, “We’ll talk again, in a few days. I’ll need to record your cognitive reactions to the situation, take specific physical measurements, nothing to be scared of.”
“It won’t hurt a bit,” the guard muttered under his breath in a sarcastic tone.
Jill nodded and turned to the left in the direction her escort nudged her with the tip of his weapon. 
Soon enough, she came to a large cell, the entrance blocked by a clear force wall, where the Badari were held. Aydarr was pacing the floor beside the barrier, but he stopped when she came into view and watched her closely as she came to the edge of the cell.
She did a double take. Gone were the barbarian style loincloths. Each man now wore a jumpsuit and sandals similar to her own, making them seem more like prisoners from an advanced civilization. Their hair had been cut short, except for Aydarr’s mane of thick gold and brown hair.
The guard gestured with his weapon. “Get away from the portal, 801, you know better than to approach the door.”
Glaring at the man all the while, Aydarr retreated a few steps. The guard took Jill by the elbow, provoking the alpha into another snarl, and thrust her through a briefly illuminated gap in the force shield. He was so rough she staggered and nearly fell before Aydarr caught her. A sizzle sounded behind her as the barrier resealed and the guards departed.
Aydarr hugged her. “You were gone so long—I was worried. Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, just cleaner.” She tried for a light tone, but her voice wavered a bit.
He searched her face. “Your eyes are red.”
“I got overwhelmed with emotion for a moment,” she said. “No one laid a finger on me, I promise.” Beyond him, she saw the rest of the Badari standing beside their chairs at a long table bolted to the floor. In a bay beyond, there were bunk beds. 
Plates of unappetizing food waited on the table, along with containers she guessed were liquid refreshments. Aydarr drew her toward the head of the table and indicated for her to sit in the empty chair to his right. Mateer was on the other side and she guessed she’d displaced the second enforcer, Reede, who now sat to her right. I hope he isn’t going to be upset.
“You didn’t wait dinner for me, did you?” She was surprised and embarrassed at having taken so long with her private breakdown in the shower. “You didn’t need to do that. You could have saved me a plate.”
“There was every need. We can’t eat without the full pack being present and accounted for,” he said. “I want you to formally meet my men—your men now as well.”
Starting with Mateer, each man in turn bowed his head and gave her his name, welcoming her to the pack and swearing their loyalty to her.
“I’m honored,” she said, overwhelmed and at a loss for words.  There seemed to be a lot more to this mate title than she’d realized. And did Aydarr think he now had permission to take this into a more physical relationship? If so, he was in for a rude surprise. The two of them had to have one hell of a conversation after dinner. “Please, you’ve waited long enough for dinner, everyone be seated. You must be hungry—I know I am.”
“Wait until you find out what swill the Khagrish feed us,” Reede said as he ladled a serving of the mushy casserole onto her plate and added a hunk of bread. “There’s no rush to eat this. Not like the fresh caught meat we had in the Preserve.”
Mateer raised his drink. “A toast to the Alpha’s mate and her bravery.”
She blushed and fidgeted while the pack shouted for her and drank. “Thank you. Any one of you would have done the same, I’m sure, if you hadn’t been paralyzed by the bracelet device.”
There was little conversation during the meal. Reede had taken on the task of keeping her plate full, and Jill choked down as much of the food as she could. Aydarr ate in silence, although she was very conscious of him beside her. When the meal ended, the cadets cleared the table and dropped all the refuse into a recycling chute. Pratym knelt beside her chair.
“Thank you for saving my life today. Your action was unexpected and courageous.”
“I’m amazed they listened to me.” She patted his hand. “Don’t go getting cut up again. The argument I used might not work a second time.”
Aydarr took her hand and drew her out of her chair. “You shouldn’t have given up your advantage, not even to save a pack member. Now the Khagrish know you’re immune to the bracelet’s effect, at least at this level.” 
Jill stopped. “I can’t sit idly by when I can take action to help someone.”
“And your determination to do the right thing is part of what I admire about you, but the choice wasn’t strategic.”
She studied him. “Tell me you wouldn’t have taken action to save him if you hadn’t been paralyzed.”
He leaned close enough to whisper in her ear. “I already did. I put myself and my pack at risk to save you from Gahzhing.”
Silenced by the undeniable truth, Jill blinked and allowed him to draw her forward. “I’m grateful, of course.”
“We have to talk,” he said, echoing her thoughts. “Come.” He led her to an alcove, slightly off the main cell area, dominated by a wide bunk. “The Khagrish give me my own space, humble as it may be, in deference to my rank. The scientists value the hierarchy of the pack insofar as someone has to be in command when we deploy. The men must obey without question. So the staff reinforces the status of the Alpha.” He flashed her a rueful smile. “As half-heartedly as they can.”
“About this mate business.” The bed made her uneasy. And there really was no privacy in this alcove.
“You and I are not mates in anything but name, to fool the Khagrish.” He gestured at the bed. “Please, sit.”
She glanced at the bed but stayed on her feet. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining that you aren’t stuck on this mate stuff when the Khagrish aren’t in the vicinity but—”
“I find you very attractive. I admire your courage and bravery. I want to know more about you and the world you come from.” He ran his hands through his hair and frowned. “I’m probably saying this wrong. I don’t mean to be insulting.”
“You’re doing fine. I find you attractive too.” Feeling heat in her cheeks, she was annoyed to be blushing furiously. Again. “I wish we’d met somewhere else, under other conditions.” Deciding this was awkward enough without both of them  facing off as if preparing for battle, she sat on the hard mattress and reached for his hand, drawing him to sit beside her.
“The Khagrish believe we’re lesser beings, mere animals, so I knew they’d accept my statement we’d bonded as mates. I hoped it would intrigue them enough to buy you time. Although in this hellhole of a prison, you may regret what I did. The Khagrish are cruel and merciless in their pursuit of so-called science.”
“The new arrival, Sheyall, doesn’t seem happy to be here. She might be helpful.”
“She’ll come to embrace the way the others think and act, or at least learn to keep quiet if she doesn’t. Or she’ll disappear. We’ve seen this pattern before. Don’t get your hopes up.” He studied her face. “And don’t trust her.”
Jill glanced at the walls. “Do I see a surveillance vid, over there in the far corner?”
“Yes, the Khagrish watch us all the time, but there’s no voice recording as far as we can tell. Those in charge don’t think animals like us are capable of talking about anything they need to know.” His voice was scornful.
“Convenient for you but not thorough of people who call themselves scientists.”  Fidgeting with a string on the badly frayed blanket, Jill believed she should confess her lapse. “I let it slip to Sheyall that you and your men have names for yourselves. I’m sorry. I’ll be much more careful going forward, I swear.”
“Don’t worry. They discount any sign we’re more than dumb beasts to wage war for them on command. Or subjects to experiment on. The Khagrish are arrogant and unfeeling for the most part. The weaker ones take refuge in the belief we’re beneath them, animals, as I said before. There’s much you need to know about us.”
“I got into an argument with Sheyall on that very point. She told me you and your men were bioengineered animals, not human.”
“And you said?”
“I don’t care. You’re just as much a full-fledged sentient as I am, or she is.”
He laughed. “An unpopular viewpoint here in the labs. The Khagrish do their best to convince us—and themselves—we have no souls, no claim to personhood.”
“Why did you rescue me, out there in the Preserve? Why didn’t you leave me to die?”
Aydarr frowned and his eyes glowed golden. “I wasn’t going to abandon a smaller, weaker being to perish.”
“What if I had been bait in a twisted Khagrish trap?”
“Then we would have dealt with you once we had proof. In the meantime, you clearly needed help.”
“Thus proving my point again you and your men are every bit as human, to express the idea in my terms, as I am.”
 “Ah.” He smiled. “I have to warn you there’s no guarantee the other packs would have reacted the same. Jamokan’s probably would have. The Tzibir, I don’t know. They have less of the root stock remaining than we do, more of the reptilian gene splicing.” He reached out to push an errant lock of her hair off her face. “You appear to be tired, circles under your eyes.”
“Yeah, been a long day. I kinda bawled in the shower. Wore myself out.”
“We can talk more in the morning, if you’d like to catch some sleep.” He left the bed to kneel at her feet. “Let me check your injury first. Timtur has been trained as a combat medic, in addition to his healing abilities, if we need him.”
“I think it’s healing nicely. I looked at it in the shower.” But she sat back and enjoyed the careful way he removed the flimsy shoes then held her foot as he examined the wound, stroking the skin. Aydarr’s touch was soothing. “Let me guess—I’ll be sleeping here with you?”
“We slept well together in the cave,” he said, confirming her guess. “There’s no other empty bed, and we must maintain the appearance of being mates for your protection, flimsy as it may be.”
Wondering why there weren’t any Badari women, she scooted against the wall as he spread the blanket and moved to join her. She decided to ask something else rather than venture into the unknown territory of what the Khagrish might have done with female captives. “How do you and your men stay so strong in this awful place? So fierce?”
He glanced at the others, most sitting at the table playing a game with crude cards, a few others in their bunks. “We must, we have no choice. We can’t allow the Khagrish to win. Someday the bastards will be made to pay for what they’ve done. I pray to the Great Mother I’m alive on that day to extract a measure of vengeance. Our very name, which we gave ourselves, means the undefeated.”
“What about escape? Has anyone ever made it out of here?”
“There’s a legend of one man who was able to flee, from the early times, before the packs were established. But no one knows the truth of his story. We pass it among ourselves, to give hope. But the Khagrish are careful, and their technology gives them the upper hand.”
Intrigued, she had any number of questions but could barely keep her eyes open. “Is there anything I absolutely need to know tonight?” She yawned. “Anything essential for survival, I mean?”
Coming to sit next to her, he pulled her against him and lay down, spooning together on the bed as they had in the cave. “No. More information can wait. Fortunately, we’re in the ramp up period for our next deployment, which means training time, not experiments. Not torture. I don’t expect them to send you with us—I don’t know how I’m going to protect you then.”
“Hey, I can watch out for myself too, you know.”
“I have no doubts.” She heard a smile in his voice. “But you don’t know the full extent of what you’re up against. I’ll give you a full briefing when the situation changes.” He hugged her closer. “I preferred the impractical pink garment you wore in the Preserve to this.”
Jill figured it would be unwise to admit she preferred his loincloth and the view the skimpy fabric provided of his sculpted muscles, along with the blatant physical evidence of his interest in her, pressing against her backside like a steel rod. Now wasn’t the time to take the discussion into potentially sensitive territory. Not with the rest of the pack an arm’s length away and the Khagrish viewing devices watching her every move. 
 
A blaring siren awakened her in the morning as the lights flashed on and off in the room. Sitting up with a gasp, she was disoriented, alone in the bed.
Aydarr came to her. “I was letting you sleep in as long as I could, but now we have to line up and be counted.”
Rubbing her eyes, she stumbled from the bed and walked with him to stand on the black line at the edge of the cell, in front of the force barrier, where the rest of the pack waited. Three guards stood on the other side, along with a robo floating on anti grav, holding bowls of fruit and other foods.
“All present and accounted for,” Aydarr told the guard as he and Jill took their places.
“Don’t make us wait tomorrow.” The man was impatient, gruff. “Or you won’t be getting any breakfast for three days. I got better things to do than stare at you.”
Petty dictator. Jill watched with interest as he punched a code into the pad on the wall outside the cell, allowing the robo to drift into the room through a narrow gap that briefly opened in the force field. Pratym and the other cadet stepped forward to take the trays of food and carry them to the table. No one else moved until the robo had left the cell again.
“Dismissed,” the guard said. He pointed at Jill. “Except for you. Come closer to the barrier. I gotta scan you for signs of breeding. Now.”
Fuming, she walked to the barrier and stood while he aimed a scanner at her abdomen.
“Negative. Dr. Gahzhing isn’t going to like my report. Better work harder tonight.” With a leer, he added a few choice suggestions before signaling to his comrades, and the squad marched away, the robot following like a dog.
“I’m sorry you had to endure their scan and insults,” Aydarr said.
“These bastards won’t wear me down with crap like that.” Jill straightened her spine. “Where’s the food?”
Over breakfast, she asked, “What’s on the schedule for today? Or are we left here in the cell to twiddle our thumbs?”
“We have training of various kinds all day,” Aydarr said. “I assume the Khagrish will leave you here since you won’t be deploying with us.”
“I’ll try not to get bored.” She bit into the slightly spoiled fruit Reede had set at the edge of her plate after searching through the entire bowl to find her the best there was. Actually, the day’s agenda suited her. She wanted to go over the cell in minute detail, see what she could learn about Khagrish tech. Jill wasn’t worried about what the constantly watching guards at the other end of the vidscans might think—she was a highly intelligent sentient so of course she’d examine her environment. For damn sure if I find any chinks in their precautions, I won’t be signaling my excitement.
Shortly after breakfast she waved goodbye to the pack as they departed from the cell under heavy guard. True to her promise to herself, she checked out the entire room, Aydarr’s alcove, and the semi-private bathroom inch by inch. The Badari had nothing technical in the cell, no vids or coms of their own, no handhelds, not even a way to warm up the disgusting food. The chute where the cadets packed up the remains of each meal and the disposable utensils had a shredder where the appliance met the cell wall, no escape possibilities there. 
“Wow.” Dusty and tired, she sat on the end of the bed she shared with Aydarr and reviewed what she’d observed. The only thing of direct interest to her were the ventilation shafts, one here in the alpha’s alcove and the other in the bunk room area. The opening was much too small for a Badari to squeeze into, but she probably could wriggle her way through. Unfortunately, the heavy grille over the vents was electrified, as she discovered when she casually kicked off one of her sandals in the direction of the grate to test it.
The sound of the force field door opening drew her out of the alcove to see Aydarr and the others file into the cell. Each man was carrying an electronic tablet.
“What have you got there?” she asked, going to meet him.
“This is how we get the full situation report briefing on the next mission.” He showed her the screen. “Details on the planet, the population—”
“Are you going into the Sectors?”
“Not yet. I told you, we weren’t the forces that kidnapped you. I suspect the Shemdylann carried out the operation, no doubt commissioned to do so by the Chimmer. But the long term goal of all of this, as I understand things, is to use us as scouts, advance forces, behind the lines terrorists on Sectors worlds. That’s why we were trained in Basic. We shouldn’t discuss this too openly. Ask me questions later, when we’re in the hole in the wall passing for our bedroom.”
“All right.” She took the tablet and scanned a few screens, all in a language she guessed was written Khagrish but gibberish to her eyes. There were visual aids as well, which sprang to life when she touched them. “You can read this then?” Seating herself at the table, guessing dinner would arrive soon, she continued to play with the tablet, her excitement mounting. This kind of tech she could do something with.
“We’re taught as cadets.” Aydarr held out his hand. “I need that. Mateer, Reede and I have to go over operation strategy, so we can pass along the parameters to the rest of the pack and make assignments.”
“You’re welcome to come sit with us,” Pratym offered. “I can lend you my tablet, if you wish to learn. Dekan and I would count it as an honor to assist you, my lady, if the Alpha permits.”
Aydarr shrugged. “Whatever pleases you.”
Delighted, she sat with the boys at the end of the table and took over Pratym’s device, accepting their shy assistance in a beginning lesson on the written form of Khagrish. Dinner was even quieter than usual, with the pack members concentrating on the copious briefing materials.
When Jill and Aydarr retired to their alcove for the night, she was impatient to ask questions. They’d hardly curled up together before she started in on what she wanted to know. “Why don’t you and your men escape when you’re gone on one of these sorties? You said you’re fully armed, right? Surely anything is better than coming back here at the risk of your lives?”
He nodded. “We’re transported in cryo sleep, then awakened when it’s time to fight. Khagrish and occasionally other soldiers fight beside us, but keeping an eye on us as well. At the end of the mission, the Khagrish debrief the alphas before we’re all put under the sleep again and returned here to captivity.”
“But why—”
“The Khagrish hold hostages, our next generation. If one of my men or I were to attack the Khagrish commander while we were away, for example, several Badari cadets would be killed in retaliation. If they brought me back alive after committing such a crime, I’d be forced to watch the younger ones die before I too was killed.”
“These people are utter barbarians.”
“The long term goal of this program is to decide which of the three templates for the perfect soldier works best. When the Chimmer make their choice, the other packs and the cadets of those breeds will be killed, used for experiments, or sold to the Shemdylann as gladiator fodder. I believe we’re coming closer to the time of decision. I represent the eighth generation of Badari.”
She gasped. “They’ve been conducting these experiments for that long? I knew the Mawreg and their client races worked on extended timetables in their planning but this is incredible.”
“You know I want to escape, to take vengeance but, while the enemy holds my next generation hostage, I can’t risk more than token resistance. They have carried out their threat. When I was a cadet, newly graduated to the pack, there was a problem, and the Khagrish killed three other cadets and my Alpha. It wasn’t an easy death for any of them, Jill. And then I had to fight for dominance, to take over the pack, or die myself. I had to kill the old Alpha’s two enforcers in combat because the Khagrish wanted to observe the pack dynamics after such a change.”
She turned in his arms and gave him a hug, resting her cheek against his. “I can’t imagine the life you’ve been forced to lead here. I’m so sorry.”
Aydarr dropped a kiss on her cheek and held her closer. “Tell me of your life instead.”
She pushed away thoughts of the colony her people had been so happily building. Those memories weren’t going to be of any use in the current situation, could even become paralyzing if she let herself give in to the grief. “The relevant fact right now is I used to be in our military.”
“A soldier?”
She nodded and elbowed him in the ribs as a warning. “Don’t sound so surprised. I was a tech with the Special Forces. I can take things apart and reassemble them to function even more efficiently. I can hack systems like nobody’s business, and I have a memory like a steel trap. My abilities with computers and artificial intelligence networks are why I’m so interested in the data pads. If I could hack into the Khagrish AI, I might be able to get us out of here, find my people wherever they’re being held—the possibilities are intoxicating.”
He was silent and when he spoke again his voice was low and intense. “You give me hope where I never expected to find any again.” He put his hand under her chin and gently raised her face to his. “Promise me you won’t take any chances. Swear to me you won’t initiate any escape attempt without discussing the idea with me first.”
“No problem. Hey, I’m a member of the pack now too, remember?”
“And we’re stronger because of it.”
She stared at him. “You sound as if you really mean that.”
“I do.”
 
The next day at breakfast, Jill asked, “May I keep Pratym’s data pad today, to study?”
“Much as I hate to deny you anything,” Aydarr said with a smile, “I can’t allow him to loan it to you. Pratym would be in trouble and so would I.”
Jill had anticipated the refusal and moved onto her second objective. “What’s on the agenda for today?”
“Same as yesterday, calisthenics, unarmed combat drills, more briefings on aspects of the mission. Why?”
“I’m coming with you. I can observe or maybe I can participate to some extent, but I want to see more of this facility. And I want to test how far the Khagrish will let me push back.”
“I like both goals,” Mateer said, earning himself a glare from the Alpha. Raising his eyebrows, he said, “Your mate offers us a chance at learning new things about them for a change.”
“I’m not risking your safety to gather data.” Aydarr’s face was set in grim lines.
“My safety—the safety of all of us—might depend on what I can learn or observe.” She wasn’t giving an inch. “Me sitting in this cell isn’t much safer than me being wherever you are.”
“She’s probably less safe here actually,” Mateer said. “You wouldn’t be here to protest if the scientists wanted to take her for tests or other purposes.”
Aydarr set his eating utensil on the edge of the plate with great care, rose from the chair, and held out his hand to Jill. “Come.”
“Now?” She was surprised but decided not to make a fuss. She took his hand, and walked with him into the sleeping alcove. 
He crowded her into sitting on the end of the bed and sat as close to her as he could get. 
Mateer had risen as well and now he and Reede stood with their backs to the bed, blocking the rest of the pack from watching whatever was going to transpire.
“What is the matter with you?” Jill tried to establish space between them but his grip was iron on her wrist.
“You cannot, you must not, argue with me in front of the pack.”
“I wasn’t arguing,” she said, anger beginning to stir. “We were discussing the options for today.”
“I said I wouldn’t risk your safety just so you can gather data. You challenged me and Mateer backed you.” Releasing her, he ran his hands through his thick hair and took a deep breath. “Try to understand, in a pack the concept of dominance is everything. You have to remember we Badari may look humanoid to you, but we have genetic material giving us instincts and impulses drawn from animals. The soldiers and cadets have to accept their alpha as the absolute ruler. Or they can challenge me to a fight to the death and try to take the spot from me.” He gestured at her. “If the two of us present less than a solid front, our behavior confuses the pack.”
She glanced at the two men shielding them from the others and lowered her voice further. “You think Mateer wants to kill you and take your place?”
He ground his teeth. “No, my enforcers are loyal to me, and know I can take them in a fight. You’re missing the point. You said you were in the military, therefore you should understand I can’t have the pack unsettled when we’re going into combat. When we may be fighting not only for our own existence but the continuation of the Badari race. Created naturally or created by unprincipled scientists—how we came to be doesn’t matter, I want us to survive. Including you. There can be no doubts cast on my leadership.”
She held her breath and counted to ten, only now realizing what deep waters she’d strayed into. Have to handle this right or we’ll have issues going forward. “In my branch of the military there’d be a certain amount of open discussion permitted from the leader’s staff, until those in command gave an order or said the time for considering alternatives was done. I didn’t mean to disrespect your authority. I guess human military units are a bit different from being in a pack. But you told me yourself there’s never been a pack with an alpha’s mate in it before, right?”
He nodded.
“So you and I are free to set new guidelines for my role.” She held up her hand as he opened his mouth for what she was sure was going to be a protest. “I will promise you while we’re held here in this prison, I won’t surprise you in front of the pack unless there’s an emergency. We can discuss and come to a consensus privately on anything important, so we present the united front you’re worried about. But if and when we ever manage to escape to a life beyond these walls, we’ll have to work on how we run the pack together. I’m not willing to be the submissive bedmate with an empty brain, gazing adoringly at your muscles. We can get a divorce from this mate stuff and go our separate ways once we’re free, if that’s what you expect.” Thinking of walking away from Aydarr made her heart falter a bit. But I need to be equal partners. She uttered her final word on the subject aloud. “I won’t settle for less.” She held out her hand.
He looked from her face to her hand. “This signifies what?”
“We shake hands on a deal where I’m from. Now are we in agreement or not?”
There was a moment of silence and Jill realized she was holding her breath. Aydarr nodded. “I can accept what you propose.”
He shook her hand awkwardly but with a firm grip.
“The guards are here,” Mateer said over his shoulder. “Better finish up whatever you’re deciding.”
Aydarr rose from the bed, and she joined him. “My mate will accompany us today but will take no risks to do research.”
Jill walked with the others to take her place on the black line while the guards watched.
“Where do you think you’re going?” asked the head guard.
“With my pack. You don’t have any orders against that, do you?” She made her tone more deferential than she preferred. “Check with Dr. Sheyall if you’d like. I’m sure she wants me to spend as much time with the alpha as possible.” 
“We can wait,” Aydarr said with a suppressed laugh.
The guard gestured with his weapon. “Don’t get ideas, animal. All right, come through the portal one at a time and line up to report for training.”
As Jill moved into a section of the prison she hadn’t seen before, she tried to commit the route to memory. The trip ended in a large open room reminding her of a gym. The guards took up positions spaced all around the walls and a more muscular Khagrish than she’d seen previously stood at the front and screamed orders for the calisthenics he wanted done.
“Don’t over tax yourself,” Aydarr said. “You sit on the bench over there when you tire.”
“Just watch me—I’m tougher than I look.” 
Jill kept up with the group for a while, doing her version of the stretches then the actual exercises, but she’d been out of the military for five years, after all. While life on a colony planet was no bed of roses, she hadn’t exactly been physically challenged. There were groundcars and flitters. So, when she thought she’d done enough, she sat and observed. The guards were vigilant about watching the Badari and pretty much ignored her. Clearly, she wasn’t viewed as much of a threat, which might work in her favor at some point. Jill hid her smile. 
Next the Badari paired off and were put through their paces doing unarmed combat drills. Jill stayed out of that one. She didn’t want to show off the techniques she’d learned in the Sectors military, not while there was any possibility she might have a chance to take a guard unaware at a critical moment.
The third activity was more exercise, disguised as a game, with a ball and hoops lowering from the ceiling, four evenly spaced around the floor. Jill watched the Badari split into two teams and play an exciting match, constantly running, dodging, shooting the ball. They played till one team scored ten points then took a break. The baskets seemed to be worth different numbers of points. She had a grasp of the rudiments of the underlying strategy. The guards had gotten animated and sloppy during the game, appearing to make bets and even yelling encouragement to the players. Despite the circumstances, the game appeared to be fun.
Jill walked onto the floor as they were forming up to play again. “Which team am I on?”
Eyes narrowed, Aydarr evaluated her and pondered the question. “We play rough.”
“Yeah, I saw that.” Hands on her hips, she stood at the center line. “Well?”
“Pratym, you sit this game out.” The alpha shrugged. “Jill, you take his spot on my team.”
She thoroughly enjoyed the next half hour, beginning with her move immediately after the game began, stealing the ball from Mateer’s hands, doing the required dribbling and putting up the shot into the highest scoring basket from the length of the floor away. She understood the Badari were making efforts to avoid hurting her, even as the men played aggressive bump and run against each other. She felt she legitimately held her own with the ability to be nimble and outmaneuver the men while stealing the ball. And her skill at making impossible shots had even the guards cheering on a couple of occasions.
When the game ended in their team’s victory, Jill accepted the accolades from the pack members graciously. “I played a similar game in school,” she said. “Some things you never forget.”
“Rematch,” yelled the head guard.
Jill shook her head as Aydarr said, “No.”
“My foot’s a bit sore. You’ll have to excuse me. Maybe tomorrow.” She retreated to the bench, limping, passing Pratym and indulging in a jubilant hand slap as he hustled to take her place.
Timtur, the pack’s medic, jogged over to kneel at her side as she sat. “The alpha wants me to check your injury.”
“I’m fine, nothing but a few twinges toward the end.” She saw Aydarr glaring at her. “But you can certainly do an examination.” She’d played barefoot, as had the men, so she extended her foot gracefully.
The guards were ordering the game to begin, but the medic took his time. “Healing well, as you’ve said.” He rubbed his hand over the red mark one more time, and there was an odd tingling sensation against her skin. Startled, she blinked and shifted on the bench. Timtur gave her a bland look from his brown eyes and left to rejoin the team. Rubbing her foot, which now felt much improved and was noticeably not as red, she pondered how much psychic ability the healer might have. And how about the rest of the pack?
A guard tapped her on the shoulder. “Dr. Sheyall wants to see you. Now.”
She flashed a glance at the game surging across the floor. “Let me tell my mate where I’m going.”
He grabbed her by the elbow and hauled her to her feet. “Don’t give me orders, bitch. I’m not the prisoner here.”
“All right, no need to get worked up about it.” Yanking her elbow free, Jill walked in the direction he indicated. Aydarr was watching them, and she gave him a wave to indicate the situation was fine. “Going for my chat with Dr. Sheyall,” she said, raising her voice. “See you later.”
As she and her escort reached the door, it opened and a line of Badari men she’d not seen before entered. The man in the lead—their alpha she was sure—paused then changed direction to cross her path.
He moved into her personal space, but she didn’t believe she should retreat. Like all the Badari, he was tall and heavily muscled. “So this must be Aydarr’s mate, the human we’ve all heard so much about. I’m Jamokan, and you should be sad you weren’t given to me. I’m sure I could show you a much better time than he does.” He laughed and his pack, crowding around, guffawed. Jill repressed her instinctive panic at being boxed in by the overwhelming group. He took a strand of her hair in his hand and lowered his head to sniff, then placed his nose on her neck, trailing down to her shoulders. Furious, she stood stock still, fearing injury. Jamokan could break her with one hand. His grip on her waist was tight, pulling her against his crotch. “Sweet,” he said, raising his head to wink at his enforcers.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
She took advantage of his momentary distraction to knee him in the groin, breaking away and running smack into Aydarr, who caught her in his arms and passed her to Mateer in one motion. He went toe to toe with the other alpha, both men displaying their talons and fangs.
“My mate.” Aydarr thumped Jamokan in the center of his chest with one scythe-like claw, drawing a thin line of blood. “Touch her again and die.”
“You can’t take me, and you know it.”
“Brave words—you ready to die today?” Aydarr gestured toward the game space. “Right here is fine. Easy for the guards to clean up the blood and guts when I kill you.”
A guard stuck the barrel of his weapon in between the two. “All right, break it up before we have to activate the bracelets and punish all of you. I will make it hurt.” 
The other guards used their weapons and stun sticks to jostle the Badari from the two packs into separate lines. Jill stepped to join Aydarr, happy to have his arm around her, drawing reassurance from him. I probably was lucky that of all the packs, the Khagrish dropped me into his territory.
“We should fight for possession of the woman.” Jamokan rubbed his jaw, giving the guards a speculative glance. “No female jabs me in the nuts and walks away unscathed. I have a score to settle.”
“You deserved more punishment,” Jill said. “I didn’t give you permission to manhandle me and—and sniff my neck, or whatever you were doing. I’m no one’s possession, for your information.”
“Jill is my mate and my partner.” Aydarr expounded on her assertion.
“The Khagrish should have allowed us to contend for such a sweet prize.” Jamokan sounded bitter.
“I said that was enough.” The guard’s voice echoed in the room as he shouted, raising the controller for the bracelets in his free hand and brandishing it in a threatening manner. Pointing it at one guard, he gave an order. “Take Aydarr’s pack to the pool for the water exercises now. I don’t care if we’re off the schedule. Make them do extra laps.” Eyeing Jill’s original guard, he rebuked that underling as well. “Weren’t you supposed to be escorting the woman to see Dr. Sheyall? I could say this is your fault. You’re late. Don’t keep the scientist waiting or you might find yourself a part of the experiment. It’s happened before. Remember Birtom? The Tzibir pack had a lot of fun with him out in the Preserve before tearing him apart and eating him.”
The designated guard gestured emphatically at Jill. She stood on tiptoe to kiss Aydarr’s cheek. “I’ll be fine,” she whispered. “Enjoy the water, boys,” she said cheerfully, waving at the rest of the pack. “See you at dinner.”
The guard escorted her through corridors that became familiar the further she went. Dr. Sheyall had said her office was located close to the staff shower. Her guard knocked and admitted Jill to the scientist’s rooms. “I’ll be right outside, doctor,” he said. “I’ll take her to the cell when you’re done.”
Jill waited inside the door. She calculated the odds of successfully overpowering Sheyall were pretty high, but then would she be able to take the guard? And what would be the next steps? She had no idea where Aydarr and the others would be until the pack returned to the communal cell, no idea how to escape the lab complex. 
“Go ahead and sit, I’ll just be a minute.” The scientist gestured to the chair in front of her workstation.
See how far I can push her. Instead of obeying, Jill joined her, peering curiously at the brightly colored creatures crawling in a terrarium. Sheyall had several of the animals undulating like caterpillars on her hand and gently shook them off, the three-inch-long creatures raining onto the leaves in the enclosure, flipping in midair and grabbing at the greenery and branches with a myriad of suckered feet. 
“Pretty. What are they?” Jill asked.
“Haruma, from my home planet, not quite insects, not quite animals.” Sheyall got a green and yellow striped one to crawl onto her hand again and offered it to Jill to touch. “They’re harmless.”
With the tip of her finger, Jill stroked the creature’s back. “Soft.”
“I did my research on them when I was in advanced schooling. I was exploring how they learned new things and whether the DNA from an older generation could be spliced to assist a new generation to learn faster, or to assimilate completely new things the species wouldn’t ordinarily do.” Sheyall brushed the last haruma onto the leaves and closed the lid. She moved to the desk. “Would you care for some refreshment?”
“Sure, I’ll have whatever you’re having.” No matter what she thought of the scientists here at the lab, Jill judged Sheyall to be the closest thing to a sympathetic ally she had, so she was willing to meet the Khagrish female halfway. If I can get the person in charge of our experiment thinking of me—of us—as people the same as she is, it might help.
Sheyall brought two steaming mugs to the workstation and set one in front of Jill before taking her chair behind the desk. “Yes, I published several papers on the haruma studies before I graduated,  which were well received and attracted Dr. Gahzhing’s attention. He offered me the position here, to do ‘similar animal studies’, he as he described the work.” She blew on the mug and took a sip.
“A big jump from those little creatures to the Badari,” Jill said.
“The reality here is…a nightmare.” Sheyall pushed her hair off her forehead, toyed with her cup, then drank a sip of the hot beverage as if to calm herself. “ But I signed a contract, and there’s no way off the planet until my time is done. You and I’ve both been lucky.” Sheyall closed her eyes and rubbed her temples as if to ease a headache. “We arrived during a relatively quiet time. After this next military training exercise the anim—the Badari are going on—is complete, there’ll be experiments on at least a few of them. This DNA testing cycle is nearly complete.”
“What happens then?” Jill tried her drink, finding it mildly chocolate in taste, with odd spices.
“According to what I’ve been told, all kinds of Chimmer-mandated tests on living subjects, things I cannot imagine myself doing, frankly. And then the subjects are put down. And focus shifts to the next iteration. I was told I could leave one or two of the most docile members of Generation Eight alive for now, to serve as mentors to the cadets for a year or two.”
For a moment, Jill couldn’t speak. She could barely force the words out. “So Aydarr and the others will be tortured in the dubious name of science and killed? And then the cadets advance into becoming packs?”
Sheyall refused to meet her gaze. “Normally, yes. But, apparently, this time the Chimmer are pushing for a decision as to which genetic line to continue, to ‘mass produce’, is how the customer expressed it. So your Aydarr might be fine, depending how the mission goes. The highest performers win, based on all the data and this final mission. Nothing’s finalized yet.”
Battered by the information the scientist was sharing, Jill took a deep breath. “Why are you telling me all this?”
Sheyall shook her head slowly and raised her eyebrows, as if she was confused herself. “Oddly enough, I find I have to confide in someone or go mad. Communications offworld are forbidden. I already tried to confer with my mentor at the university, once I reviewed the scope of the ‘experiments’, and not only was I unable to send a message, I received a reprimand. You’re much easier to talk to than my colleagues here.” Sheyall shivered. “Working in this place warps people.”
“Or they were already warped. What about my fellow humans from the Sectors? Are they being experimented on yet?” She dreaded the answer, so Sheyall’s head shake was reassuring under the circumstances.
“The Chimmer haven’t provided experiment parameters yet. I’m not involved in that side of the lab.” The scientist drained the contents of her mug, took a deep breath, and leaned forward. “Enough idle chat. Why aren’t you breeding yet? I’m being pushed by Dr. Gahzhing to achieve results. Are you and Aydarr having problems copulating? You are fertile, according to the bio readouts. He should understand the mechanics involved. I was told the Badari had received sexual training in the past, been supplied with females in highly regulated encounters.”
Jill sat back with a thump. “Wow, doc, just dive right into the personal stuff.”
“You do understand we could have done the procedure necessary to make you pregnant without ever allowing the two of you anywhere near each other? The technology isn’t complicated. The only reason we’re doing all this old fashioned physical-based contact and observation is because the Chimmer was intrigued with the two of you that day, gods know why, and wanted to see what would happen.”
“You try making love to a man you met a few days ago, on a bed in the corner of a common room with ten other men and two boys in earshot,” Jill said, feeling nauseous. 
Eyes wide, Sheyall opened her mouth to ask a further question, but the com unit chimed. Holding up a finger, she answered and turned to check a database on her AI. With a murmured curse in Khagrish, the scientist had to activate the unit. Jill watched closely, committing to memory the symbols Sheyall clicked and seeing there was apparently no biodata involved in using the device. The Khagrish certainly had limited AI technology, no matter how advanced their race might be in DNA manipulation and gene splicing.
And I’m not explaining all the biological details of human fertility. The less the Khagrish understood about humans the better.
When Sheyall concluded her conversation with her colleague and directed her attention to Jill again, she said, “I understand what you’ve said about the privacy issues. My colleagues don’t want to deal with the fact the Badari aren’t a pack of animals or sub-sentients who’d rut anywhere, any time, and force you to submit. The pack members are clearly a higher order of sentient, just as you are. Not a popular view here at the labs. I’ll see what I can do. There’s nothing else we need to discuss today, but I do need to perform a physical examination. After we’re through, I’ve arranged for you to have a private shower, if you want one. Consider it a reward for not making a fuss over the exam.”
“A shower and clean clothes would be stellar. Thank you.”
“After we’re finished here, I’ll accompany you there and stand guard.” Sheyall smiled. “Guard you from the guard.”
“There is one other thing. The guys in the pack got tablets with info on them the other day. Could I have one?”
Sheyall frowned, and Jill feared she’d gone too far. “But you won’t be going on the combat mission. You have no need to see the details. You can’t read Khagrish in any event.”
“True.” Jill wasn’t about to admit the cadets had been teaching her. “But there were pretty pictures. It’s mind numbingly boring in our cell when the others are gone.”
Sheyall steepled her fingers. “I see. Yes, boredom would be a problem for a higher level sentient such as yourself. Let me consider the request.”
“Great.” Jill injected enthusiasm into her tone and bounced to her feet as if the request didn’t matter one way or the other. “Let’s get the exam unpleasantness over so I can wash off the grime from today’s activity.”
 
This time Jill had no desire to weep in the privacy of the shower. She was too focused on their eventual escape from this place, and her efforts to gather intelligence so plans could be made. As she soaped her hair and rinsed, she smiled. Right back into military mode all right.
She dressed in her fresh overalls, resisting the urge to explain to the scientist how the garment was the opposite of appealing and therefore did nothing to further the Chimmer’s reproductive goals for her. After, she took her leave of Sheyall and went with the guard to the cell. She had a wave of déjà vu, as she saw the pack—her pack—waiting for her, while the food sat on the table untouched.
“You were so long, I was worried.” Aydarr came to her, assessing her even as he gave her a hug.
“I had a talk with Dr. Sheyall, a physical exam, then a shower.” Jill fluffed her drying hair. “Tell you about it later. Thanks for getting Jamokan off me earlier.” She moved toward the table.
But when it was time for them to move to their private alcove, she found herself reluctant to broach the subject Dr. Sheyall had wanted to discuss. For the first time, shyness tangled her tongue.
Brow furrowed, Aydarr studied her. “We don’t have to talk about it, if the conversation is going to make you so uncomfortable. Just promise me it had nothing to do with the lives of my men.”
“I can make that promise, as far as what she had to say regarding me personally. It was kind of girl talk actually. I feel sorry for her.”
“You feel sorry for her? I warned you—”
“I know, she’s one of the people in charge of this terrible place, even if she doesn’t want to be. She seems kind of lost, out of her depth.”
He stroked his hand down her arm, his touch bringing a tingle to her skin and a stirring deeper inside. “Had I seen these bruises on you earlier today, Jamokan wouldn’t have escaped without a few of his own. Or blood drawn. The guards wouldn’t have been fast enough to prevent me from taking revenge.”
She turned her arm left and right. “They don’t hurt.”
He gathered her closer. “It doesn’t matter. He was out of line. I’ll make sure he understands the boundaries before the two of you ever meet again.”
She decided to probe into an issue puzzling her. “When Timtur checked my foot today, he used  healing energy on me, didn’t he? “
“Do you want him to work on the bruises?” Aydarr scrutinized the blemishes more closely before studying her with narrowed eyes. “Are you lying to me about the pain?”
“No, I really am fine. I’m trying to understand a few things about the Badari. Jamokan said you’d all been talking about me, but you haven’t spent any time with his pack since I arrived, have you?”
His face set in a blank mask, he shook his head.
She walked her fingers up his arm flirtatiously for the benefit of the vids watching the cell, nuzzled his neck and whispered in his ear. “Do the Badari have a form of telepathic communication? Mind to mind?”
Aydarr went rigid, then blew out a breath and shook his head. “You’re far too smart. I’m glad the Khagrish are blind to what they’ve given us.”
“Given you?”
“This experiment has been running for a long time, and the bastards have spliced so many things into whatever we started out as, that we’ve developed abilities the Khagrish are aware of—” He allowed his talons to extend briefly before retracting them. “And other things we take great pains to hide. Like Timtur’s healing abilities. Some gifts we all have and others are specific to one individual. A genetic drift or mutation perhaps.”
“I think the Khagrish do sloppy science,” she said. “Maybe the research started out differently but, from what I’ve seen so far, I did more exacting protocols when I was a kid in school doing projects for a grade.”
“Unfortunately, their guards have efficient weapons. And then there are the cuffs.” He tapped one finger on the black band around his wrist.
“Can you and I talk mind to mind?”
He shook his head. “I wish. I’ve tried, but you didn’t appear to hear me.”
“Nothing along those lines runs in my family. The ability sure would have been nice.”
“We have two days of training left then the day after we leave for the combat zone,” he said.
Dismayed, she could barely form the question. “So soon?” She leaned closer. “Sheyall did tell me the Chimmer are pushing to declare the next mission as the last for your generation. One DNA line will be declared the winner and the others are to be killed. She said nothing’s finalized yet but that’s the way the situation is trending. Did you know?”
He linked his fingers with hers. “I knew we were getting to the upper age limit for a generation, yes. I gathered the trainers and Gahzhing were placing unusual emphasis on this next combat assignment. So I guessed some of what she told you for myself.  Rebellions have been attempted here in the labs before but the power is all on the Khagrish side. You’ve seen the precautions they take when it comes to us.”
“There have to be alternatives, ways to fight, to rebel.”
“We won’t go meekly, this I promise you. But neither can I raise false hopes.  My men and I are prepared but there are always the cubs and cadets to consider. The Khagrish hold them over our heads as bargaining chips. What man wants to buy his own life at the cost of a child’s?” Eyes sorrowful, he shook his head. “I need a solution that frees the entire Badari race, adult and children. And I confess I can see no such answer.”
Jill pondered what he’d shared and wished she knew more about the Khagrish and the lab setup. She gazed out of the alcove to where the rest of the pack sat at the table, playing a card game or studying their handhelds or simply talking. The Badari were her people now too, as much as her own fellow colonists and her heart ached over the fate they were all facing. She prayed to the Lords of Space for help, any slightest break.
“Hey, remember me?” Aydarr gently recaptured her attention. “We still have time to spend together. I’ve talked so much about my grim life here—tell me about your time as a child. Give me something happier to reflect on, to dream of, when we’ve been taken for our next mission.”
“What do you want to know?”
“Tell me of your sisters, of the games you played together as children, what it’s like to have parents.”
She smiled, reflecting on her childhood. “The stories’ll be boring for you. I had a pretty normal family, except both my parents were in the military, so we were stationed at bases all over the Sectors. We didn’t stay in one place too long, as they’d get new assignments. My sisters and I formed a pretty tight unit of our own.”
“Sounds interesting. What was your favorite planet?”
“All worlds have unique aspects but there was one planet where we spent a lot of time at the beach and another where we got to go skiing in the mountains—”
“You like to be active?”
Jill considered. “Yeah, I guess you could say that but I also enjoy puzzles and mental challenges. Taking things apart and reassembling them again, or making them better if I can.”
Aydarr looked around the cell. “Not many possibilities for such pursuits here, I’m afraid.”
She remembered her observation of Sheyall’s computer and how easy it might be to hack. “You could be surprised.”
The lights flickered, signaling time for the prisoners to retire.
Aydarr yawned and stretched. “I’d be delighted if you surprised me in that regard. Do your worst.”
“I think you mean my best,” she said, sliding under the meager covers and making room for him to lie beside her. “Don’t the Badari deserve my most elevated efforts?”
He nuzzled her ear playfully. “Ah, but the Khagrish definitely deserve the worst you can do to them. I’ll dream of happy outcomes tonight.”
“You enjoy those dreams,” she said, punching her thin pillow as she did every night here, in a vain attempt to make it fluffier. I’ll probably be dreaming of you. But he didn’t need to know that secret.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
“I’d like you to come with me today,” Aydarr said at breakfast the next morning.
Surprised, Jill blinked. “Of course, if the Khagrish will let me.”
“I’m going to insist. They don’t want to upset me this close to a combat deployment, which gives me a bit of leverage.”
“Navigating life here seems to be a constant negotiation,” she said.
“Until the point where the Khagrish have made a final decision, then there’s no more room to maneuver.” Aydarr straightened. “But that time is not yet.”
Sure enough, when the guards showed up to take Aydarr from the cell, their squad leader yielded fairly easily to the Alpha’s demand for his mate to accompany him.
“Where are we going?” Jill whispered as they walked through a part of the complex new to her, surrounded by the guards.
“You’ll see.” He squeezed her hand.
 A few minutes later, Jill stepped through an open portal into a room filled with Badari boys, of both the feline and the canine influenced DNA lines, as well as some that must represent the reptilian-influenced Tzibir. She had yet to meet a Tzibir adult, but the boys had oddly shaped heads, no visible body hair and a hint of scales. At first she couldn’t sort out what she was facing, but as she stood next to Aydarr, watching the boys, she realized the teenagers must be ready to move into a pack soon. There were also about ten each who were probably five years younger, then a set who seemed to be about five years old. As with the adults, there was less resemblance between the cubs than she’d expected. Another topic to ask Aydarr about later, adding to her mountainous list of questions about the Khagrish experiments and how the Badari came to be. The boys stared at her with amazement, eyeing the way she stood close to Aydarr and held his hand.
“Generations nine, ten and eleven,” Aydarr murmured. “There is, as yet, no twelve.”
It broke her heart to think of the future awaiting these boys under the Khagrish. 
The door opened and Aydarr moved aside to allow Jamokan and his guards to enter, followed closely by a male who had to be the Tzibir alpha, also ringed by watchful warders.
A Khagrish male emerged from an office across the room and strode purposefully to where the alphas and Jill stood. “I wasn’t expecting the human female.” He glared at her. “For what purpose has she been introduced into the leave-taking protocol?”
“She’s my mate and, as such, a key member of my pack.” Aydarr’s voice was harsh. “The cubs and cadets need to swear their loyalty to her as they have to me.”
“Your line only,” the Tzibir said. “Mine have nothing to do with her.”
“What harm can it do if the kids all meet me?” Jill asked, thinking it might be useful in the future to have a connection with this collection of prisoners as well. “They’ve obviously already seen me standing here.”
The Khagrish rubbed his chin. “An interesting variable. All right, 801, you may present your mate to the assembled young, then you and the woman will meet separately as usual with those of your own DNA line.”
“Agreed.” Before anyone could change their minds, Aydarr stepped forward, closer to the young, Jill matching him step for step. “This is my mate, Jill Garrison, a human of the Sectors.”
“I’m pleased to meet all of you,” she said, looking from face to face. “Although regretful at the circumstances, all of us being prisoners of the Khagrish. I’d be happy to answer any questions I can without jeopardizing the safety of my people.”
There was silence. A husky male with the unmistakable air of an alpha raised one hand and, without waiting for permission, said, “Will there be other mates provided? How does one qualify for a mate?”
“Any such decision is up to us,” the Khagrish supervisor said, intervening rapidly in a conversation he appeared to find uncomfortable. “Depending on the outcome of this situation, we’ll evaluate the necessity and efficacy of creating bonded pairs. Details have not been worked out. This situation is an outlier, done at the customer’s request. Enough discussion, get on with the ritual.”
Aydarr led Jill to a side door, the cubs and cadets of his line marching with varying degrees of military precision behind them. The portal opened onto a side yard, which Jill guessed was fenced in with invisible force fields like the Preserve. He walked to a bench at the far end of the space and waited for her to sit before seating himself. 
The children arranged themselves in a semi-circle, youngest to eldest, and sat cross-legged on the grass. Jamokan and the Tzibir were similarly surrounded by their DNA line’s young, moving to a different corner of the yard. A fourth corner held a bench but no pack. Startled, Jill wondered if some other strain of Badari had been terminated, experiment failed. A shiver spiraled down her spine.
“The pack and I leave on a mission tomorrow,” Aydarr said, addressing the cubs and cadets. “It’s unknown how long we’ll be gone this time.”
“Will she go with you?” asked one of the younger boys, pointing at Jill.
“No, although she was a soldier in the Sectors and certainly could hold her own in combat.”
“But the Khagrish don’t know my resume or what I can do,” Jill said as all eyes turned to her. Why was Aydarr giving out important information freely today? “So I need you to keep my secret.”
She saw all the cadets nodding. Apparently, the concept of secret keeping wasn’t new to them.
“As my mate, Jill wields her own pack authority, so while I’m gone I expect you to obey any order from her you might receive. If there’s a problem here, in the Development Unit, requiring Pack intervention ask for Jill. Demand the Khagrish bring her to you.” Aydarr leaned forward, face serious. “For the first time ever, I’ll leave this place feeling you’re properly watched over, because of my mate.”
“What if the Khagrish refuse to bring her to us?” It was the young alpha.
“They don’t know what to do with the situation,” Jill said. “Use that uncertainty on their part. Demand your right to see me, as Aydarr’s stand-in, if there’s an issue or problem you would have needed him to resolve.”
“I can’t talk to her,” said the smallest cub, his face sad.
One of the others clapped his hand over the boy’s mouth. “We don’t discuss our link, ever. Remember the rules.”
Jill left the bench and approached the child who’d spoken. The other cubs and cadets scattered to make way for her. The teenaged alpha stubbornly blocked her path until a growl from Aydarr made him lower his eyes and step aside. Reaching the cub, Jill sank to the ground and put her arm around him. Speaking close to his ear, she said, “I’m not Badari by birth, so no, there are things you can do that I can’t do, like talk to each in, uh, certain ways.”
Aydarr nodded his approval of her circumlocution on their telepathy.
She raised her voice to address the others. “But I’m proud to be a pack member by adoption and honored to meet all of you today.”
 “Tell my mate your names and swear your loyalty to her,” Aydarr ordered, “Before the Khagrish grow impatient and end our session.” He pointed at the boy Jill was hugging. “Bilmar, you first.”
Bilmar pulled away from her, rising to his feet and placing his right hand over his heart, tiny talons making an appearance. “I, Bilmar of Generation 11, pledge my loyalty to Jill, mate of Aydarr, and I will defend her with my life.”
The boy was so earnest . Jill blinked away tears, sad to see such a young child taking on the mantle of a warrior two decades his elder. The rapid ceremony continued, until only the teenaged alpha was left. He stood silent, rocking on his heels, frowning as he glanced from Aydarr to Jill.
“I will hear your oath, Vattan.” Aydarr rose to his feet, talons and fangs manifesting.
Jill and the children moved aside as the younger alpha walked to where Aydarr waited.
Is this kid out of his mind? He can’t take Aydarr. She was astounded.
“I am the alpha of this pack,” Vattan said, gesturing at the young behind him. “We don’t need your bedmate to think she can interfere. I don’t report to her.”
Moving so fast that Jill could only blink, Aydarr had the boy pinned on his back. “I am the Alpha for the entire pack, including the cubs and cadets, which is a responsibility I won by rite of combat. Until you can defeat me, best you not insult my mate or question my decisions.” His fangs and talons were prominent.
Mouth set in a stubborn line, Vattan glared at Aydarr for a tense moment before raising his chin to expose his neck. “I submit.”
Aydarr waited an extra heartbeat before allowing Vattan to regain his feet. “It’s true you watch over the young on a day to day basis, since the Khagrish don’t allow us to be housed together, but never forget—any of you—who is the rightful alpha of this pack.”
Brushing himself off, Vattan moved away. “My day will come, just as yours did.” His face was set in sullen lines. “Until then, I pledge my loyalty to you and your mate.”
A buzzer sounded from the direction of the building. “Our time is over,” Aydarr said. He held out his hand to Jill. “We must go.”
She was bursting with questions, but she accompanied him to the pack cell without speaking. When they reached the common room, the rest of the band was missing.
“Training.” Unconcerned, Aydarr shrugged off the pack’s absence. “I’ll be escorted to join them soon, I’m sure. Best you stay here today. All the warriors will be on edge and the Khagrish as well.”
“What was all the fuss about? Why did the kid challenge you? He had to know he didn’t have a chance of winning.”
“Vattan is ambitious, and the Khagrish fill his head with promises. The scientists think he’d be a more tractable alpha than I am, easier to work with. I tend to put as many obstacles in their way as I can, argue over their plans.” Aydarr’s grin was cocky. Grabbing a water bottle, he walked toward the alcove. “Sit with me until I’m summoned?”
“Of course.” Happy to join him, she snuggled against his side on their bed. “I didn’t see any of the others rushing to join Vattan’s incipient revolt.”
“No, he has no rising enforcers loyal to him.”
“Whereas you have Mateer and Reede.”
Aydarr nodded, running his hand up and down her arm in a lazy caress. “The three of us were bonded practically from birth. Brothers.”
“Could any of the three of you become alpha? Or was the position destined for you to take?”
“Being alpha isn’t something a man can choose. It’s woven into his DNA. My makeup, for whatever reason, makes me dominant to any other Badari now alive. And every Badari knows it. Vattan understands this.”
“Even Jamokan and the Tzibir alpha?”
“Theoretically we three alphas should be equals, which makes all of us edgy and unhappy, but we’re not pitted against each other. Not physically, at any rate. The Khagrish try to play mind games with us, create rifts. And, of course, the ultimate competition is to be the DNA line the customer picks to survive. I run my pack under the Khagrish yoke, and the other two do the same with their men.”
Throat dry, she forced out her next question. “Do the Khagrish experiment on the children?”
“To some extent, but primarily the cubs are raised with a firm hand, brought up to be soldiers. That’s been the emphasis for the past few generations anyway. Memory speaks of horrors in the earlier days of the program.”
She shivered. “Don’t go there. I don’t need to know.”
“Now the Khagrish running the program today seem to understand it’s more ‘optimal’, as the scientists might say, to have trainers and teachers who employ firm discipline, not cruel or depraved techniques. The Khagrish cull the cubs and cadets along the way, as the generation cohort grows up. The weaker individuals are removed from the training area and never seen again.” 
“Killed?” Tears filled her eyes at the idea of children like Bilmar meeting such a grim fate. Her hatred for the Khagrish, the Chimmer, and ultimately the Mawreg burned hot.
“We don’t know, Jill. We always assumed the worst.” He leaned his head against the wall. “Mateer, Reede and I had to work hard to keep Timtur from being culled. He was weak and slow as a cub, so we covered for him, and eventually he caught up in physical development. He showed an aptitude as a medic so the Khagrish were intrigued and gave him specialized training. But there were two others we couldn’t save.”
“We’ve got to put an end to this hellish program, destroy these bastards,” she said.
Aydarr lifted her fisted hand to his lips and kissed it. “First we have to escape.”
 
Jill stayed in the cell the next day. The guards made it clear they didn’t care what she did, and Aydarr had asked her not to accompany them. “It’ll be all business, focused on the battle plans. I need my pack to avoid distractions.” He said it with a smile which went a long way toward allaying her annoyance.
She tried for a light tone. “Like me outplaying them on the ball court?”
“Indeed, your abilities there were an amazement to them. A good reminder not to underestimate the smaller, nimble opponent. I think Dr. Sheyall is looking out for you, for now, so I’m not too worried about you being here alone.” Holding her closely, he added, “And, if I must tell the truth, you distract me from everything, mate.”
So she stood on the black line for headcount then watched the pack march away under the usual heavy guard. One guard lingered, digging a handheld from his pocket. “Dr. Sheyall issued you this.” 
Jill stepped to the still open portal and accepted the handheld. It was smaller than the ones the pack had been given, but it was better than nothing. “Please thank the doctor for me.”
“You’re to be careful with it,” he said, motioning her to step inside the cell.
“Of course. I will—thank you.”
So excited she was practically shaking, Jill sat at the table and activated the device. It was mostly loaded with the pretty visual displays but, as the day wore on, she was able to bypass all of that and hack into the first layer of the lab’s AI network. She wasn’t far enough in to take any action, but she stayed on the fringes and watched, studying the data patterns. Haven’t the Khagrish ever heard of hacking? There seemed to be no network security, but the absence of obvious safeguards made her wary.
As she heard the approaching footsteps of the pack returning for the evening, she flicked the off button on the device and slid it into her pocket. Rising to greet Aydarr and the others, she halted in midstep as the guard detained Aydarr outside the cell then gestured to her, issuing a stern command as he did so. “You, come with me.”
“But I need to remain with my men—it’s the night before we ship out, and there’s more work to be done on mission planning,” Aydarr said as Jill slipped out of the cell to stand beside him. His jaw clenched and a muscle jumped in his cheek.
“Tough. Dr. Sheyall gave special orders for tonight.”
A squad of guards formed up in a square with the prisoners in the middle, and Jill took Aydarr’s hand as they were escorted away from the cell. What had the young scientist done? What was going to happen to her and the Badari alpha? Uncertainty made her tense, her adrenaline rising as if she was going into combat.  Aydarr squeezed her fingers in silent reassurance. At least the two of them were together. The walk was long and took her into unfamiliar territory. Aydarr was silent, walking beside her. 
Eventually, the procession stopped in front of a locked door, which the guard swung open for them. “Inside.” He gave Aydarr a push in the back, knocking him into Jill, and only the alpha’s superb co-ordination and balance kept them from falling as the door slammed behind them.
Mouth open in shock, Jill took in their new accommodations. The cell was smaller than the one the pack occupied but large enough to contain a generous bed, shoved crookedly against the wall. A table and chairs sat off to one side and covered plates waited. Beyond the table was an alcove with the bathroom facilities, including a shower. 
“This is my fault.”
Aydarr swung back to her, his face set in a frown. “Why do you say that?”
“Dr. Sheyall gave me a hard time yesterday about why I wasn’t breeding yet, as she put it, and I reminded her they had us in a cell with ten other guys and no privacy. I never expected her to give us our own space.” Jill rested her hand on his arm. “I’m sorry. I know you should be with the pack, not alone with me. The idea she’d change the arrangements didn’t even cross my mind.”
He took a deep breath. “What’s done can’t be undone. “
“Do you think the Khagrish have vids in here?” Jill walked the perimeter of the room, scanning the walls. “I’m not seeing anything. She knows how I feel about privacy obviously so maybe the room is unmonitored, after all.”
“We should eat.” He gestured toward the table. 
“All right.” Jill joined him, and they took turns uncovering the dishes. “Wow, Dr. Sheyall made the cook work for us tonight. Real food. Do you suppose the pack is getting better rations too? Is it a night before the raid ritual?”
“No.” He sniffed the barely cooked meat and took a bite from a hunk of bread. “Passable.”
Jill leaned close as they shared the food onto empty plates and began eating. She whispered in his ear, toying with the fastening of his jumpsuit flirtatiously in case she was being watched. “Can you talk to Mateer maybe? Let him know we’re ok? Tell him whatever you need to tell him?”
“I am,” he replied.
“Oh, all right then.” She fell silent, since he seemed distracted, and concentrated on the unusual meal. Anything was better than the gruel and slop they were normally fed. This food was actually palatable.
“I apologize,” he said a few moments later. “Now my attention is all yours. I’m not sorry to have time alone with you, you know.”
Tongue tied, Jill realized this was the first time she’d been completely alone with Aydarr since the two of them battled the creature in the pit, which hardly counted. They’d been busy trying to stay alive.
“Why are you smiling?” he asked.
“Thinking about us fighting the monster in the pit. Do you realize that was the only time since I arrived there weren’t other people in close proximity?”
“Although Mateer joined us in the pit.”
“Not a moment too soon.” She shuddered. “I was so grateful to you and him.”
“I never thought I’d have reason to be grateful to the Khagrish for anything, but it has been amazing to have you as my partner. As my friend.” He reached to take her hand, twining his fingers with hers and studying their hands, his so huge that hers was almost lost in his gentle grip. “No matter what happens, I could never regret knowing this closeness with you.”
“Don’t talk as if tonight is the end,” she said in instinctive protest. “You’ll be back. Your pack comes back safe every time, right?”
“We’re tough, and we’ll do our best. Even if we do return safely, the Khagrish will change the situation. They’re capricious and cruel. Especially if the Chimmer force the issue of ending the experiment and selecting only one pack to survive.” He raised his gaze to her face. “I’m going to be desperate with worry for you the whole time I’m gone. I’ll pray to the Great Mother to keep you safe.”
She rose from the chair and sat in his lap, twining her arms around his neck, laying her head on his broad shoulder, breathing in his scent. “I’ll be the same, thinking about you.” The pressure of his unmistakable arousal increased against her bottom. When he’s taken away from me tomorrow, I don’t want any regrets about missed opportunities. Raising her head, she pressed a kiss on his lips. 
After his first instinctive startle, Aydarr tilted his head to find the proper angle and kissed her back. Jill licked the seam of his lips and he gave her entry, his tongue warm and sensuous against hers. They were both out of breath when the kiss ended.
“Come to bed with me?” she said. “We can’t let this chance go to waste.”
He glanced at the walls of the cell. “Even if the scientists might be watching? Are you sure?”
“They can go to the seven hells and burn. I want you. I’ll take the risk of Khagrish voyeurs.” Incredibly aroused, she felt reckless, the desire to be intimate with Aydarr not to be denied. Sliding from his lap, she stepped away and unfastened her jumpsuit, taking care to step out of it and the ugly white underwear together so he wouldn’t glimpse them. A girl has her pride.
Aydarr stared at her, his glowing eyes hot and hungry.
I probably should have done more of a striptease, but that’s not me. A bit self-conscious under his scrutiny, she covered her breasts with one hand. “I miss the pink nightie. Much sexier than this.” She kicked the one-piece garment.
“You’re beautiful.” He rose from his chair. “I would be greatly honored if you would consent to be my mate in truth tonight. It’s what I’ve wanted since the first night in the cave.”
“Even though mating is what the Khagrish intend for us to do?”
“I wouldn’t be doing anything for them.” He picked her up and carried her to the bed. “This is about you and me.”
Once he’d deposited her on the lumpy mattress, he stripped. Jill swallowed hard as his muscular chest and sculpted abs came into view. Then the garment was off, and he stood in his underwear, his engorged cock pressing against the fabric in an impressive bulge of need and desire. She moved to the end of the bed and ran her hands over his body to his hips, where she slid one hand under the waistband of the briefs, to grasp his erection and stroke it, before she moved lower, fondling his heavy sac and kneading gently. Aydarr’s hips bucked in response to her touch, and he reached out to cup her breast, teasing the nipple.
Smiling, Jill pulled his underwear down, admiring his large, thick cock as it jutted free, ready for her. Oh yeah, I’ve had fantasies about this. Reality exceeded the fantasies and she was delighted to observe that his arousal included ridges on his shaft she could already imagine stimulating her innermost  nerve endings to amazingly erotic effect. Pulling him closer, she put her lips on the plum-shaped head then swirled her tongue across the surface and the ridges below, enjoying the taste of him. 
Aydarr’s hips bucked and he threaded his fingers through her hair, encouraging her to continue. “Always you surprise me, mate, in the best possible ways.” 
She made a humming sound to show agreement but continued her pleasurable activity. After  tormenting him with her teasing caresses, she yielded to his request to grant him time to explore her body. As she moved further onto the mattress he kicked off the briefs and came onto the bed. Lying beside her, running his hand over her body, he took time to squeeze and fondle each breast in turn and play with the pebbled nipples, before cupping her mound with his immense hand. “I like your curls,” he said.
“I like everything about your body.” She grinned.
His face grew troubled, eyes full of emotion and he moved his hand, caressing her abdomen with his touch, before resting his palm on her hip. “Jill, would you wish to bring a child into this world?”
“What do you mean? Someday maybe, certainly not right now, not into this hellhole of a lab.”
He nodded. “I agree. Perhaps we should not allow ourselves this pleasure tonight. I don’t know if Badari and humans can even have children together, but to take such a risk—”
“I’m protected. I had an inject last year, so no need to worry.” She caressed his cheek with her hand. “But I appreciate your concern.”
Leaning over, he kissed her lips tenderly then worked his way to her breasts, taking the tip of one into his mouth to be savored while he played with the other. She threaded her fingers in his hair and enjoyed the heavy silken feel of it while she held him close.
Allowing his hand to drift across her stomach then lower, he probed her folds gently with one finger. She shifted her hips and made a happy murmuring sound of encouragement.
“You are ready for me, yes?” he said, raising his head.
“Oh yes.” She tried to pull him over her and situate his gratifyingly giant arousal where she wanted it to be. “Just…go slow, all right? I have to get used to the size of you.”
“I’d die before I’d hurt you.” Cautiously, he came on top of her, keeping his weight on his forearms, positioning himself with one hand. The tip of his cock slid inside her, and he stilled.
“What? What’s wrong?”
“I’ve never felt anything like this—so hot and wet and tight.” He took a deep breath and pushed further, as she grabbed at the sheets as her channel stretched to accommodate him. 
“Because I want you so badly,” she said, stroking her hand across his back and kneading his amazing butt. “You’re making me crazy,” she gasped out as he slowly thrust and retreated, only to advance again. His girth was already impressive and the ridges on his heavy cock stimulated the nerve endings exactly the way she’d hoped, enhancing her pleasure with his slightest movement Her core was broadcasting so much pleasure to the rest of her body she could hardly stand it. Jill angled her body to draw him deep, and Aydarr pumped harder in response.
She felt him go over the edge of his release and let herself follow right after, so they lay locked together, savoring the intense sensations then the flickers of pleasure as her body relaxed into sensuous satisfaction.
He rose on his elbows, staring into her face with a fierce smile. “Mate.”
“Yes?” Languidly she caressed him, satiated by the incredible orgasm she’d just experienced, enjoying the pleasure-giving ridges of his semi-erect cock seated deep in her body.
“If we do this again tonight, may I have permission to claim you fully?”
She raised her eyebrows, laughing. “If? If? You’re crazy if you think I’m letting you out of this bed before dawn. There are a lot of things we have yet to explore.”
“But you acknowledge me as your mate?”
“I thought we already settled that issue.” Tenderly, she smoothed his hair off his face, luxuriating in the heavy silk of the strands, very like a mane. “Besides—” She wriggled her hips, grinning as he surged in response, hardening again. “I’m not sure how much more fully we could manage, although practice does tend to make perfect. I’m pretty satisfied with what you bring to the dance.”
He shook his head. “I can’t explain it—I know there’s something I’m driven with desire to do.”
“More ancestral memory at work?”
“Or the DNA spliced into mine.” He closed his eyes and frowned. “I shouldn’t have asked.”
“No, it’s fine,” she said hastily, saddened to see him closing up emotionally after the beautiful intimacy of what they’d shared. “You know I accept you as the whole person you are. It’s all you, my mate. Anything we do by mutual consent makes us stronger, more united. What is it?”
He opened his mouth and the fangs extended.  Rather than alarming her, she was fascinated whenever he did it, appreciating the fact her lover could and would literally protect her with tooth and claw. He was magnificent, ferocious and yet tender. “I want to mark you, so that all would know you were my mate, claimed. But I need to do this in a particular way.”
“I get to bite you too, then,” she said, swallowing hard as she considered the request and found herself curiously excited. “Fair’s fair.”
Aydarr laughed and hugged her against him. “Truly, you’re one in a million, and I’m glad you’re mine.” He withdrew from her body, soothing her immediate protest with murmured endearments and tiny caresses, then urged her to roll over and brace her body on her knees and elbows, her hips elevated. He knelt behind her and guided himself into her channel from behind. She pushed back, matching him move for move, enjoying the sensations from this position, heightened as Aydarr reached down to massage the most sensitive bud of tissue and increase her response even more. He was driving into her with such force his heavy balls slapped against her in an erotic rhythm and she felt as if she was caught in a storm of passion, completely his, yet knowing by allowing him this dominance, he was hers to command in other ways.
The climax built and built inside her until she was clenching her fists on the sheets to hold her position against the tremors of smaller orgasms. Aydarr gave one final thrust, setting off the final crescendo of passion. At the same moment she was utterly lost in the pleasure, he placed his mouth on the tender spot where her neck met her shoulders. There was pressure but no pain as he made his claiming mark. The act drove them to a second climax that left them both shuddering and weak with pleasure.
She collapsed on the mattress, his semi erect cock slipping from her body as Aydarr pulled her close to spoon protectively around her, his warmth and scent seeping into every pore of her body. “Mine,” he said, kissing the spot where he’d made his claim. “And I am yours.”
“I have to bite you first,” she said.
“You would remember that.” He laughed and rolled onto his back, lifting his chin and baring his neck. “I submit to you, mate.”
Feeling slightly ridiculous, she leaned in and placed her lips on his heated skin, clamping down with her teeth as he held still for her. As she applied pressure slowly, she tasted  the faintest hint of spice, warm and exotic on her tongue. Hastily released her hold, licking and kissing the spot before sitting up with her hand covering her lips, Jill was amazed at her daring. She felt wild and uninhibited. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
He touched the spot with a fingertip. “Healed already.”
“But bruised.”
“Sexy as hell,” he said, pulling her to him. “I’m proud to wear your mark.”



CHAPTER SIX
 
She was sitting on his lap at the table next morning, holding his hand tight, when the cell door swung open with no warning.
“Time to move out, 801,” the guard said. “Your buddies are at the cryo room already, but the doc wanted you to have all the time you needed with your mate here.”
Jill swallowed hard, trying to keep tears from flowing. She refused to make her grief his last memory of her before going off to war. She rushed to kiss him before the guards escorted him out the door. “Stay safe,” she said, managing what was undoubtedly a lopsided smile.
“And you as well.” His voice was soft.
Then he was gone.
The door slammed shut.
Jill let the tears fall then. She had no idea how long he’d be gone or what might happen, and her heart ached.
Eventually, she was conducted to the now empty pack cell and left alone, which was almost worse than saying goodbye to Aydarr had been. The space seemed to echo without all the others there. She wondered how many of the pack would return from the mysterious combat mission. 
Dr. Sheyall arrived. She and one guard entered the cell.
“Present yourself for scanning,” said the guard.
Rising from her chair, Jill stood at attention while the scientist ran the sensor over her, not once but three times.
“How are you not breeding?” Sheyall’s voice was incredulous. “I arranged the private room you wished for, gave you the entire night alone—”
Jill remembered Aydarr’s quiet, sad question, whether she wanted to bring a child into this nightmare world. “It doesn’t always happen right away.”
“You don’t understand the consequences,” the scientist said, eyes wide with distress. “This was your last chance—having failed, you’re no longer part of my experiment. I can’t do anything else for you. You’re on your own.”
Sheyall seemed so upset that Jill invoked the status that saved her previously. “But I’m Aydarr’s mate, I’m part of the pack—”
“The Chimmer only cared if you became pregnant and, since you’ve failed, your role is done.” Sheyall stowed her scanner in the pouch and fastened the clasp with a loud snap. “Dr. Gahzhing is in charge of you now, and whatever future experiments he wishes to carry out, if any, will be undertaken by him.” She gestured to the guard. “We’re done here.”
Jill sank into her chair. Even if Aydarr was here, he might not be able to help. She considered trying to grab Sheyall as a hostage but the two guards were watching so closely, she felt as if they were reading her mind. The man on the left took a step closer and raised his weapon. Jill allowed the scientist to walk away without making a move.
As she stepped over the threshold to leave the cell, Sheyall hesitated. “I’m sorry for the way this turned out.” She scurried away before Jill could respond, and the guard reset the barrier to full.
Well that’s just great. How long did she have before Dr. Gahzhing took notice of her? Jill rose and went into the alpha’s alcove, falling onto the bed, blinking through the tears as she caught Aydarr’s lingering scent. There wasn’t time to give in to emotion. She had to see if there was anything to be done about escaping. Nothing Gahzhing had in mind would be good, the lecherous bastard.  But what had the highest chance of success? What to try first? 
She rolled over and peered under the bed at the ventilation shaft, wondering if she managed to short out the barrier charge running through the grille whether she’d have time to get the latches open before the guards came to check on her. Maybe there’s a smarter way to go about this. Pulling the handheld from her pocket, she opened the backdoor she’d created in the lab’s AI system and searched for the facility operations routines. If anyone was watching her on the vids, the observer would think she was amusing herself with the pretty pictures, as she’d done before. Grinning, Jill continued her hacking. 
Once she’d isolated the desired processes, she started working through the subroutines sifting lines of code for the one controlling the power to the ventilation system safeguards. It was after lunch before she found the right one. The lab complex was much larger than she’d thought, and what she was looking for was a minor aspect buried in the millions of actions the AI had the capability to enact.
Access denied.
“Oh great,” she said out loud. “This they have controls over?” Biting her lip, she settled in to attempt hacking the extra layer of security. The code was different from what she’d dealt with before, as if it was an older iteration, unnecessarily complex. She suspected the original coding was still at the core, with layers and layers of modifications and upgrades overlaid. Maybe I should try escaping the old fashioned, way after all. Raising her head from the handheld, she scanned the cell for something she could use to short out the current manually.
Footsteps sounded outside the cell, and her adrenaline spiked. Too early for dinner. Powering  down the device, she slid it into her pocket and rose as three guards stepped into the cell.
“You’ve been summoned to a meeting with Dr. Gahzhing,” the head guard said. “You are to bring the garment you were wearing when you were captured.”
The pink nightie? Is he serious? “It’s in the alcove,” she said, waving a hand at the bed. “Under the mattress.”
“Fetch it, and don’t waste my time.”
Incredulous, she hurried to retrieve the nightgown from where she’d hidden it, then walked from the cell with the guards. As the barrier was closed behind her, Jill feared she’d seen the cell—and the pack—for the last time. 
The squad left the corridors she was familiar with behind and made their way through a much more upscale part of the facility. The walls were covered with wood panels, artwork hung at intervals and clusters of green plants broke up the institutional appearance.
Jill clenched her hand on the silky fabric of the nightie, remembering the way the scientist had ogled her the day she came in from the Preserve. If the Khagrish bastard intended to act on his lascivious impulses, she’d have to fight. Her steps slowed and one of the guards grabbed her by the elbow to hurry her along. Briefly she was tempted to fight but she couldn’t take on three heavily armed men and win.  One scientist by himself she was confident she could take by surprise. Gahzhing had no idea she was a trained soldier. Hand to hand combat wasn’t her best skill but she felt confident she could take him. Surely he wouldn’t keep the guards or anyone else in the room to watch, not if his dirty little fantasies included the pink nightie.
Be smart about how I resist, keep my eyes open for the best opportunity. The idea of allowing him to touch her was abhorrent but she’d wait for the right moment and then strike without hesitation. It’s him or me.
Her procession stopped in front of a beautifully carved door, and the guard clicked the com unit set into the wall. “The human female prisoner is here as ordered, sir.”
The door slid open. The guard took her by the elbow and walked her inside. Dr. Gahzhing was seated at his desk. With a wide, toothy smile, he swiveled in his chair to watch Jill walk into his quarters. His attitude made her feel like prey, entered the den of a hungry predator. Without a word, he pointed the controlling device at her. Intense pressure and tingling pulsed in her arm, as if the black bracelet was constricting to crush her bones, and she allowed herself to fall prone without making any effort to break the impact. I hope me collapsing was the effect he was expecting.
Apparently, she’d picked the right response, judging by the satisfied smirk on the scientist’s face. Gahzhing rose from the chair and walked to her, squatting to brush her hair away from her face in a parody of tenderness. She wanted to slap him but continued to play the part of a paralyzed, helpless prisoner. An easy victim. “Not immune to the bracelet any more, are we, human?” he asked, satisfaction in his tone. “I upped the intensity by a factor of ten, which I calculated would work.” He tugged the nightgown from her fingers and rose to his feet, sniffing the fabric.
Ugh, never wearing that again.
Gahzhing seemed to belatedly realize the guards were lingering in the room. Waving his free hand toward the door, he said, “I’ll be conducting my private scientific evaluation of the subject this evening. The experiments may run all night, in fact. I’m not to be disturbed, understand?”
“Perfectly, sir. Do you wish security to remain outside your quarters?”
Gahzhing walked away, returning to the desk, still holding the nightgown in his fist. “For what purpose? She’s immobilized. Take your team and resume your duties in the cell block.”
Arrogant bastard. She hoped she’d get the opportunity to show him he wasn’t in control where she was concerned.
The guard left and the portal closed. Gahzhing walked back to her. Bending down, he picked her up with ease. He might not have the muscle on his frame Aydarr and the pack possessed, but there was strength in his grip. He carried her into the next room, which was dominated by a large bed. She forced herself to remain limp. Gotta wait for the right chance, but how am I going to know when that is?
Behind them, the comlink chimed. Gahzhing swore in his own language, obviously torn between proceeding with what he had planned for Jill and answering the call. He placed her on the bed carelessly, limbs akimbo like a broken doll, dropped the nightie on her chest and hastened into the other room.
Immediately she sat up, desperate to find anything she could use as a weapon. Shivering, she saw restraints lying at the foot of the bed, which confirmed her belief she had to act now, with no further delay. There was an arrangement of abstract metal sculptures on a shelf across from the bed, as well as an ornate lamp. 
Quietly, she crept across the carpet and hefted the biggest sculpture. Deciding the lamp would be more deadly, she clutched it like a club and tiptoed to the entry into the next room. Gahzhing sat at the desk with his back to her, concluding the conversation from the sounds of the dialog. Moving with slow deliberation, she was nearly to the desk when he closed the comlink. Jill froze, but her luck held as he opened a file on his AI screen and began furiously typing notes.
Instinct must have warned her prey at the last second because he turned just as she swung the lamp. The heavy base crashed into the side of his skull with all the force she could put behind the blow, and he collapsed in slow motion, falling from the chair. 
Jill checked quickly for a pulse, finding the scientist was alive, his breathing intermittent but his pulse strong. The Khagrish must have dense bones and thick skulls. 
She wouldn’t have been upset if she’d killed him, not with the horrendous experiments this lab carried out and his obviously unpleasant intentions toward her. His alliance with the Chimmer was enough by itself to make him an enemy of the Sectors, but she wasn’t going to bludgeon an unconscious man to execute him. She used the restraints he’d planned to use on her, appreciating the irony as she trussed him tight. Before dragging him into the other room, she stuffed a scarf in his mouth to keep him from yelling if he regained consciousness. If he awoke, she didn’t want him to watch whatever she did. Taking no chances, she tied his feet to the legs of the bed with his ornamental belt and left him on the floor.
A rapid search revealed no weapons in the drawers. Jill stood in the center of the room, hands on her hips, and considered the next move. She took deep breaths to calm her shaky nerves and worked to control her adrenaline. I have all night. The guards have orders not to disturb Gahzhing’s private fantasy scene. She slipped into the desk chair and sat with her hands poised above the data entry keyboard. Do I dare? 
Screw it, this is my best chance to get the information I need to help myself and Aydarr’s pack.
A moment later, she hit the jackpot. Dr. Gahzhing had unlimited access to the entire contents of the AI system, including the oldest core programming. He was a super user as far as privileges went, although she didn’t find much evidence he actually interfaced with the AI for anything other than communication and making research notes. 
And accessing alien porn trideos. Ugh.
She created multiple access points into the core of the AI’s processor for herself, using Gahzhing’s credentials, setting up her own user names and encryption but then erasing the signs of the activity. Pulling the handheld from her pocket, she made sure she could use the device to access what she’d created, then she began surfing the thousands of applications and files, doing a rapid scan for whatever might be useful. A layout of the complex was high on her list of priorities. Information on her fellow humans was a close second.
Increasingly driven by an uneasy feeling, Jill got up to check on her captive, who was still unconscious. On her way to the desk, she grabbed a few morsels of the dinner the scientist had evidently ordered for their evening. Taking a piece of spicy bread to munch on, she hastened to the chair. Immersing herself in the AI’s processes again, she continued her education on the lab complex. She found an intriguing reference to a natural disaster quite a few years earlier and an abandoned set of buildings deemed unsafe for occupancy. Might be a good temporary lair if the whole place hasn’t fallen down by now.
Nerves on edge, she admitted to herself she was spending too much precious time on gathering intel and needed to escape. If I don’t get away now, I’ll never have another chance, even if Gahzhing doesn’t kill me. She pulled up the ventilation shaft system specs and studied the serpentine twists. 
Leaving the desk, she examined the vent in the next room in the opposite direction from the bedroom, which was being used as a kitchen and a storeroom. The vent was big enough for her to climb into, and the diagrams showed she could work her way out of the lab buildings and transition into the abandoned facility. That discovery led her to call up topographical studies of the countryside beyond the complex.
If she, the other humans, and Aydarr’s pack could escape where could they run to be safe? There were interesting possibilities, including one large river valley a few miles away with odd notations about anomalies in the observations and problems with aerial overflight. Mineral deposits blocking the scanners? A possible refuge.
Gasping, Jill startled and nearly fell out of the chair when the comlink pinged at her elbow. Fortunately, Dr. Gahzhing had set it to take messages or whoever was calling might have seen her sitting at his desk.
Disastrous. I gotta go now. Pushing it too far, trying to gather data..
 She still hadn’t located the humans, nor found any indication of what plans there were for those prisoners. This was her best opportunity to easily discover the answers she craved. “But I can study all of it at my leisure. Prioritize once I hole up in a safe spot.”
Someone or something brushed against the door in the corridor, and she froze. The noise wasn’t repeated, but it was past time to go. She had the AI create and store a series of fleeting, false images of her running through the corridors, then opening the door to the Preserve. Hopefully, they’d believe she was dumb enough to flee to the one place she was familiar with. Maybe the Khagrish would eventually decide she’d been eaten by a predator and stop searching for her. 
Jill glanced at the sleek black cuff on her wrist. I hope they can’t track me with this. The surface was more dull than usual—maybe Gahzhing had burnt it out with his increase of the stun power.
With a shrug because there was nothing she could do about the cuff right now, she re-examined her falsified vids. It’s the best I can do, no time for elaborate red herrings.
She left the desk, walked into the kitchen and opened the grate covering the entry to the ventilation shaft, which wasn’t charged here in Gahzhing’s quarters. Fingers clumsy, she bundled up the easily carried food in a cloth napkin, grabbed two water bottles from the store-all in the kitchen, made sure all traces of what she’d done on the AI were erased, wiped the input device keys to remove her fingerprints, and fled.
Swallowing hard, she slithered into the dark ventilation shaft and curled like a human pretzel to close the cover securely behind herself. She hoped the Khagrish would believe she’d fled into the Preserve like the silly, scared animal they assumed her to be and take her faked trideos at face value. She scooted along as fast as she could, pushing her makeshift pack of food and water ahead of her, while trying not to make any noise. Periodically, there were squares of diffused light where the vent opened into another room. She’d memorized the route she wanted to take to reach the partially destroyed building and escape from there into the wilderness.
Hearing voices ahead, she paused, controlling her breathing and trying not to make any noise. Moving an inch at a time, she crept to the edge of the vent and peeked into the room. Here the grate was at ceiling level, so she was looking down onto a group of the guards, maybe recently off duty, drinking hot beverages, laughing and playing a game with dice and cards.
I’ve got to get past them.
She waited, hoping there’d be a distraction causing them to stop the game and leave the room, but there were no signs of the gathering coming to a conclusion. This might be part of their barracks, in which case no one would be leaving. Not until the alarm sounds when someone finds Gahzhing. Jill wanted to be much farther away from the complex by then. She called on her previous military training and moved literally an inch at a time, sliding herself past the vent and avoiding any sound, any rapid motion likely to attract attention from the men below. 
At one point she froze, as the man sitting opposite the vent stared off into space, pondering his next bet or the cards he’d received. If he’d focused, he would have seen her.
He made his wager, his buddies gave him a hard time, the game continued, and she forced herself to move.
Once past the square of light, Jill’s instinct was to crawl as fast as she could, but she made herself continue to creep, wary of making too much noise. When she reached the next junction of the shafts, she was relieved to veer left and get even further away from the guard room. 
She had no idea what time it was or how much longer she might have until Gahzhing was found. Slow and steady was the only way to proceed. The lighted squares grew fewer and far between, and eventually there were none. If she was remembering the maps correctly, this should be the long tunnel to the abandoned part of the facility.
She reached forward and felt tiny bodies, dry as husks. She swallowed a scream. Apparently, there’d been a nest of vermin here at one time, but the creatures had perished. Swallowing hard to keep from throwing up, Jill worked her way past the obstacle.
Now a swathe of misty moonlight bloomed ahead and she moved faster, not worrying as much about noise. 
The end of the shaft was jagged, with a pile of debris on the other side of the break. She let herself down from the end of the shaft carefully, landing on top of shifting rubble and barely keeping her balance. As best she could manage in the moonlight streaming in through the broken roof, she worked her way toward the interior of the building, on a quest to find a place to hide while she considered her next move.
Eventually, she found a partially destroyed room and dragged a broken door over to disguise the opening. She sat with her back against the wall and closed her eyes, weary beyond belief. Fishing out the small packet of food she’d brought, she forced herself to eat a snack. 
Tomorrow she’d have to decide whether to flee into the countryside. She wanted to remain close to the labs, where her fellow humans were held, and where Aydarr would return to, but perhaps it would be better to put more distance between herself and the Khagrish. Do her planning from further away?
She curled up as best she could to get some sleep. She missed the warm, reassuring bulk of Aydarr’s body next to hers. Teary eyed, she prayed to the Lords of Space for his wellbeing. I hope he’s doing all right wherever they sent him. I hope we can figure out a way to escape together once the pack is back on the planet.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
The sound of distant sirens woke her, early in the morning. Someone must have found Gahzhing. Carefully, Jill worked her way out of the alcove where she’d sheltered and found a path through the badly damaged building to where she could see the rest of the lab complex, across a large field. She realized with a flash of claustrophobia the ventilation shaft must have taken her underground from the main set of buildings to this ruin. Glad she hadn’t known exactly where she was at the time, she retreated into the core of the partially collapsed building. 
Much of the place was destroyed, but she was able to work her way through, and she decided if the structure hadn’t fallen in on itself during the many years since the big earthquake toppled it originally, nothing was going to fall on her head today. 
She paused to eat the rest of her snack and considered what to do next. Suddenly, she doubled over in pain, clutching her wrist and the black bracelet. The sensation was excruciating, as if hot probes had been inserted under her skin. She bit her lip hard enough to draw blood so she wouldn’t scream. 
The world spun as black lines of filaments ran down her arm toward the bracelet. The cuff suddenly broke into three equal pieces with a loud snap and fell to the floor. Jill leaned against the wall, eyes closed, breathing slowly, waiting for the pain and nausea to pass.
After a few minutes, she leaned over to examine the broken bracelet. Maybe the extra power Gahzhing had pumped into it last night overloaded the circuits. Or perhaps her human DNA had finally killed whatever bio mechanism the device used to paralyze and inflict pain on the Badari prisoners. Either way, she couldn’t be tracked or controlled by it any longer and that result was worth a bit of suffering. She scooped up the three pieces and hid them under a pile of rubble, where the remnants blended in with the broken masonry.
Jill considered her priorities. Still too close to the Khagrish, she’d easily be recaptured if she wasn’t careful. Balancing that, she wanted to search the ruins for anything useful, especially a weapon or two. From what she’d seen in the AI system, the place was essentially abandoned with no effort to salvage anything after the bodies of those killed or injured were removed. And she was eager to delve into the AI system itself, hunting for news about her fellow colonists, as well as Aydarr and the pack.
AI first, she decided, wiping her lips after taking a swig from her water bottle. See what’s going on as far as their attempts to recover me. But she vowed not to spend too much time on it, unlike the night before when she’d taken a big risk by staying in Gahzhing’s quarters for hours.
Getting into a more comfortable position, she brought out her handheld, wondering how long a charge it carried and how far the sensors reached. If she traveled to the valley, when would the connection break? She’d made sure the handheld itself was untraceable, recording it as destroyed in the central inventory list. I can’t think of everything, but I’m trying not to be dumb about this.
She set a timer and dove into the AI ocean of data and communications, using one of her backdoor super user accounts. Gahzhing had been found alive but with head injuries. He had yet to regain consciousness, so Dr. Cwamla was in charge. 
The primary emphasis in attempting to capture Jill was on the Preserve, as she’d hoped. The countervailing theory was that she was hiding in the buildings. Dr. Sheyall had been accused of helping her, subjected to questioning, and was now under arrest, protesting her innocence. Setting her up to take the blame. Jill felt a pang of pity for the young scientist, who wasn’t as bad as any of the others, but there wasn’t anything to be done, other than give herself up. Even her surrender might not appease Gahzhing when he regained consciousness. Information on the humans was restricted, but Jill had the all-access passwords and was relieved to find the colonists were still being held in stasis, awaiting the detailed experimental protocols from the Chimmer.
She checked on the pack’s status, but there was nothing new. Jill set an alert to notify her when new updates were posted or when the pack returned to the labs.
Then she glanced at her timer and queried for the plans of the building she was in. Having identified a few likely spots to check for weapons and supplies, if the areas were at all accessible, she decided it was time for action. She was edgy, tense, worried about spending too long here. I’d better move out before someone thinks about this place. She called up the maps and memorized the most likely route to the river valley.
Closing her connection to the AI, except for one alert if anything new was posted regarding her, she reset the timer and crawled out of the spot where she’d hidden.
 
A standard hour later, she was tired and grimy but had a few treasures to show for her efforts. She had indeed located the armory, most of which was crushed under five floors of the building pancaked in the quake, but in an outer chamber she found two Khagrish pulse rifles carrying charges. Dropped as the owners fled the earthquake maybe. 
Close by, she located an untouched storeroom and filled a rucksack with what looked like energy bars. These things last forever in anyone’s civilization. There were a few sealed containers she thought might be juice or water. She found a row of employee lockers lying on top of a pile of rubble and grabbed a jacket, two extra shirts, socks, and a pair of boots that were too large but better than her prison flip-flops. 
With a shudder, she had to shake a few spiderlike creatures from their home in the boots, glad she’d double-checked first before jamming her feet inside. The injects were still working to protect her, but she couldn’t afford any downtime right now.
Deciding the time was now to leave the ruins, she worked her way to the rear of the complex, having to abandon the safety of the spaces in between the collapsed areas, to skulk through the overgrown greenery and young trees. She’d have to travel through an open meadow to reach the relative sanctuary of the forest beyond. Even though there’d been no alerts, she took a moment to log into the AI and check. Judging by the status reports, the enemy was combing the Preserve and the building.
Only a matter of time before someone thinks of the ventilation shafts. 
Jill adjusted her backpack, and the pulse rifle she’d slung across it. She carried the other one at the ready. Neither was fully charged but so much better than bare hands, or even the knife she’d grabbed from Gahzhing’s efficiency kitchen. 
She eyed the edge of the forest, maybe two hundred yards away. If she could get under the canopy of the trees, she’d feel safer. Then work her way west, toward the mysterious river valley. Aydarr’s words about the legend of one Badari who’d managed to flee into the woods and was never caught came to her, giving faint hope for her own situation. With her training and a few lucky breaks, she might make it.
The drone of a flitter caught her attention, and she dodged into the limited shelter of the ruins.
The flyer circled the lab complex and took off toward the north, away from her, but Jill took the sighting as a sign to be on the move. Taking a deep breath, she crept into the open, the back of her neck tingling as she expected to be confronted by Khagrish guards springing at her from cover. 
Moving as slowly as possible, she worked her way through the meadow, staying low, using any cover there was and, after a nerve wrenching hour, she was on her feet again, moving through the forest and heading west.
At midday she paused to take a break in the shadow of a massive tree and eat an energy bar, washed down with a few swallows of water. Maybe I’m not a high priority target to them anyway. After all, the Khagrish remained in possession of an unknown number of her fellow Sectors colonists. But she was pretty sure Dr. Gahzhing was the type to want revenge, if he survived, so she should expect to be hunted. Jill hoped there’d be no repercussions against the pack. The Badari had nothing to do with her escape. She checked the handheld briefly and found it still accessed the lab’s AI, even from this distance.
Judging by the topography maps she’d studied, she anticipated reaching the river valley by nightfall if she pushed herself and kept up a fast pace. 
Sure enough, at sunset she came out onto the bluffs overlooking the wide, green valley, with a fairly substantial river winding through the center, widening into a lake whose sapphire waters glowed in the sunshine before cascading over a massive falls. 
Jill evaluated various potential lines of descent, wishing she had the gear to rappel. Eventually, she found a path where small hoofed animals had made their way to the water source below. Skidding more often than walking, she reached the bottom of the cliff and rested.
I’ll have to find an easier way up when I need to go back.
The sun was setting, throwing long shadows across the river and the grasslands. Jill wondered how defensible the valley would be, trying to identify a spot where a squad of fugitives could dig in and hold off a siege by Khagrish forces. 
Curious how many guards the enemy could call upon, she pulled out the handheld, but it was dead. Not surprised, considering how far she was from the complex, she returned the device to her pocket and headed toward an interesting cave formation in the cliffs closer to the lake.
If the caves extended far enough into the cliffs, there might be room for a number of people. We could fish, maybe grow crops in the fertile bottomland. Or should she be thinking more in terms of fleeing further away from the Khagrish? Life on the run across an unknown planet didn’t appeal but might be necessary. Eventually, she’d like to evac to the Sectors, of course, but her most desired outcome seemed impossible. Better to focus on the short term goals.
As she scrambled up the loose dirt and gravel leading to the mouth of the cave, she unslung the stolen weapon, in case any local predators considered the space their home. Reaching the small plateau at the opening, she did a double take. On either side of the cave’s mouth were two intricate metallic devices, plainly made by an advanced intelligence. One was crumpled under a rock fall and the other was on its side but apparently unharmed. 
Slinging her weapon, Jill crouched to unbury the equipment, digging with her hands until she’d cleared enough away to be able to rock the item to what was apparently the upright position. Nothing built in the Sectors. 
Using the tail of her shirt, she swiped across the surface and revealed what appeared to be solar energy gathering plates. There were no wires or circuits, no on/off buttons or switches but, as she inspected the device, an amber flicker pulsed in the lower left corner. Whatever this was, setting it upright again had clearly activated at least a partial response.
“Could be good, could be bad.” Dusting off her hands, she stood and studied the two devices and the terrain. “Ancient Observers here?” Just my luck to stumble across a treasure trove
in this forsaken spot, where I can’t do anything with what I find. 
AO sites in the Sectors were protected by the government, which tried to wrest the secrets of the long vanished interstellar civilization from any remnants found. AO tech sometimes was working as much as a million standard years after whatever caused their civilization to vanish. The AO built for keeps. This find didn’t look a hundred thousand years old, let alone a million, and it wasn’t covered in the large jewels the AO tended to use. Many civilizations were known to have risen and fallen across the stars before humans arrived, however.
Jill shook her head. Doesn’t help me now. Retrieving her pack, she ventured inside the cave, nerves on edge. The weapon she’d stolen from the abandoned building had a built-in flashlight capability, so she switched that on, finding herself in a large cavern, the ceiling stretching at least two stories above her. 
Her light made the mineral deposits in the walls and the stalagmites and stalactites twinkle with variegated colors as she swept it across the huge room in front of her. She stumbled and checked herself again as the beam crossed a figure lying huddled next to a large stalagmite.
“Hello?” Jill was ready to duck for cover but the person didn’t move and, as she played the light over him or her again, she realized she was gazing at a corpse.
Slowly, she walked to the spot where the other had spent their last moments. The figure was humanoid, dressed in some kind of flight suit, wearing a helmet obscuring her view of the face. One leg was bent in an awkward position that made her wince in sympathy. The body could have been there for millennia, preserved by the minerals and atmosphere in the cave. The entire form was encased in a layer of sparkly limestone, or whatever the predominant mineral dripping down the cavern’s walls might be. 
With a pang of regret, Jill knew she was never going to see the face of the ancient. “I wonder what happened to him,” she said, rising and glancing around the cave. The sound of her own voice was reassuring. “I didn’t see any wreckage from a crashed ship outside.”
“Are you the rescue mission?”
Startled into a scream, Jill leaped sideways, into the shelter of a stalagmite, and aimed her weapon in the direction of the voice. “Who’s there?”
“You’re not the rescue mission.” The tone was oddly singsong, as if tasting the sounds, playing with the sentence structure. “Give me more language samples. I can only infer so much.”
Jill peered around the edge of the stone formation. There was an ovoid metallic unit which she’d ignored initially, sitting a few feet away from the corpse. Now the device displayed blinking blue and violet lights. “Who are you? What do you want?” she asked.
The lights moved faster, adding colors. “This would be easier if I could have direct access to your brain waves.”
“Uh-uh, not happening.”
“Your kind is unknown to me, although similar to many beings encountered on missions in the past. Where does your species originate?”
“I think I should be the one asking the questions,” Jill said. “I have the pulse rifle. What are you?”
“I’ll take input however you choose to provide it, even in the form of questions. I am MARL.”
“Which tells me nothing.”
“I can’t translate the acronym. I don’t believe your language has the capabilities for all the capabilities I encompass. You appear to be a member of a primitive race.”
Stifling a chuckle, Jill gave the blinking lights a sideways glance. “Insulting me isn’t a great way to make friends.”
Green lights added themselves to the blue and violet. After a short pause, MARL said, “No insult was intended, merely a statement of fact.”
“What happened here?” She waved one hand at the calcified corpse. “How long ago did he or she die?”
“Based on my calculations, about 10,000 of this planet’s years have passed since I received my last instructions.” MARL made a humming noise, and the lights blinked furiously, a few red pinpoints among the other hues. “We were trying to get home because my pilot had vital information he hoped might lead to the defeat of the enemy, but they pursued us and damaged the ship.”
“I didn’t see any signs of a ship out there.” Jill gestured toward the mouth of the cave.
“It crashed into the lake when he tried to land.”
“Injured as he was, are you trying to tell me he swam to safety then dragged himself and you up here?” Jill was fascinated by the story but skeptical.
“I am self-mobile and can manifest other, additional forms.” MARL’s hum rose to an ear splitting volume but nothing else happened. After a moment of silence, it said, “Well, if I were at full power, I could. I’ve been in hibernation mode, doing the minimum required, until you arrived. I am in the process of powering up.”
Jill thought the alien AI, if that was indeed what MARL might be, sounded rather grumpy and a bit embarrassed. She decided to think of MARL as a male entity, since the voice was masculine in timber. Maybe MARL sounded like its pilot had in his lifetime. “Are those your manifestations, as you call it, outside the cave? Because one was crushed by a rockslide and the other was half buried in dirt and debris.”
“Yes. The unit you see here is a portable emergency subset of myself, automatically ejected when the ship crashed. Two of my separate selves assisted the pilot in exiting the submerged wreck and brought him here, with me.” MARL levitated off the cave floor briefly before drifting back. “I sent a distress call then I executed the final order from my pilot. Since then, I’ve waited, set to standby status.”
Sounds like a report. Deciding she wasn’t in jeopardy from the ancient AI, Jill walked out from behind the rocks. “What was his final order?”
“To shield this valley from the enemy. Allow no overflights, no scans. I directed all my remaining power to the effort, until or unless contradicted by someone in authority. Are you in authority now?”
Shaking her head, Jill asked, “Why would you accept my orders? I’m obviously not connected to the people who created you.”
“I’m not meant to operate independently, but to support the organic beings in charge of the mission. As no rescue of my pilot was ever attempted, nor any message received, I can only surmise the civilization to which he belonged, and their enemies as well, have passed from the galactic stage. Although primitive, you appear to have the sentience required to make use of my capabilities to at least a limited extent. I was built to serve,” MARL said in a quiet voice. “Ten thousand years is a long time to have no real purpose.”
Jill walked closer. “You must have an amazing power source.”
“My core is the primary, self-contained, a reactor of a type probably well beyond your understanding, which will last virtually forever. I can use other sources as well, if made available to me. The whole of my entity, on the ship itself, has—or had—immense power, virtually unlimited abilities.” MARL sounded wistful. A solitary turquoise light blinked in the lower corner of his ever-shifting display.
“Can you communicate with the ship?”
The lights flashed in a sequence she’d come to recognize as a negative. “I believe it was too badly damaged and may even have broken up in the lake.”
So much for daydreams of flying home in an AO ship. “Too bad. A functional spaceship—even an alien craft—might have come in handy in my current position.” 
“Are you marooned here, like my pilot was?”
“Not exactly, but it’s a long story. How far can you scan?” Jill sat on a convenient rock and set aside her backpack and the extra weapon. Although still  slightly wary of MARL, she was hungry and fished out an energy bar.
“There are no ships in orbit around the planet, nor active in the solar system.” MARL hummed. “There are five primary installations on this planet, three of them on this continent, two on large islands offshore. A few smaller complexes in other locations. At the present time there are two small atmospheric flyers aloft.”
“Impressive. Where are the flyers in relation to us?” Are they hunting for me?
“Apparently, commuting between installations. None in this area.”
“Five installations?” Jill found the number depressing. Were the Khagrish maintaining more packs of the Badari at the other labs? Experimenting on her people?
“Yes. The beings resident at the complexes comprise the entire population of the planet, other than indigenous wildlife. What are these places? Why are you here?”
Fair enough, MARL had shared information with her. “I was a prisoner in the one closest to this valley. In fact, the rest of my family and friends are still held there. We were kidnapped from a colony world—I don’t know how far away from here. I’m a citizen of the Sectors, and the so-called scientists here who were holding me are working for my enemies, the Chimmer and the Mawreg.”
“I have references in my memory to Mawreg.” MARL hummed, lights flashing. “Nothing of any significance.”
The Mawreg had been edging onto the scene 10,000 years ago? Jill found the statistic astonishing and depressing, although she reminded herself she didn’t know where in the galaxy she was right now.
“Are you willing to be in authority now?” MARL repeated his question.
Don’t look a gift AI in the data inputs. Jill grinned, giddy at the idea of owning a working piece of ancient tech. To the best of her knowledge, no one in the Sectors had been able to operate any of the found AO relics. Maybe in some top secret program in the Inner Sectors, run by the big brains. Certainly not an ordinary ex-soldier like herself. “All right, if you want to be my sidekick, I can use all the help I can get,” Jill said. “Thank you.”
“To have purpose again is a most fulfilling thing.” MARL’s lights flashed all at once, a kaleidoscope of colors lighting up the entire cave. “I’ll be able to manifest additional units in a few hours. What are your intentions?”
“I’m not exactly sure.” Jill considered, while admiring the beauty of the stone formations in the cave. “Right now I think I’d better go outside to gather firewood and try to make myself comfortable for the night. Explore the valley in the daylight tomorrow. How are you on physical defenses?”
“I can’t defend the entire planet. Once I am fully powered up and activated, I could manifest smaller units and defend the valley from invasion with a force field. My pilot wasn’t concerned as there are no native sentients on this world.”
“Terrific. I was thinking in terms of the cave for now, so I could get a good night’s sleep.” The power of this thing was amazing. Too bad its original owner had been too badly injured in the crash to make use of MARL’s capabilities. Jill believed she might have a game changer here, in her private war with the Khagrish. The odds were improving.
“You prefer burning wood to utilizing my capabilities for heat and light?”
“It’s a primitive person thing.” Jill laughed. “We find fire comforting at night, with unknown predators on the prowl.”
“I’ll continue to power up.” MARL’s lights blinked and dimmed. “You will return?”
“Of course.” She patted the top of the unit as she might have done for a dog and picked her way through the stalagmites to exit the cave.
Outside the sky was growing dark so she made her wood gathering trip quick and, on an impulse, plucked a handful of yellow and white flowers she found blooming in a large patch. When she re-entered the cave, MARL was humming and its lights were pulsing. Jill built a fire quickly and lit the wood with a short blast from the pulse rifle. Satisfied the flames would sustain themselves, she picked up the flowers and sniffed the faint perfume. “What was your pilot’s name?”
“I can only give you an approximation of the syllables. His vocal abilities and yours are quite divergent.”
“So how can you talk to me in Basic then?”
“I was meant to be a universal translator, among my other tasks. Originally my pilot’s people were explorers, seekers of knowledge, and visited many worlds in their quest. Once the enemy attacked and initiated the war, all our purposes altered to support the fight for survival.”
“We’ve had similar events in the Sectors,” she said. “First there was peaceful expansion from our home world for centuries, making treaties and alliances with other sentients we met in the stars, a few skirmishes or misunderstandings, of course, but then the Mawreg and their client races started wiping out planets. We’ve been at war for my entire life.”
“My pilot’s name was Njindak,” MARL said.
Jill picked up the flowers and her pulse rifle and walked toward the calcified corpse.
“What are you going to do?”
She knelt beside the body and laid the blooms on his chest. Then she took the pulse rifle, set it to low impulse, and quickly carved the phonetic spelling of the pilot’s name into the cave wall above him. “We honor our dead—he was a soldier and I was a soldier. Different wars, same principles. I think it’s sad he has no one from his own people to say a prayer for him, or whatever ceremony should have been done.”
“Your people have honor. Njindak would have approved of your thoughtfulness.”
“So he’d be fine with me taking you on as my sidekick?” Jill dusted her hands off and moved to her rocky perch beside the fire. She fed the blaze a few more twigs then contemplated her remaining stash of energy bars without enthusiasm. “I wish I’d had time to fish for dinner. Are there edible species in the lake?”
MARL hummed and flashed colors. “Yes, several varieties of fish, as well as eels, snakes and hard shelled reptiles. The primary vegetation may be edible as well. Tests would be required.”
“I’ll pass on the sea weed for now but otherwise fresh fish sounds good.” She gave the energy bar a glare. “Better than this dried up Khagrish stuff. We’ll put a swim and fishing on the agenda for tomorrow. I need to explore the valley anyway.”
 
She slept curled up against a rock, using her backpack as a pillow, kept warm by her fire and periodic blasts of heat from MARL. In the morning, she opened her eyes and screamed, grabbing for the pulse rifle, as five shiny metallic spiderlike creatures sat in a row watching her, multi colored ‘eyes’ intent on her face.
“These are my newest manifestations,” MARL said. “Don’t you like them? I evaluated my design as perfectly suited for catching fish for you in the lake, and guarding against the predators in the water.”
“I was taken by surprise that’s all.” Setting aside the weapon, Jill stretched and tried to ease the kinks in her spine from the less than ideal sleeping position. I’d better figure out some kind of a bed by tonight. She remembered the mattress of fragrant, soft leaves Aydarr had provided her with in the Preserve. Fragments of dreams, all concerning him, floated through her mind and an overpowering sense of being cold. “I wish he was here now.”
“Who?”
“A friend of mine. I need to give you a full briefing, so we can figure out how you can help me,” Jill said. “Can you leave the cave? Or do I need to talk to your manifestations while I’m at the lake and hiking?”
MARL levitated into the air and reshaped itself into a smooth ovoid about a foot long and a foot wide at the largest point, with the blinking colors cascading down the sides and racing across the middle. “Since you are in authority for me now, I can do whatever you wish. Njindak ordered me to remain close to him before he died, but your orders supersede his.”
“Good. Let me go outside and take care of a few personal things, then we’ll head off to the lake and take it from there.” She rose and headed for the cave entrance, where sunlight streamed in. Hearing the click of tiny claws behind her, she glanced over her shoulder to find the miniature robots or whatever they were moving in formation to follow her outside. “No need to accompany me right now, guys.”
“But one of my duties is to protect you.”
“And one of my primary requirements is for privacy during biological rituals,” she said firmly. “I’ll be back before you miss me.”
Soon enough, her personal morning rituals complete, she and MARL and the small robots made their way from the cave heading toward the lake. Jill kept glancing at the sky as she hiked.
“Nothing will fly over,” MARL said after the fourth time. “I protect this location. There were only two shuttles in the air when we checked last night, and neither was headed in this direction.”
“Have you run a scan today yet?”
“No air traffic whatsoever.”
After MARL’s report, she relaxed and was delighted to find a spot where the lake was shallow enough for wading. Stripping off her stained and sweaty jumpsuit, she bathed as best she could, wishing for a clump of the soapy root Aydarr had used in the Preserve to clean her wounds. Donning one of the shirts she’d taken from the abandoned building, which fell to her knees, she felt better. After emptying the jumpsuit’s pockets, she rinsed the garment out and laid it on the beach to dry before seeking the shade.
“Now will you brief me on why you’re here and what your plans are?” MARL asked, settling beside her.
As if she was reporting to one of her military superiors, Jill shared what little she knew about how she and her fellow colonists had been kidnapped, and an edited version of what had happened to her since awakening in the Preserve with the Badari.
“I can try to calculate how far we are from your world,” MARL offered. A detailed star map projected in midair. “We’re here,” he said, as a pulsing red light appeared overlaid on one star system.
Jill shook her head. “I’m no pilot, no astro navigator. I can’t begin to give you a hint where my colony is in relation to your map.”
The representation of a star field disappeared as silently as it had arrived.
Guessing she’d disappointed her sidekick, she held up the inactive handheld she’d stolen from the lab complex. “Think you can do anything with this?”
“A primitive form of artificial intelligence.” MARL flashed a smoky blue light over the handheld and it powered up immediately.
“Yeah, I hacked into the system while I was there. The Khagrish have no understanding of system security, or how to build efficient AI’s either.” She laughed as she logged on and reviewed the most recent status updates. There was no change in the files regarding the pack’s mission or the humans. She was presumed to be hiding in the Preserve and finding her had been given a relatively low priority. “Interesting, the authorities promoted Dr. Cwamla to be in charge since I knocked Gahzhing out of the picture. Wonder if she’s any smarter than he was.” Jill held the unit out to MARL. “Can you take over their systems? Hack in through this? I created several back door identities for myself, none of which seem to have been compromised.”
“Of course. Will this further your plans?’
She shook her finger at the AI. “You just want to know what my plans are, you don’t fool me.” With a sigh, she clasped her hands around one knee and explained her next moves. “Tomorrow, after resting up today, I’m going back to rescue my sisters and as many of the colonists as I can. Sooner or later the Chimmer are going to transmit their instructions for whatever experiments my people are being held for, so I need to get them to safety now.”
“And this Aydarr and his pack?”
“I hope by the time he returns from the military mission, you and I and my people will have a strategy for extracting the Badari as well. Honestly, I’d like to blow up the entire complex, the sooner the better, and rescue everyone.”
“I’ll see what can be done along those lines.” MARL hummed and his lights strobed.
Lulled by the sound, Jill found herself dozing off and, when she awoke, there was a pile of fat fish beside her. The small robots were lined up.
“Is this sufficient for your midday meal?” MARL asked.
“Too many for me actually, but we’ll cook them all. Is there a salt lick anywhere in the valley? Salt is a great preservative.” Jill  collected her now dry jumpsuit as the robots gathered her fish. She stood staring over the deep blue lake as MARL floated to join her. “Where did the ship crash?”
A blue beam stabbed across the lake from the AI at her side, indicating roughly the center of the expanse. “The lake is hundreds of feet deep at this point. There will be no salvaging of the wreck without the importation of significant equipment.”
“I was merely curious.” Jill spun on her heel and headed to the cave, MARL at her side. The small robots were waiting for her, their bounteous catch laid out neatly on the stone floor near the fire. She pulled the knife she’d stolen from the lab, checking the edge. “Cleaning these is going to be a bitch, but if I want to eat something other than the dry bars, I’d better get started. Can you move these outside, please, MARL? Fish guts get very smelly, which might not bother you, but it’ll sure upset me and attract predators. I’ll clean them at the base of the hill, away from the cave.”
“Obviously I have much to learn about the primitive life,” he said as the tiny robots scurried to do her bidding.
“I should have mentioned it sooner. We’ll adapt together, no problem.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Her partially burnt but savory fish dinner was messy and filling, and Jill drifted off to sleep shortly after sundown. Awakening at dawn, she breakfasted on a nutrition bar and set off on her mission to rescue her sisters and the other colonists. MARL floated next to her, having retracted or absorbed his manifestations until he could see what was best suited to her plan.
“I prepared this for you,” he said, projecting a small object in her path.
Jill paused to accept the gift, turning it over. “An ear piece?”
“We can communicate subvocally. Much more efficient when infiltrating an enemy facility. If we have to separate to accomplish the mission, it will also be ideal.”
“Good thinking.” She inserted the tech into her left ear. “How do I make this work?”
“Basically just think at me, no need to speak.”
“You can read my mind?” She wasn’t sure she liked the idea.
“Only those thoughts which would have become speech,” MARL said. “I can scan those neural pathways via this device.”
Like this?
Exactly. His tone was crisp in her ear and what she’d come to think of as the happy lights rippled across his smooth exterior.
“Were you able to hack into the lab’s AI?”
“With ease. I’m monitoring but can control all the systems now and have absorbed the data bases for organization and examination at our leisure.” MARL’s tone was critical. “I have all the years of data and experimental results, among other files. Your enemies are certainly not skilled in the use of AI capabilities, exactly as you said yesterday.”
“Any problems?”
“The other four complexes are not networked to this one or to each other, from what I can tell. The super user whose account you hacked does have the same privileges on each AI, but it will be more difficult to gain complete access. I’m working on it. Should our penetration be discovered, or should anything change, we don’t want to lose the opportunity to gain as much intelligence on the Khagrish as possible.”
“Good thinking. You’re an excellent sidekick, MARL.”
“What is this term you keep using?”
“I have no idea where it came from, but it means a special companion, a helper in everything I undertake.” Jill stopped, staring at the goat track leading up the imposing bluffs. “Like climbing out of this valley. Are there any easier ways to ascend?”
“Scanning topography. No, the hooved animals have identified the best egress for you.”
“I don’t suppose you can levitate me to the top?” 
If an AI could sound apologetic, MARL did. “Regretfully, no. My unit is only adequate to support my own needs.”
“I wish I had my antigrav boots from the military but, since I don’t, let me explain the principles of ascending a steep cliff and we’ll see how you and your handy robot offspring can help.”
With assistance from MARL’s manifestations, who basically cut steps in the goat trail for her, and using sturdy vines as handholds, Jill managed to get out of the valley in better time than she’d anticipated. Although it was annoying to have MARL pacing her, floating easily in the updraft on his built in antigrav, but unable to offer direct assistance. 
After a short rest, she set off at a good steady pace to the east, through the forest and toward the lab. It was a much less nerve wracking journey with MARL doing surveillance in all directions. She was free to take the easiest route, in the clear spaces between the trees, and she made better time. Although she cautioned herself against overconfidence. MARL was a game changer all right, but there could be other surprises in the Khagrish arsenal she might not like.
 It was early afternoon when she arrived at the edge of the forest and reconnoitered the situation across the field at the abandoned, partially collapsed buildings where she’d take shelter and forage, and the gleaming lab complex beyond.
“Check the security records again, would you? Make sure Security hasn’t gotten suspicious about the old buildings or the ventilation shafts.” She crouched in the tall grass and waited.
“All clear. I’ve inserted a note in the file certifying the vents were swept and nothing was found.”
“Are you sure a fake cert is a good idea? What if the commander checks up and nobody takes credit for actually doing the surveillance?”
“According to protocols, the vents were required to be swept regularly but like many other things here, the enforcement has been quite lax for two decades now. I doubt if the current security chief will even check.” His tone was disapproving. “I can make it appear the sweep was an automatic function.”
“I’ll take your word for it – good idea. Quiet mode now, we’ve got to get across the open field.”
“I can project a distortion field in my immediate vicinity,” he said. “The effect would screen you as well, if you stay within two feet.”
“This just gets better and better. Distort away.” She and MARL set a deliberate pace through the meadow and, even knowing he was scanning and distorting, Jill heaved a huge sigh of relief as she ducked under a cantilevered slab of building and into the relative safety of the ruins. 
“What’s the plan? Will you wait until tomorrow to attempt the rescue?”
Jill shook her head. Now that she was so close, impatience rode her. “I’m going in tonight. Based on my experience when I escaped, the place closes down pretty completely, only a token guard. I’m sure the Khagrish don’t expect me to set foot there ever again. You stay here—we can communicate with the ear piece. I don’t want to risk you.”
“I exist now to assist you. It will be more efficient if I am on the scene. I may detect aspects of the technology you will overlook.”
Taking a deep breath, Jill said, “Your lights and sounds attract attention.”
“I can shut those off.”
“Maybe send in a manifestation or two with me?” She felt she was losing the argument. Her AI sidekick had spent a long time cooped up in the cave and now acted determined to be present for any and all action or interesting events.
“My strong recommendation is that I accompany you. You might require another distortion field, which only I can generate.”
Impatient at the time she was wasting, Jill capitulated. “All right, but you have to promise to do what I say.”
“Agreed.”
Jill made her way to the spot inside the ruin where she could boost herself into the ventilation shaft, MARL right behind her. He was silent and running dark, per their agreement, except for one light illuminating the area where she moved. She tried not to think about the long subterranean crawl toward the newer lab. At least this time she had backup in MARL and who knew what the true limit of his capabilities might be.
At the point where the shaft entered the new lab complex, she had MARL turn off his light and then proceeded, following the route they’d worked out, to reach the chamber where the files indicated the humans were being held.
Bad news.
What? Jill’s nerves were so tight with tension she could hardly breathe.
There is no ventilation shaft leading to the room your people are held in.
You’re just telling me this now? She wasn’t happy.
We’ll have to climb out of the shaft in the closest room, which appears to be a storeroom, and then make our way through a short hall.
Swell. Jill kept moving forward with her now perfected quiet crawl. What choice was there, really? She had to rescue her sisters and as many of the others as she could tonight. You turned off the vids in this room and the hall, right?
Right. MARL sounded as confident as always.
 Carefully, she opened the vent in the storeroom closest to the people she intended to rescue and climbed into the room. Pulse rifle at the ready, she took a deep breath and opened the door to an empty corridor. With MARL floating silently behind, she hastened to a heavy portal emblazoned with warning symbols. She waited while the system processed her request for entry, accepting her illicit super user authentication. As it slid open and the lights inside came up, she took one step over the threshold and stopped in utter shock.
She faced a huge room, containing well over two hundred humans, each spread eagled inside a transparent container, as if freeze dried in place. The containers floated and even the breeze caused by opening the door sent the packages moving and spinning, colliding with each other and bouncing off, rotating lazily in midair. The people closest to her had their eyes wide open, without blinking, and she wondered if they were awake, held in these stasis cages. Jill fell to her knees and dropped her weapon, stomach heaving, as memories of being helpless inside such a device herself surfaced. She realized she must have been imprisoned in one of these prior to being placed in the Preserve for Aydarr and his packmates to find.
What’s the matter?
Jill? MARL’s voice in her head became insistent.
She took a deep breath and counted to ten. Even if she’d been inside one of these containers she was out now, she had a weapon and an ally and she was here to find her sisters. She groped along the floor for her rifle and then used it as a crutch to stand. She forced herself to focus on the people nearest her, floating helplessly. She recognized a few, members of the colony she dealt with from time to time. Most were in their nightclothes, as she’d been. Walking forward a few feet, trying to find her sisters and hoping perhaps Lily and Megan had escaped the alien dragnet, Jill took a tiny bit of comfort from the fact there were no children and none of the few elderly residents of the Amarcae 7 colony. She hoped the raiders had left them left safely behind. She tried not to touch the envelopes, since even a slight disturbance sent them spinning.
So many. 
Off to the right, by the wall, she caught a glimpse of a woman with red hair. Pulse pounding, she ran that way, hoping she’d located Lily. She had to rotate the container, touching the edge gingerly. Under her hand the surface was hard, like glass. A moment later she was gazing into the wide, unblinking green eyes of her sister.
“Lords of Space, now what?” How do I open this thing? She searched the edges of the container for any kind of latch or button, finding nothing. Briefly she considered her pulse rifle but decided discharging her weapon was a last resort. “Any suggestions?”
“I’m attempting to analyze the material,” MARL reported. “It’s nothing I’ve ever encountered.”
Jill drew her knife and tried to work the tip of the blade into the seam where the halves of the envelope met, attempting to pry the container apart. Not making any progress, she stabbed the knife directly into the material, at the bottom, well away from her sister’s legs. Although the blade penetrated, Jill was unable to make a cut and when she pulled the knife free, the material sealed itself with a tiny pop. Swearing, Jill retreated a step to think. She glanced at the man imprisoned in the container next to Lily, not recognizing him. He was obviously a soldier or an ex-soldier, as the Special Forces tattoo on his bicep was unmistakable. He might know how to open these. Special Forces had rescued humans from Mawreg experimentation camps during various battles. Ironic to realize the answer might be right there, but unobtainable under the circumstances. Where had he come from? Had the Chimmer raided more than one world? Or captured a spaceship perhaps?
“Any ideas?” she asked MARL, looking away from the soldier and her sister. “Do I need to try shooting at the damn thing?”
“A review of the AI’s vid records indicates there is a red handheld device which unseals these specimen pods. The aliens identified as the Chimmer demonstrated it to the Khagrish when you humans were delivered and then left three of these units with the staff.”
Jill’s hopes rose.
“I’ve scanned this chamber and there are no such devices present.” MARL hummed. “We are running close to the time limit you established for this part of the mission.”
“Yeah, well, I wasn’t counting on these problems. I’m not leaving without my sisters and I still have to find Megan.” She raised the pulse rifle, swiveled and shot the left corner off the bottom of the container holding the Special Forces operator.
The energy radiated through the envelope in a flash of blinding light and then the substance vanished. The soldier fell heavily to the floor, apparently unable to break his fall.
Jill went to him, to checking whether he was breathing and then rolling him onto his back. Tapping his cheek gently, she asked, “Hey, buddy, how’re you doing?”
“Fucking seven hells, lady, couldn’t you give a guy some warning?” Voice rusty, as if he hadn’t spoken for a long time, he rasped the words out, hand over his eyes. Turning on his side, he threw up.
“You could hear me?” She sat on her heels and glanced at the nearest prisoners.
“Yeah, everyone’s fully conscious in their pods,” he said, wiping his mouth with a trembling hand. “Part of the aliens’ torture process.”
“Sorry,” she said. “I needed a test case before I tried the rifle on my sister. Figured you being Special Forces and all, you’d survive and might even come in handy.”
“There’s supposed to be a revival kit with restorative crap the Chimmer make a freed prisoner drink,” he said, sitting up with visible effort.
“I find no such item in this chamber,” MARL reported.
“Just telling you what I learned liberating a few of their diabolical labs, when I was on active duty. Are you the entire rescue force, lady? And your whatever-it-is here?”
“Tech Sergeant Jill Garrison to you, and yes, there’s only MARL and me.” She rose, bracing herself to free her sister next. “I was a Special Forces support tech—I’ll show you my unit tatt later.”
“Gabe Carter, captain, retired.” He got to his feet shakily. “We should try to catch your sister when you blast her envelope. The floor is damn unforgiving.”
Jill glanced at him. “Right now I doubt your ability to catch a fly, let alone Lily.”
“Pretty name.” He staggered to her sister’s container and braced himself. “We’re wasting time—do it.”
Taking careful aim, Jill shot out the corner of Lily’s cage, wincing as the entire container lit up with rebounding energy, before her sister fell in a limp heap. Gabe managed to break her fall, even if he hit the floor with her. Jill moved to her sister’s side, setting the pulse rifle close at hand.
Gabe grabbed the weapon and rolled away before she could stop him.
“What the hells do you think you’re doing?” she asked.
He was moving among the ever shifting lines of containers. “I need my crew. You need my crew. We’re obviously in a bad situation here.” Glancing over his shoulder, he said, “What’s our escape plan?”
“I don’t have time to explain everything to you now. We’ve got to traverse a short hallway, but MARL can provide cover. Then we have to crawl for a long time through ventilation shafts and pray we don’t get discovered, so don’t rescue anyone bigger than you are, because my guess is you’ll barely make it, with those wide shoulders. After that, it’s a day’s hike to a river valley where we can hide out and regroup.” She heard a controlled blast from the rifle and then another. Cradling the unresponsive Lily’s head in her lap, she said in a fierce whisper, “Hey, two men, maximum. We’re tight on time. We can’t rescue everyone today—we’re outnumbered and outgunned.”
“We’re also over the time limit you allotted,” MARL said. “The Khagrish will be making their late night rounds and the door to this chamber is ajar.”
“Can’t you close it?” Gabe reappeared and laid the rifle on the floor next to Jill. “The guards haven’t opened the door once since I’ve been here.”
“This chamber cannot be opened from within, except via special command to the AI system,” MARL said. “Do you want to take that chance?”
“No.” Jill was decisive. “We’ve got to move. No fucking time to search for Megan, damn it.” Leaning over Lily again, she brushed her sister’s hair away from her face. “Come on, sis, we’ve got to get out of here. Wake up.”
“We’ll have to carry her.” Gabe leaned over.
“We can’t carry her through the ventilation shafts.”
“And there’s no other way out?”
“Not at this time, other than on foot through the complex. MARL and I didn’t anticipate the need  to withdraw through the building.” Jill glanced at the floating, imprisoned humans packed into the room. “I had this naïve idea I could set all the colonists free and we’d crawl to freedom.”
“Yeah, that’s not happening.” He squeezed her shoulder. “You did good getting this far in the situation, sergeant.”
Leaning on each other, a man and a woman in utilities staggered to a stop behind Gabe. Both were white faced and barely keeping their balance as they stared at Jill and MARL.
“What have we got going down here, sir?” the man asked, his voice hoarse.
“A selective rescue. Time to evac  and plan for another try later.” He turned to Jill. “Meet Brent and Flo. This is Jill.” 
Acknowledging her with a nod, Brent asked, “Weapons?”
“We might be able to scavenge a few more from the abandoned complex on the way out,” Jill said.
Brent and Flo exchanged dubious glances and checked with Gabe. He shrugged. “It’s her party. We owe her for getting us out and she’s in charge.”
Lily moaned and curled into a ball of misery on the floor. Her eyelids fluttered, but she didn’t waken.
“We gotta go.” Gabe scooped Lily from the floor and adjusted her in his arms. “Lead the way, sergeant.”
Jill worked her way through the crowded room, pushing the envelopes holding her fellow colonists aside as gently as she could. She felt the weight of their combined gaze as a physical pressure on her shoulders. At the door she halted, facing the room. “We won’t leave you behind next time, I swear.”
“The hall is currently clear, but the guard has begun evening patrol,” MARL said. “He’ll be here in five minutes at the present rate.”
“Can you hide us with your distort shield all if we go in one tight group?”
“Probably.”
“All right, MARL can project a limited distortion field, so stay tight on my six,” she said, pushing the door open. 
With the AI floating at her side, Jill led the way to the room where she’d exited the ventilation system, relaxing fractionally as the last member of her newly extended party slid past her. She shut the door and locked it, going to check on Lily, who Gabe had set leaning against the wall.
“Jill?” Her sister was conscious but groggy. “What happened to me? Where are we? Where’s Megan?”
“It’s a long story,” she said, giving Lily a hug. “We were kidnapped from the colony by aliens, probably the Chimmer. Right now we have to get out of here. I—I couldn’t ‘t find Megan, not yet anyway. Do you think you can crawl?”
Her sister did a double take. “Are you kidding me? Crawl to where?”
Jill gestured at the ventilation grate, which Gabe was in the act of removing. “We have to go through there to get out of the complex and make a run for a safer place.”
The soldier gave Lily an encouraging smile, holding out his hand to her. “I’ll give you a boost.”
Jill helped Lily to her feet. “If we want to be clear by dawn, we need to move.” She addressed the other two soldiers. “We have to proceed quietly. There are several places where we have to work our way past rooms where the Khagrish guards usually congregate. So far I’ve been lucky.”
“Let’s keep the streak going then. You should take point,” Gabe said. “I’ll bring up the rear. Brent, give her a hand into the maze.”
“MARL needs to go first.” Jill waited for the AI to propel himself through the opening. “And be sure to close the grate behind you,” she said to the captain. He was probably insulted at the reminder but merely nodded.
Lily retreated a step. “I can’t go in there, there’s no way. I can’t.” Tears running down her cheeks, she appealed to Jill. “You know I have claustrophobia—how can you expect me to crawl into a box? Isn’t there a door to the outside we can use?”
“There are exterior doors, but we’re too far away from any of them, and we’d be caught by the guards before we got there.” Jill tried to rein in her impatience. “I’ve gone through this shaft twice with no problems, and I know the route is clear. Please, sis, this is our only chance at escape. You’ve got to try.”
Gabe stepped forward, giving Lily’s shoulder a squeeze. “My team and I’ll be right there with you. I give you my word nothing bad will happen. Take deep breaths and focus on Brent—he’ll go ahead of you.”
The guard is on patrol. MARL’s voice in Jill’s head amped up her tension. She grabbed Lily by the elbow and dragged her to the wall below the vent. “We’re all going to get caught if we don’t move now. And since I tried to kill the head scientist in charge here, I’m better off dead than taken prisoner again. If you love me, sis, you’ll make yourself crawl.”
“You what? What happened to you?” Lily’s question was shocked and sincere.
Jill gritted her teeth. “Long story. I’ll tell you later, but trust me, we cannot get caught.”
Gabe said, “I’ll guarantee your sister will be right on your heels. Go on into the vent.”
Brent made a stirrup with his hands, and Jill got herself through the opening. As she crawled away, hoping the captain would be more effective than she’d been in getting Lily past her phobia, she heard the others coming one by one behind her. 
MARL moved steadily ahead, turning his lights off as he approached each grate and then re-illuminating as soon as he was safely past. Jill was relieved to see the Khagrish guards’ break room was empty at this hour, since she felt that was the most dangerous point in the escape route and had doubts about how silently her companions could move. The three ex-soldiers were doing fine but she was sure her sister was having trouble. Clearly Lily wasn’t bouncing back well from her imprisonment in the Chimmer cage.
Brent had been behind her, and he slid from the vent into the ruined building with ease, pivoting to help Lily, who was white-faced and trembling. He half carried her to a clear spot and Jill joined her. Flo and Gabe arrived in short order.
“Next?” said the captain, surveying the ruins with a frown.
“It’s a hard day’s hike to the river valley where I’ve been hiding out,” Jill told him. “That’s where I found MARL. He’s been shielding the place from scans and overflights, and he says he can defend it against a ground attack if required.”
“Did you say we might be able to get our hands on weapons here?” Gabe’s voice was dubious.
“I found two pulse rifles, so yeah. We should grab more of the rations as well. I can show you where. By myself I couldn’t move enough debris to search all the cabinets but with your help—”
Lily grabbed her sleeve. “I need to rest. My legs are jelly.”
Gabe snapped off a few orders. “Flo, stay here with the lady. Brent, you and I are on foraging duty with Jill.”
“We can’t linger too long,” Jill said as she led them deeper into the building, two of MARL’s manifestations lighting their way. “The Khagrish are going to get suspicious of this place sooner or later. I’d hate for tonight to be the night.”
“Point taken.”
The two men were able to dislodge a stack of  debris in the storage area Jill had plundered previously, uncovering a small treasure trove of the ration bars, more containers of fluids and a locker with six pulse rifles and two hand weapons.
“Now I feel better,” Gabe said as he checked the blaster he’d grabbed and slung a rifle over his shoulder by the strap. “I prefer to be able to shoot back at the enemy.”
Jill sent a thought to MARL via the earpiece. How are things at the main complex?
 Systems quiet, no reports about missing humans. We should go during their early morning shift change. Less likely to attract notice then.
Agreed. “MARL says everything is good. We need to move out in a few, while the Khagrish rotate guard units over there at the lab.”
But when they arrived at the rendezvous point, Lily was slumped over, asleep or unconscious. Flo was checking her pulse as the others came into the area. “She doesn’t seem to be in physical distress, pulse is good, but she keeps slipping in and out on me.”
“I’ll carry her for the first part of the journey,” Gabe said, holstering his blaster. He nodded at Brent, who was going over the salvaged weapons. “We’ll trade off if she’s not  up to walking.”
Jill touched her sister’s cheek. “Why is she having so much trouble? The three of you are doing ok.”
The captain hoisted her sister into his arms. “How did you do when you were released?”
“I don’t know. I woke up in the Preserve, face down in the rain. I was a bit shaky but not like this.”
“I’m thinking maybe the four of us have a measure of protection from all the injects and implants we had over the years, courtesy of the military,” Gabe said. “Your sister’s a civilian, yes?”
“Right, she’s a teacher and her twin is a doctor. I persuaded them to join me in living on Amarcae 7, being part of the colony.” And I surely do feel guilty about the decision now. 
“Ever heard of stasis syndrome? I saw it once in civilian expedition members  who’d gone on an extended field trip and didn’t prepare adequately.  I think Lily may be suffering from that.” Brent shook his head.
“What can we do for it?” Jill asked.
“I’m no medic but a lot of rest, concentrated nutrients, fluids–”
“At least she was able to make her exit from the lab complex,” Gabe reminded Jill. “I’m thinking she has maybe a touch of this syndrome Brent’s referring too, and just overexerted herself. Let’s get her to somewhere safe as rapidly as we can. “He gestured at the ruins where they stood. “Certainly there’s nothing here we can use to improve her condition. How about your valley?”
“Good fishing, caves for shelter, small game to hunt,” Jill said. “MARL can generate heat.”
“We catch whatever passes for small, furry rodents on this planet, I can make a good nourishing broth,” Flo said. As they all stared at her, she shrugged. “I grew up on an outer rim planet, kind of low on amenities so we did a lot of subsistence hunting.”
“Lucky for us.” Jill straightened. “All right, decision made. We head for the valley as fast as we can go. Time to run silent. We have to cross the open field, although MARL can provide a distortion cover as he did in the corridor over in the complex. Then it’s a day’s hike to the river valley.”
 “The guards are changing shifts as scheduled,” MARL said.
“Time to move. I’ll take point, since I know where we’re going. Brent, Flo, stay close on Gabe’s six until we all reach cover across the field.” Gabe might technically outrank her in the Sectors but this place was off the charts, she knew what she was doing and she gave the orders.
 
The group made good progress during the day. Lily continued to be weak although  Jill found it encouraging to see her sister remain conscious and coherent for the most part. The men took turns carrying her when necessary, while Jill led the way and Flo brought up the rear.
In the mid afternoon thunder clouds gathered overhead. Gabe jogged ahead to confer with Jill. “Should we search for shelter before the downpour begins? I’m concerned about your sister—being caught in the open during a big rain won’t be good for her.”
“I’m not arguing,” Jill said. “When I was first released into the Preserve, there was an awful gale, but fortunately the Badari had a shelter.”
“I want to hear more about these Badari of yours, but first things first. Where do you recommend we hole up?”
“I don’t know.” She studied the forest as if an answer was going to reveal itself on demand. “I headed straight to the river valley, made myself push through. There’s a system of caves in the bluffs there.”
“No problem, I’ll go reconnoiter ahead.” Gabe took off at an easy run.
Jill kept moving along the direct route to the valley as the first fat drops splattered from the sky. Nothing about this rescue was going the way she’d planned, other than Lily being safely out of the lab. But Megan was still there and in danger, along with all the others from her colony. The sense of failure was a gnawing in her gut but no matter how she reviewed her actions and decisions, there was no way she could have obtained a better outcome.
Gabe sprinted through the brush toward her about fifteen minutes later. “I found a place between some rocks where we can make a shelter and not be at risk from the lightning. We’ll have to veer east.”
Jill studied the sky and realized there was no way her party could descend the cliff at the valley in a gale such as the one she’d experienced on her first night with the Badari. Even if she called for a forced march and reached the rim, then she and her companions would be in an exposed position on the cliffs and vulnerable to wind and lightning. “I’m not happy about the detour but lead the way.”
The captain had found a good spot, in the lee of a rock formation jutting from the ground. Lily was placed against the back wall under an overhang, with MARL close by to provide heat for her, while the Flo stood guard and the others gathered branches to build a barrier blocking as much of the exposed opening as they could. The men worked fast, drawing on survival training from their military days.
“How’s your pet for power?” Gabe asked as he and Brent tied vines around the larger poles to give their structure stability in the rising winds.
“He says he has unlimited resources,” Jill said, tossing her wet hair out of her eyes as she held the branches together.
“No need for a fire then.” Gabe glanced at the sky. “Smoke wouldn’t give us away tonight, not with this storm coming but better to be safe than sorry.”
“I have a few ration bars in my pack, which will have to be it for dinner. They’re about as tasteless as the ones in the Sectors. Once we reach the valley tomorrow, I’ve got dried fish, berries and fruit in my cave larder.” Jill grinned. “All the comforts.”
As soon as the shelter was done, the humans gathered in a cluster close to MARL for warmth and Jill shared out the ration bars, giving Lily a whole one, despite her sister’s protests.
“The storm will blow itself out before morning,” she said, raising her voice to be heard. “We can be on the move at first light and reach the valley by midmorning. At least the Khagrish can’t put anything into the air to do a recon sweep tonight, even if they figure out we pulled off a raid under their noses.”
Gabe merely nodded as he shut his eyes and leaned against the rock wall in an attempt to sleep.
“I’ll take first watch,” Flo said. “Since I wasn’t helping to carry Lily, I’m probably more alert than these guys.” She jerked her finger at Gabe and Brent.
“Sounds good.” Wake me next and then I’ll hand off to Gabe.” Jill wasn’t about to shirk her duty.
Lily curled closer as the wind howled outside the scant protection the rocks afforded. “You didn’t even see Megan?” she asked, speaking directly into Jill’s ear.
Pain made Jill’s heart clench. “Do you think I’d have left her there if I did?” 
“No, of course not but couldn’t you have stayed a little longer to look? She has to be there.”
“The Khagrish guard patrol was on its way and would have noticed the room was open,” Jill said. “I couldn’t take the chance of getting recaptured and losing you as well.” She smoothed Lily’s hair as she used to do when the twins were  toddlers and she was the bossy older sister. “We’ll go back for her, Lil, I promise. I’ve got help now, with Gabe, Brent and Flo, not to mention MARL. And you, when you get to full strength. As soon as we’re safely in the valley, we’ll be planning the next raid on the lab and we won’t leave without her, and all the others.”
Lily yawned, closing her eyes and shifting position to use Jill’s lap as a pillow. “I know you will, sis.”
Jill leaned against the rock and watched the sheets of rain blowing past the opening of their shelter. She was already reviewing new action plans in her head, trying to remember which members of the colony were ex-military and might recover from the stasis faster, as Gabe and his team had done. I should prioritize freeing them first, to assist with the others, and to help fight off the Khagrish. We’ll have to carry in as many weapons as we can.
A blast of thunder directly overhead startled her and she patted Lily’s shoulder in automatic reassurance.  Remembering the last storm she’d weathered in the open on this world, she thought about Aydarr and the pack. I hope they’re doing okay on the combat mission. I hope he comes back to me. Their Great Mother needs to watch out for her children.
 She felt she couldn’t delay the attempt to rescue the other humans, but it worried her if she was successful—or if she tried and failed— the Khagrish would take additional security measures, making it harder to free the Badari later. Humans were outnumbered and outgunned on this fucking planet. No one else was going to be as invested as she was in rescuing her mate and his pack. She glanced at MARL and smiled. My ace in the hole. What other capabilities might he have, if asked the right questions?  Rubbing her forehead, Jill closed her eyes and tried to calm her racing thoughts enough to fall asleep. The situation was fluid, multi-faceted and there weren’t going to be any easy answers. She hoped Gabe would be an asset in planning the next raid, but officer or not, he’d better not think he was going to take charge. This is my rodeo—I have the most at stake. On that possessive note she sighed and distracted herself with bittersweet memories from her last night with Aydarr, focusing on the happy moments she and her mate had experienced being together. I hope I can dream about him at least.



CHAPTER NINE
 
Aydarr’s first thought upon wakening from cryo sleep was of Jill. He hoped she was all right and could find a way to stay safe in his absence. As the lid slid open, Aydarr sat up in his pod, relieved to see Mateer and Reede on either side as always. Climbing from the cramped enclosure, he joined the rest of the pack, already doing the mandated exercises to get the blood flowing. The Khagrish guards and the scientist in charge of these military sorties stood off to the side, watching closely.
You left your mate well? Mateer gave him a sideways glance.
She was sad, trying to hide it from me, but fine. Aydarr wondered if she knew, as he did, how high the odds were against ever seeing each other again. Even if he survived this mission, the capricious Khagrish might keep them apart and there’d be nothing either of them could do about it.
At least the bastards didn’t bring her with us. Mateer offered comfort.
Aydarr shuddered. That idea hadn’t occurred to him. Although she said she was a soldier in the Sectors.
I’m not surprised. She has fire and strength. You’re fortunate in your mate.
Aydarr wholeheartedly agreed with Mateer’s assessment but forced himself to change his focus. The Khagrish officer in charge was calling for the pack to get dressed and consume their rations, so the final briefing and staging could begin.
“We’re on a timetable here,” the man reminded then harshly. “The assault on the city will begin promptly, and we have to be deployed before the first bombardment.”
As he led his pack through the spaceship’s corridors to the briefing room, Aydarr briefly speculated what people his pack had been brought to wreak havoc on this time. As he’d told Jill, as far as he was aware  he and his men had yet to be sent against the Sectors, although he was curious who’d conducted the raid that captured her entire colony. His pack had been sent out on a variety of reconnaissance missions, to sabotage facilities, to retrieve high value data, several times to obliterate outposts, all on different worlds. 
The Chimmer evidently waged war far and wide in the galaxy on behalf of their masters, the Mawreg. Yet they avoided the Sectors for the most part. Maybe Jill’s people would make formidable new allies, if he ever had a chance to contact them.
Pipe dreams. Bittersweet hopes, all useless. Aydarr settled into his chair and waited for the briefing to begin. His job was to keep his pack alive and performing well enough on these missions to persuade the Khagrish to allow his DNA subset to continue, to keep the cubs and cadets alive. But if they ever slip up and give me an opportunity to escape, take the young with us to safety…
He cut off the wishful thinking. No use in distracting himself right now. Only the Khagrish could get him home, to Jill and to the young, so accomplishing the mission objectives was key. The packs whispered a tale that at least once an entire squad had been executed onsite, for an unspecified but egregious failure causing the Khagrish commander to  look foolish and ineffective. Not my squad. He must have made his vow on the open mental channel, because Mateer gave him a surprised glance.
After the briefing, the pack changed into combat fatigues and were assigned pulse rifles. This was when the Khagrish projected the most fear of their prisoners, fingering the controller for the stun bracelets. Aydarr knew his men wouldn’t be on their feet a minute after turning the weapons on their captors here on the ship. Everything was monitored, superior forces waiting to move in if the Badari made any aggressive moves. His pack was outnumbered and outgunned, and the Khagrish with the nerve bracelet controllers stayed well out of reach. And the cubs and cadets would be killed at the lab. Oh yes, he was boxed in by those who’d created him and kept him captive.
And now there was Jill to consider.
The shuttle taking them to the surface zigged and zagged as it dropped through the still unnamed planet’s atmosphere, avoiding the defensive sensors and weapons. The three assigned Khagrish guards kept their weapons activated and at the ready, in case the Badari entertained any notions of commandeering the shuttle. 
To go where? Aydarr and his men craved their freedom, but not at the price of the lives of the young. The cubs and cadets might not be my children or even my brothers, but they’re of my species. I want to give them a chance to live and perhaps outsmart the Khagrish as none of us have been able to do since this nightmare program began.
His pack debarked in a smooth, well-rehearsed operation, taking cover in a wooded area on the bluff above the target city as the shuttle lifted off seconds later.
“All right, we know the route to our objective and we’ve seen the high value targets we’re to capture,” Aydarr said. “Reede, take point—”
“Just a minute, 801.” The scientist in charge had an odd expression on his face, as if he was eagerly anticipating whatever he was going to announce. “The mission parameters have changed. We want to see how you handle unexpected revisions when deployed  in the field.”
Aydarr tamped down his anger. As long as no member of my pack gets killed in the process of your ad hoc test. “What is our new target?”
The Khagrish handed over an AI. Aydarr scanned the information, went through it once more, his disbelief and anger mounting. Take out the soldiers in three. None of his men betrayed their surprise at his sudden mental order with even a blink. Aydarr shot the scientist at close range, taking care to blast the bracelet controller hanging from the man’s belt and then a second shot through the enemy’s chest.
The pack members fired within a heartbeat of his own blast, and the guards fell dead.
The Khagrish had been overconfident, not realizing the new orders had pushed him beyond his limit, even with the lives at stake back at the lab.
The pack surrounded him, staring.
“A place of worship. Our new orders were to target a building where families are sheltering in place, hoping to survive the bombardment,” he said, knowing his voice was vibrating with rage. 
“These people have no limit to their depravity.” Mateer toed the guard he’d shot.
“Indeed.” Aydarr looked around the circle of his pack. “We were to capture twenty of the healthiest civilian adults for future experimentation and any children. That I will not do. I’ll take full responsibility for this.”
There was silence. No one dissented.
“We’ll co-ordinate a proper story,” Reede said.
“What are we going to do now?”  Mateer checked his chrono. “We have five hours before the shuttle meets us at the extraction co-ordinates.”
 “We leave the dead here. Let the inhabitants of this planet learn what they can from the bodies.” Aydarr had other worries on his mind.
“Dissect them for a change,” Mateer growled. “The Khagrish have certainly dissected enough of us over the years.”
“We make our way to this building and see what we can do about getting those people to safety, or at least out of reach of the Khagrish today.” Aydarr looked at the circle of men, all of whom nodded agreement with his plan.
“And then?” Reede asked.
“Anyone who wants to stay here, take his chances on this planet, I’ll release you from the pack bonds and you can escape.” Aydarr made his genuine offer, but he wasn’t surprised when no one took him up on it. “Of course you’d still be wearing the bracelet but no one native to this planet has a controller and the Khagrish aren’t likely to spend time pursuing a few fugitives.” He grinned, displaying his fangs, although humor was far from his mind. “They’ll be too busy punishing me for this unheard of insubordination.”
“We live or die together.” Reede’s face was grim. 
“You should know this may be the last mission. Jill was told the Chimmer are pushing the Khagrish to pick one DNA strain to continue the program and eliminate the others. I made my choice to disobey today and I’ll stand by it, although I realize I’ve put you all in jeopardy. And our cubs and cadets.” And Jill. He swallowed hard. His reaction to the Khagrish’s new orders had been instinctive, a total refusal from deep in his heart to carry out the kidnapping of more innocents, but the stakes couldn’t be higher.
“We’re running out of mission time,” Mateer said, breaking the silence.  “You did the right thing. I wouldn’t follow an alpha who chose otherwise today.” There was a low growl of agreement from the rest of the pack. 
Aydarr reached out to squeeze his friend’s shoulder, warrior to warrior. “I’m grateful for the support. “
“I’ll always have your back, you know that.” Mateer shrugged. “It’s part of the job. We’ll figure this out. We’ve lied to the Khagrish before, we can do it again. Now we’d better get moving if we’re going to save those people.”
“Agreed. Reede, take point and get us there via the most expedient route.”
 As he made his way through the city, taking cover when the aerial combat threatened, Aydarr reviewed the maps and plans in his head, and figured out the best way to evacuate the building when he got there with his troops. Much was going to depend on how many people were sheltered in place.
The squad took cover and waited while two men completed a reconnaissance on the target building.
Do you suppose the other packs were also diverted to new targets? Mateer asked while they waited.
Probably. The Khagrish are constantly raising the stakes for all of us.
The Tzibir might not have our scruples about noncombatants. Mateer was dubious. They’ve been forcibly evolved in a much more drastic fashion, further away from the source material.
The last evolution of genetic experimentation on them was especially brutal, Reede chimed in. I think they’re unstable but the Khagrish seem to like their unbalanced minds.
The scouts reported in. “Fifteen adults, with six children of all ages—two old men with side arms, thirteen women. One woman was also armed. Barricaded in one room in the center of the main building.” The lead scout drew a rough diagram in the dirt. Aydarr and his two enforcers studied it.
“We’ll break in at each of the windows and the door,” he said.
“What if none of them speaks Basic?” Mateer asked.
“We’ll improvise.” Aydarr brushed his hand across the rough drawing to obliterate it.
 
The assault on the location went smoothly and by the book, with Aydarr’s men easily penetrating the flimsy barricades the occupants had placed at the windows and doors. The elderly men got off a few wild shots, and the woman managed to wound one of the Badari before she was disarmed.
Reede and the pack members guarded the panicked adults and children after herding them into one end of the large room. The woman who had been armed was unquestionably in charge so Mateer brought her to Aydarr, while Timtur took care of the wounded pack member.
The people of this planet were humanoid, like so many throughout the galaxy, blue-tinted skin, glossy black hair. She faced him defiantly, although he could tell by her scent she was terrified.
“Do you speak Basic?” he asked, hardly daring to hope.
“A little. We do business with the occasional Sectors free trader.”
“We’ve come to rescue you and your friends, get you out of here and away to safety.”
She took a step backward, running into Mateer standing close behind her. “Why would you do this? Your forces invade our world, bomb our city, and yet you say you want to save us?”
“You’re my mission today, one way or the other. Our motivations aren’t your concern. You should be happy to have help.” 
Mateer pushed her closer to Aydarr. “Three hours left, commander.”
“Listen, if my men and I walk away, if you stay here, there’s a good chance another unit will be sent to take you captive.” He debated how much to explain. “This place is not defensible.”
“It’s a sanctuary.” Her jaw clenched and she fisted her hands as she glanced at the broken windows.
She reminded him a bit of Jill, so fierce and determined. Aydarr pushed the stray thought away and concentrated on the discussion at hand. “Not in the eyes of the people running this attack. To them it’s a trap, and you’re the helpless prey.”
“We tried to get out of the city, but the roads were blocked,” she said. “So I believed staying here was the best we could do.”
“Map,” Aydarr snapped out the command, and Mateer brought up a map of the surrounding area on his AI. He pointed at a long tunnel indicated in blue on the chart. “If we could get you to this underground transportation system, could you hike through it to safety in the countryside?” He gestured at the solemn cluster of children. “Are they able to walk that far? Or can your people carry them?”
 A frown line creasing her forehead, she studied the map. “But it’s nearly a mile from here to the nearest station, and with the fighting going on—”
“The battle this time is focused on aerial bombardment of specific targets.” He didn’t care if he was divulging Khagrish military intel. “With a few units on the ground as we are, after specific targets.”
Waving her hand at the citizens around her, eyebrows raised,  she said, “And out of all the warlike activity, we were a target?”
“The Khagrish like to conduct perverted experiments,” Aydarr said. “The command thought you would make good subjects. If they get their hands on you, you’ll wish you’d died here in the rubble, believe me. I don’t have time to keep arguing. Either we move out in five minutes and escort you to the tunnels, or my men and I are pulling out and leaving you to your fate.” He wasn’t actually planning to abandon them, but she didn’t need to know that.
“Some of our men will help carry the children,” Mateer offered.
Her cheeks had gone paler blue in color and she held her hand against her stomach as if nauseous. “All right, you’ve convinced me. Give me five minutes to get my people organized and gather their belongings.”
“Leave everything behind—you’ll have to carry the children,” he warned. “We need to move fast.”
 
The pack made its way to the extraction point outside the city limits and settled in to wait for the shuttle. Aydarr handed his weapon to Mateer. “I surrender. You should put me in restraints before the Khagrish arrive.”
His enforcer took the rifle with a frown. “Don’t ask me to do this. We all stand with you—we all agreed to change the mission parameters.”  The men voiced their agreement in rumbling growls.
“And we executed the Khagrish minders right alongside you,” Reede said. “We’re not going to let you take the blame for this rebellion.”
“You have to.” Aydarr injected all the power of his alpha role into the command. “The Khagrish don’t understand how a pack works, but they do know—because we’ve convinced them for our own reasons—everyone else is compelled to follow my orders. No free will if I or any other alpha issues a command. So the enemy will accept the concept that the guilt is mine alone. Tell them now because I’m mated,  I couldn’t stomach the idea of capturing women and children to serve as test subjects. Which is true.” He pointed at Mateer. “The Khagrish in charge will let you step into the alpha spot. And at the lab they’re more likely to allow our cubs and cadets to live, if you’ve turned me in. I need you to rough me up, make it look like you challenged me for dominance and won. The Khagrish won’t know our rules for such a fight.”
A murmur ran through the pack members, and they exchanged appalled glances.
“How else could this end? What did you think I’d have to do to save the pack?” Aydarr asked. “I yield to you, my friend.” He knelt and tilted his head to expose his neck in a sign of submission, although it took every ounce of his willpower to force himself to take the action.
“And Jill?” Mateer handed the weapon to Timtur while Reede and the third in command took positions on either side of their alpha to hold him while Mateer carried out the orders.
Aydarr swallowed hard. “If you’re allowed to see her, tell her I held her in my heart.”
Reede and the third hauled Aydarr to his feet. Mateer clenched his teeth. “I call upon the pack to witness that I do this only because you ordered me to. I am not challenging you for leadership. And if by some miracle we all come through this, I’ll step aside and be proud to call you my alpha.”
“Acknowledged.” Aydarr looked his friend in the eyes. “Thank you. Now get on with it before the Khagrish arrive.”
Mateer administered a beating serious enough to fool the Khagrish when he recited the agreed-upon lies, but which didn’t do any deep or permanent damage. Still, by the time he was allowed to fall to the ground, Aydarr bore aching bruises, and his vision was blurry, one eye swollen shut. His enforcers bound his hands and the pack settled in around him, waiting in silence for the shuttle to arrive.
I hope this gamble works.
 
Jill was restless, impatient and couldn’t shake a feeling of impending doom. They’d been safely ensconced in the river valley for a few days now. Lily was improving by the day, after resting, eating nourishing stew made from the game Flo brought in daily and drinking huge amounts of water to rehydrate. 
She sat with the others at the lake’s edge, fishing for their dinner while Lily napped in the sun. Jill and Gabe were having the recurring argument about strategy and logical next steps. The two of them had been wrangling over mission scenarios ever since arriving safely at the valley. Part of the problem derived from the fact there simply was no ideal solution to defeating the Khagrish and rescuing those held at the lab.
“I intend to go back in now,” Jill said, as she’d declared stubbornly before. “Seven hells, I ought to have made a second sortie that night, after the guards finished their patrol of the area. I could have located Megan in the room and set her free. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”
“We’ve been over this,” Gabe said.  “We had all we could do to get Lily to freedom, as sick as she was. Getting her to safety was our top priority. You’ve got to stop blaming yourself – I’m not too sure we could have made our escape with a second person as debilitated as she was.”
“And we don’t know for sure your other sister was even in the room,” Flo said as she baited her hook with a new crawly.
“I do blame myself so don’t waste your breath.” Jill jiggled her makeshift pole in an attempt to attract a nice fat fish to her bait. “I’m going tonight and I’m not leaving that fucking place without Megan. I need one of you to stay here with Lily, and the others to come with me. I can’t wait any longer. The Khagrish could be experimenting on my sister and the other humans right now and it’d be my fault for leaving them.”
Gabe stared at her, his brow furrowed. “If you’re set on this, I’ll go along and watch your six, but I still think we need an overall plan for taking down the facility and rescuing all the prisoners. Which, as we’ve discussed endlessly these last few days, presents giant challenges and even bigger risks.”
“And I believe I can get my sister out safely without jeopardizing the eventual rescue of the others. MARL hasn’t intercepted any signals giving orders to release the humans from stasis, much less to begin experiments. It’ll be good to conduct another recon of the facility in any case.” Jill knew she was attempting to justify her obsession with rescuing Megan now but there was a kernel of truth in the idea of doing more research on the lab’s vulnerabilities. “We might find a few more  human ex-soldiers to release too, to swell our ranks.” Enthusiastically she prepared to enlarge on the encouraging theme when MARL sent her a private message.
 I have good news and bad news.
A bit unnerved by his tone, she took a shaky breath. What?
I intercepted a new alert in the lab’s AI system—the Badari have returned from their mission and are being processed for reimprisonment. That’s the good news.
Mouth dry, heart pounding, she rose to her feet, setting the fishing pole aside, but forced herself to wait for MARL’s next piece of data. And the bad news?
Aydarr has been labeled an experiment failure and been scheduled for execution.
She couldn’t form words and had to sit on the closest boulder as the world spun around her. In her agitation, she forgot to use their private mental link. “Does the report say what happened?”
No details. He’s in Dr. Cwamla’s personal custody.
“And the rest of the pack?”
Marked for transfer to medical experimentation in another facility.
“I’ll be at the cave as soon as I can get there, and we’ll be moving out,” she said, realizing for the first time she was speaking aloud. Her companions gaped at her. “We’re not waiting for cover of darkness after all.”
“What’s wrong?” Lily asked.
“My pack’s returned from their mission and something’s gone seriously sideways. Aydarr’s going to be executed. I have to go.” She regained her feet, ready to sprint to the cave. “There’s no time to waste.”
Gabe grabbed her arm before she could take a step. “Stop and think this through.”
Incredulous, she tried to yank free. “There’s nothing to think about—those men saved my life, Aydarr’s my mate—I have to go rescue them. We have to—”
Voice cold, the captain said, “And what about your other sister and the two hundred colonists we were talking about two minutes ago? Are they still a mission imperative? Or have they slipped your mind?”
 Staring at him, she said, “I’d never forget Megan or the other colonists. I’m going to have to rescue all of them this trip.” 
“And you said there were Badari children in the compound as well,” her sister reminded her. “You can’t leave them behind.”
Jill glared at Gabe, and he carefully removed his hand from her arm. “Are you in, or are you out on this?” she asked, moving a step away from him.
“My point is so far you’ve been lucky, and no one at the facility apparently wanted to expend much energy searching for you. As far as we know, my crew and your sister haven’t even been missed.” He rubbed his hand over his face, took a deep breath and visibly tried to project a calm demeanor as he continued his objections. “There’s no way we can sneak in there and extract this Aydarr guy without exposing the fact we have access to the facility and information about what’s going on there. So if we go in, we have to be smart about it, and we have to have a plan to extract the humans, the pack, and the pack children. We won’t get a second chance. So far I’ve heard nothing resembling a plan.”
“If we go back in?” Jill was outraged, her  voice rising up the scale. “Of course we go in. We’re out of time, or my mate and the pack are anyway. We have to hit the Khagrish hard, render the facility inoperable and resolve the situation for everyone held prisoner there.”
“All five of us?” Gabe gestured at himself and then the others. “You were Special Forces tech support, we were Special Forces operators so together we might be able to defeat your lazy, unsuspecting alien guards and untrained scientists in a sneak attack, but those are long odds, lady.” He glanced at Lily, sitting on her sunny perch. “And no offense, but I think we’re actually a force of four because your sister isn’t ex-military and she can barely navigate from the cave to here without getting the shakes. She’s a long way from being fully recovered.”
“We can’t shuttle two hundred groggy humans through ventilation shafts to safety, if that’s part of this audacious plan I haven’t heard yet,” Flo said. “No offense, Lily, but just bringing you along was challenging enough.”
“Not all of the colonists are claustrophobic,” she said with a weak smile. “That will help.”
Gabe pulled the discussion back on point. “Even if we miraculously get our hands on the actual tool for opening the specimen envelopes and the restorative nutrients, we’re not likely to have time for a clean getaway. And we’re ignoring the issue of the Badari men and children.”
“Are you saying you expect me to let Aydarr die? Let the pack be experimented on?” Jill took a breath and counted to ten before continuing. “The Badari deserve a chance to escape as much as the colonists do. I liked your first point—agreement it’s time to rescue everyone—better than the direction this line of thought is going.”
“Maybe you need to decide where your loyalties lie,” Lily said. “What are these aliens to you, really? As opposed to my twin?”
“Aydarr is my mate. I love him.” Jill felt like her jaw would break, she had it clenched so hard. “I love Megan too, and I’m going to forget you asked me the question. I have to rescue both of them.”
Again the captain interposed himself into the debate, addressing Jill. “What I’m saying, sergeant, is we need a battle plan with some chance of success.” His use of her rank was like a slap in the face. “There’s only four of us operationally ready, plus your AO tech toy, and now we’re talking about taking down an entire facility full of armed guards. Rushing off with blasters blazing won’t do anything but get us killed or recaptured. We can’t help anyone then.” He eyed her then went on in a softened voice. “I understand the urgency, believe me, but we’ve got to be strategic here.”
Jill forced herself to take a deep breath and relax before she answered. “All right.” She nodded. “But we don’t have time to stand here and talk. Even moving at best speed, it’s a day’s travel to the facility. Precious time’s being wasted while we argue.”
“Agreed.” Gabe detailed Brent and Flo to bring the fish and the poles, then he and Jill jogged to the cave.
Colors flashing across his shiny exterior, MARL met them below the mouth of the cavern. “A Chimmer ship transported the three packs to the facility but has now left the planet and is on its way out of the solar system.”
“Well, a piece of good news,” Jill said. “I wonder if they’d return if Dr. Cwamla sent a distress call. Taking on the Chimmer is a whole new level of difficulty.”
“I’m defending this valley from scans and flyovers,” MARL said, repeating information he’d given her before. “I can’t defend the planet.”
“Do you have offensive capability?” Gabe asked.
“I’m not a weapon,” MARL said. “I can protect Jill’s immediate vicinity. I could shield the lab facility if she was there but then I have to allow the valley’s coverage to lapse. I can’t do both. If I had my full self, from Njindak’s sunken ship—”
“Show us the facility again,” Jill said. There was no point in discussing the potential treasure trove in the now drowned alien spacecraft.
Marl projected a 3D representation of the Khagrish installation, rotating slowly in the thin air, as he’d done before every time Jill and Gabe argued themselves to a standstill over how to attempt a mass rescue.
“I need the interior layout,” Jill said. “Indicate location of the people we’re interested in—Aydarr, the packs, the kids, and the humans.”
 Gabe rubbed his chin as MARL added additional models to his midair display. “ I’ll admit having the Badari in the mix adds to the possibilities.”
Six different areas lit up. Jill forced herself to focus. “This is the communal cell where we were all held,” she said, pointing at one large room. “And this is where I met the cubs. I was never anywhere near the other packs’ cells. I can see Aydarr’s current location is close to where Dr. Gahzhing’s rooms and office were. Either Cwamla took over his quarters or had rooms close by.” Jill didn’t like the implications of Aydarr being held in Cwamla’s personal space. She remembered Aydarr had told her occasionally the female scientists would insist on a Badari male taking his place in their beds.
“Display the ventilation shafts,” Gabe said. 
For the next few minutes, Jill and the three mercenaries studied the layout in silence while Lily, who’d followed much more slowly,  sat on a nearby boulder and watched them.
“Will this pack follow you and help us free your boy, and fight to destroy the rest of the facility?” Gabe asked all the right, tough questions.
Jill swallowed hard. “Aydarr made them swear to follow my orders in his absence, the children as well.”
Gabe exchanged grins with Brent and Flo. “So we could have ten more trained fighters who want to kick a lot of Khagrish ass? I like those odds.”
“But we only have a few weapons between us.” She gestured at the circle gathered around her, staring at MARL’s version of maps. “The guards have pulse rifles, blasters, and stunners. And the controllers for the bracelets.”
Gabe held up one hand. “I’ll get to that in a minute. What about the other two packs?”
“Jamokan would probably throw in with us if he saw a reasonable chance of escape. The Tzibir I have no idea. They’re a lot further removed from the human stock.” She shivered as she remembered encountering them in the cadet area. “They’re scary.”
“The Tzibir were declared the successful DNA line,” MARL said.
“Which makes Jamokan more likely to side with us and them less likely,” Jill said.  “OK, try this on for size and let me finish before you poke holes in it I get into the complex, find my packmates and set them free if they agree to help us. Then I free Jamokan’s bunch, since they’re apparently right next door and I halfway trust them. I believe I can convince him to join us.”
“And the Tzibir?” Gabe asked. “Do we  leave them alone for now, no need to introduce a potential Khagrish ally into the mix? Time enough to deal with them later and, if we’re wrong about their allegiance, at least their lives and kids aren’t in danger right now.”
Jill frowned. “I’m not okay with leaving them in their cell, at the mercy of the Khagrish. Just because the Tzibir were selected as the strain the Khagrish plan to continue doesn’t mean they won’t be subject to experiments and torture. I’ll talk to their Alpha and free them if I’m convinced he’ll at least stay neutral.”
 “Fair enough—you’re the expert here,” Gabe nodded. “My team and I’ll break into the armory and load up. You and the packs meet us there, and we go after the kids, the humans and Aydarr in a coordinated, three-pronged attack. MARL here locks up the entire place so no one can move but us.” He pointed at the AI. “You can do that, right?”
“I retain my control over the lab’s systems, yes.”
 Not yet done with MARL, Gabe drilled down to more specifics. “You can unlock individual doors and hallways as we need to move?”
“Yes. As far as getting instructions when to make changes in the lockdown status, I mentally link only to Jill, however.”
Raising an eyebrow, Gabe glanced at Jill. “His devotion to you is heartwarming but a bit inconvenient in the field, to put it mildly.”
“Can’t you manifest ear pieces for them as well?” Jill asked. “For this one occasion?”
“If you wish me to do so, then I will.” MARL hummed and pale orange flashed over his silvery exterior. “Processing begun.”
“What’s our plan for evacuating the colonists?” Flo asked.
Gabe pointed. “See these two flyers parked off to the east? We steal those and send the weakest humans and the Badari kids to safety here in the valley. All three of us are certified pilots so we should be able to figure the damn things out, especially with MARL’s help. If there’s time we make more than one round trip.”
“Time?” Jill asked.
“Before the other installations send troops to help the forces here.” Gabe frowned. “Are you saying they won’t bother? Because in that case, seven hells, we keep the damned facility for ourselves. Be a lot more comfortable than these caves.”
Jill shook her head. “I don’t know how the labs are allied. We know the facilities aren’t connected via one central AI, which helps us, but the planet is run by the Khagrish under the Chimmer’s loose control. There aren’t any big troop transport type flyers, as far as MARL and I can see, just shuttles of various sizes and configurations. So the other guard forces may not be able to help Dr. Cwamla’s troops even if their commanders want to. I doubt the Badari would agree to remain at the lab in any case.”
Gabe frowned at the holo of the lab complex. “How many men does this woman in charge have?”
“There are five scientists, fifteen staff members, five lab techs and fifty guards currently in the facility.” MARL’s report was concise.
“Seventy-five to four—great odds.” Gabe’s grin was fierce. “Works for me.”
“And we’ll have the element of surprise,” Jill said. “Plus not all of Cwamla’s people are trained to fight.” She remembered poor Dr. Sheyall. MARL had verified she’d been removed from the facility and taken to another one. 
“Rules of engagement?” Flo asked. “Shoot to kill? Leave the buildings intact when we withdraw?”
“Shoot to kill if we encounter resistance. I think we blow up as much of the place as we can, after we’ve liberated all the supplies we can carry. Success of each phase depends how much time we have, whether anyone gets a distress call out and if the other labs respond.” Gabe shook his head. 
“We won’t be going back,” Jill said. “I intend to keep the flyers and any land vehicles we can steal, although there don’t seem to be many of those. We have to rely on MARL to keep his promise he can maintain the safety of this valley.” There was a nagging feeling she’d left a crucial problem out of her calculations. Reviewing the situation, she said,  “Damn, what about the bracelets? The method the Khagrish use to control the Badari. Are those centrally run, MARL? Can we deactivate them?”
“I can dampen the effect in my immediate vicinity, but that’s the extent of what I can offer.”
“So we have to get our hands on the controllers the guards have.” Jill saw confusion on Gabe’s face and she explained, “The Badari all wear these neurobracelets the Khagrish can use to paralyze or inflict pain, up to and including death. The Khagrish put one on me but it never worked and eventually my body rejected it, which hurt like hell.” She extended her arm and displayed the scar.
“Even the children are forced to wear these devices?” Lily asked in a near whisper.
“Yeah, these Khagrish aren’t any better than their Chimmer masters. Another reason to show no mercy, shoot to kill the bastards.” Hands on her hips, Jill challenged Gabe. “We done with planning mode? I’m ready to move out.”
“How are we going in?” Flo asked.
“Not the shaft from the ruins,” Gabe said before Jill could speak. “I know you and MARL haven’t seen any indications in the AI reports that the shaft’s been discovered, much less checked or booby trapped, but I’ve got a bad feeling about trying to use it a third time. How dumb can these Khagrish be?”
“So where do you plan to make a breach? The front door?” Jill knew she sounded pugnacious, but she was far from convinced her private way in and out was unsafe. All this talk, even as necessary as advance planning was, tore at her nerves, knowing Aydarr was in danger. From the one time I saw her, Dr. Cwamla was ruthless and every bit as cruel as Dr. Gahzhing. Time was definitely at a premium.
Gabe walked to the rotating map. “MARL, hold this steady, would you? And now add the external perimeter.”
Jill pointed at the preserve outlined in bright blue. “This area is cordoned off by a force field.”
“Which I’m guessing your friend here can disrupt. Am I right?”
“I can eliminate the field in its entirety via command routed through the lab’s AI or I can make a temporary, smaller void in the coverage with my own fields.” MARL’s answer was prompt as always.
Gabe raised his hands in a ‘see there’ gesture. “MARL makes a void, we slip inside from a direction the Khagrish won’t be expecting and the element of surprise is definitely on our side.”
Jill turned to her sister. “Lilly, you’ll have to stay here. I’m sorry but you’re not fully recovered yet.”
“I’d slow you down too much—I get it.” Her sister swallowed hard and gave Jill a tiny smile. “I’ll be fine. I can hide in the cavern if anyone comes while you’re gone.”
Jill gave her a hug. “Waiting is the hardest part, I know. But when we do start shuttling survivors to the valley, can you take charge? Get them organized? I know I’m asking a lot—”
A big smile on her face, Lily shook her head. “No, it’s a great idea. After all, if I could organize the school on Amarcae7, I can certainly keep this place in order till you get back. And you did say some of the Badari are children, right?”
“Not like human children though. These poor kids have been raised to be super soldiers, killers. But when Aydarr took me to meet them, they were polite and well mannered.” Jill stood tall. “I’m their alpha, after all, in Aydarr’s absence and I’ll warn them to treat my sister and her orders with respect.” She looked at the three ex-Special Forces soldiers. “Gear up and meet me at the goat track to the summit in ten. I want to make damn good time before the sun sets.”
With a sardonic grin on his face, Gabe snapped a salute and his two team mates followed suit. “We’ll be there.” Pivoting smoothly, he and the others took off at a trot for the cave they’d selected as their own dwelling.
Lily walked over to Jill and gave her a big hug. “Be careful, big sister. And bring Megan, okay?”
“You got it, I give you my word.” Making herself sound more confident than she felt, given the odds against them, Jill patted her sister’s shoulder before moving off to the cave to get her gear.  Megan, Aydarr, the pack, the kids—all depending on me, whether they know it or not. I’m not failing any of them this time.



CHAPTER TEN
 
The Badari pack’s return to captivity in the lab was more or less normal on the face of it. Aydarr and his men jogged from the landing pad to their cell under double the usual guard. Dismayed. he stopped on the threshold as soon as he realized the room was empty, no sign of Jill. “Where’s my mate? What have you done with her?”
“Get in the cell with the others, 801, or I’ll thin the herd right now.” The guard captain gave him a shove with his weapon and amped up the pain from the nerve controller to emphasize his point. “You have no mate—she’s dead.”
“Dead?” The world tilted unsteadily for Aydarr as he tried to assimilate the information, talons and fangs displayed as rage erupted in his heart. He wanted to rend Jill’s murderers into bleeding fragments. “You killed her?”
Mateer and Reede held him back as he instinctively tried to lunge for the guard, pain or no pain.
The energy barrier sizzled into existence and the guards stood safely outside, in the corridor. The squad marched away but the captain lingered. “Dr. Gahzhing did personal uh research on your little human, 801, at the end of which I’m told she was dead and he was in a coma. Don’t know exactly what happened. Cwamla’s in charge now and I know she’s always had a special interest in you. We’ll be conducting you to her lab soon enough. Better conserve your strength.” And with that bit of sarcastic advice, the Khagrish sauntered off after his men.
With difficulty, given the killing rage he was in, Aydarr’s enforcers steered him into the alpha’s alcove, past the members of the pack, who stood in silence.
“I’m sorry to hear of Jill’s death,” Mateer said, being the only person brave enough to speak. “She must have fought well, to leave Gahzhing so badly injured.”
“Small comfort. I hate to think what she must have suffered at his hands before she died.” Aydarr sank onto the cot, head in his hands. “Something about the story doesn’t ring true to me, however. Even though she was a soldier of her people, how could she have managed to put him into a coma, yet nonetheless died herself?”
“Unless he underestimated her at a critical juncture,” Reede said. “She was smart.”
“True.”
“Could she have taken her own life after downing Gahzhing?” Mateer asked. “Rather than surrender to the Khagrish? Such an act would fit with her brave nature.”
Aydarr rubbed his forehead. “I can’t accept the death of my mate. I refuse to accept that answer.”
The silence after his pronouncement stretched long before Mateer switched subjects. “Have you any instructions for us? If you’re to be taken to Cwamla’s lab, I need to know what you want us to do—”
“Do your best to survive,” was the most Aydarr could find in his heart to say. “Try to convince them you deserve another chance at proving the worthiness of our DNA strain. Argue the case for our mission failure being all my fault. Then if the Khagrish take you offworld for another mission, rebel and escape. Or die trying.”
“And the cubs and cadets left here?” Mateer said sorrowfully.
He raised his head to meet his enforcer’s gaze. “Can you think of anything we can do to aid them?”
“In truth, I cannot. If we’ve reached the end point, where only one strain will be allowed to continue, then nothing we do, or Jamokan and his pack does, will save any of us.”
“You think the Tzibir will win then?” Reede asked them both.
Aydarr nodded. “They’ve been the ones taken the farthest from the source. The most willing to carry out drastic orders.”
“I heard the guards talking when I was going under the cryo, after the mission,” Mateer said. “Apparently the Tzibir were told to conduct a massacre at a shelter, a site similar to the one where we escorted our targets to safety instead of carrying out our own orders. The Tzibir left no one alive.”
Praytem rushed to the edge of the alcove. “Excuse me, sir, the guards are coming.”
“Thank you for the warning.” Aydarr rose from the cot and walked toward the cell’s muster line, near the door. He motioned for the other pack members to stay back. “No need to alarm the guards. It’s me they’re coming for.”
He offered no resistance as the guards dragged him from the cell, activating the bracelet to cause him to fall helplessly to the cold floor so he could be placed in cuffs and shackles. As if the deadly effects of the bracelet weren’t enough to ensure his obedience to their commands. Aydarr suspected the guard captain wished to humiliate him in front of his pack, but he didn’t care what they did. Jill was dead, his pack soon would be as well, victims of more pointless experiments. He himself probably had several days of torture to endure before Cwamla killed him.
The guards brought him to the scientist in her personal quarters and lab.
He stood at attention while she looked him over, her two assistants behind her. Baring his fangs, he said, “If I wasn’t chained, I’d kill you.”
 “But you are, like the animal we all know you to be.” Idly, she played with the buttons on the bracelet controller, sending waves of pain through his nerve endings. Gritting his teeth, he managed to remain on his feet for a few moments, pride lending him strength.
“You are a tough one,” Cwamla said in an admiring tone as she increased the pain. “But I hold all the power here.”
Aydarr went to one knee, then collapsed as she sent the device into the intolerable range. He was unable to stop the convulsions burning through his nervous system.
“Take him into the lab,” she said, standing aside and reducing the level of agony.
He was carried into the next room, stripped, and placed on a cold metal lab table. He made a futile attempt to resist as he was restrained and blindfolded and although he had the satisfaction of sending one guard reeling with fatal wounds clawed in his belly and another slammed against the wall with his neck broken, Aydarr was eventually secured as the scientist ordered.
There were sounds of footsteps as the guards left the room. He could scent only Cwamla now, and she came to stand beside the table, running her hand along his arm and over his bare chest. “I’m actually not sorry you screwed up your mission,” she said, “Since it gives me a chance to play. You were off-limits for the more serious fun as long as there was a chance your DNA strain might win. Now no one cares what happens to you, and I’ve had a long time to imagine games we can play.” She stroked her hand in lazy motions down his abdomen. “Please me and I might let you live. For a while.”
Aydarr fought the restraints and snapped at her, his fangs and talons deploying. “Your people killed my mate. I’ll rip your fucking heart out if I get the chance.”
Cwamla leaned close, but out of reach of his teeth. “If you’d told me you wanted a mate, I could have set up an experiment, a personal experiment, tested the Khagrish-Badari connection.” She patted his wrist, held locked in the unyielding restraint. 
He slashed the table with his extended talons, the claws making a terrible screeching sound on the metal, but couldn’t reach her. 
“A tightly controlled experiment, of course.” Cwamla sounded breathless, as if his anger excited her.  I’d have had to make my assistants watch us closely, to ensure you didn’t kill me, but that might have added to the…pleasure.”
 “I’d rather die than fuck you,” he said.
“Oh, you’ll die all right, but not until I’m good and ready to declare the experiment over. I want to hear you beg me for mercy.”
“I’ll never beg you for anything.”
“You will.” Her voice was confident. “I have years of data about the Badari pleasure and pain responses to work with, remember? And I’ve devised new ideas to test that the sponsor will appreciate. It’ll take my techs a little time to bring in the right gear, get you hooked up, so take my advice, rest for now. Save your strength.”
One more fleeting caress then she was gone, the sound of her high heels diminishing as she left the lab.
Aydarr made sure he’d closed the psychic link with his men. The pack didn’t need to know any of this, much less to feel his pain once Cwamla started her ‘experiments’. Controlling his breathing, trying to gather inner strength for what was undoubtedly to come, he wished briefly the Badari abilities included the gift of dying at will. He’d love to cheat Cwamla of the pleasure she was anticipating from torturing him. But even as the concept flickered through his mind, he resisted. The Badari way was to fight, talon and fang, until death triumphed over mortal efforts, and he intended to die as he’d lived, never accepting defeat.
He filled his mind with memories of Jill, and their short time together. He refused to give in to regret at being denied a full lifetime together. Better to have known a true love, had a true mate even for a brief time than not to know the joy she brought me. If there is an afterlife for such as me, I hope we’re together.
 
Aydarr was constantly on Jill’s mind during the day of hard marching from the valley toward the lab, although thoughts of her missing sister were equally compelling. I have to save both of them, or die in the attempt.
Finally Jill and her three human comrades sat clustered in a tight formation just outside the force field, staring at the rear of the brightly lit lab in the darkness of night. Jill swallowed hard, remembering that day so long ago she’d been standing on the black line with Aydarr and he’d claimed her as his mate to save her life. “Time for you to do your magic, MARL .”
Glowing softly, the AI said, “I’ve replaced the visual feed of this portion of preserve and the rear entrance in the AI’s systems with a loop showing no activity.” He floated to the invisible edge of the force field and kept going. Void has been created. Follow me.
Jill scrambled after MARL, Gabe and the others on her heels. She ran full tilt to the lab doors, which she and MARL had determined were electronically locked. MARL ordered the AI to unseal the lock and the door panels parted under Jill’s hand with a hiss. The Khagrish were lax, concentrating the guards primarily in the prisoner areas and patrolling the corridors at what were supposed to be regular intervals. In actual fact, according to MARL’s scans of the data, the guards had gotten lazy, patrolling half-heartedly and skipping entire sections of the perimeter more often than not. The commander placed an over reliance on one person sitting in a central location, watching scans, to maintain vigilance on the exterior. MARL was sending false information to the guard’s console. Heart hammering in her chest, Jill provided cover as the other three made it through the door. 
Gabe nodded to her. “Go get your guys,” he said on the subvocal channel. “Meet us at the armory as soon as you can. Time isn’t our friend on this mission.”
MARL at her heels, she sprinted through the halls toward the prisoner wing. He told her when to duck to avoid a guard patrol and, once the squad passed and moved safely away, she burst through the door into the cell block, firing with pinpoint accuracy at two guards lingering by the entrance. The  aliens both collapsed in lifeless heaps on the floor.
“I’ve locked down the entire wing,” MARL said, “No one can get in or out but us. The main desk is only seeing my vidcom loop.”
Jill shoved her weapon onto her shoulder by the strap and knelt to snatch the bracelet controller and the cell key card from the closest guard’s belt. She ran along the hall to the pack’s cell, which was the first. As she slid to a stop, the astounded pack cheered as they rose from their positions at the table in such haste the men knocked over the chairs. Mateer led the way to the entrance as she disengaged the force barrier.
“Lords of Space, it’s good to see you.” She hugged him. “We’re here to get you out, but there isn’t much time. Let me get these damn bracelets off first.”
Mateer took a blaster from Reede, who’d sprinted to the fallen guards as soon as the entrance barrier disappeared and snatched the remaining weapons. The enforcer kept the second one for himself. Extending his arm for her to touch the controller to the bracelet, Mateer said, “Who’s ‘we’? How did you get away? We were told you were dead.”
“Aydarr thinks I’m dead?” She kept working, taking the bracelets off each member of the pack. “Never mind, the Khagrish lied about me, obviously. What happened to him on your mission?”
“He refused to follow orders to kidnap women and children for more experiments,” Mateer said. “We rescued the targets and escorted them out of danger instead. He surrendered to the Khagrish in hopes we, the cadets—and you—might be spared. But we were all marked as a failed DNA line.”
“I know. I found the notation in the AI’s files, but no details. Come on, we have to get moving.”
Mateer caught her wrist gently with his massive hand. “We’re sworn to follow your orders and we will, but I need to know what’s going on—the entire situation.”
“Fair enough but we don’t have much time.” The pack gathered around her as she gave them a rapid rundown of how she’d escaped, found MARL then rescued her sister, Gabe and his team. “Now I need to free Jamokan’s pack, if you think he’ll join with us, take my orders?”
Mateer nodded. “I’ve been communicating with him while you talked. He’s prepared to swear loyalty to you if you free him and his men. They were declared a failed DNA line as well so he’ll do anything to save his pack.”
She wished things weren’t so personal with the Badari, as far as loyalty to her. Who was she to be giving orders to two packs? The situation could become even more complicated. “Can he be trusted?”
“He’s a man of his word, and his pack will fall in line.” Mateer shook his head. “The Tzibir are another matter. “
“I intend to ask them to remain neutral but I’m not leaving them trapped in the cell. I have to live with myself when this is all over.”” She was already moving on to the other pack’s cell, where the alpha and his enforcers waited, the rest behind them. Taking a deep breath, she deactivated the force door, staring at the huge male towering over her. “Mateer says—”
Jamokan went down on one knee in front of her, head up and to the side, baring his neck. “I swear my loyalty to you, Jill, mate of Aydarr. I speak for my pack in this matter.”
The others knelt as well. Jill wasn’t sure what was required from her. Mateer whispered in her ear. “An alpha would place his teeth on Jamokan’s artery to accept the oath.”
Lords of space, what am I in the middle of? Hesitantly, Jill stepped forward, rested one hand on the huge man’s shoulder and lowered her head toward him, gently pinching the skin of his neck between her teeth then hastily releasing her bite, licking the salty and slightly spicy taste of him from her lips. She remembered the way the few drops of Aydarr’s blood had made her tongue tingle when he allowed her to place her own mate mark on his body. Silently she vowed going forward anyone else who needed to pledge fealty to her was going to have to accomplish the ritual without being bitten. “I accept your oath.” She stepped back, bumping into Mateer, who’d stayed close. “Let me get these damn bracelets off then I need all of you to get to the armory where my—uh—enforcer Gabe is waiting. He’ll give you weapons and explain the next steps of the plan. He speaks for me.” Whether he realizes it or not. She resisted the inappropriate urge to laugh since Gabe probably felt he was in command, as the senior human officer present.
“Where will you be?” Jamokan asked, rubbing the skin where his bracelet had been.
“First I have to talk to the Tzibir and then I’m going to free my mate,” she said as she finished removing the final bracelet from the last member of the other pack.
“I go with you.” Mateer’s voice was more of a growl. “Timtur must come as well. The last thing we heard from Aydarr before he shut the mental link between us was that Cwamla was preparing to torture him. He may need a healer.”
Timtur bared his fangs and displayed his impressive talons. “I’m a warrior as well, never fear.”
She patted his arm. “I’ve no doubts. Reede, you take the rest of our pack and go with Jamokan and his men. You and Mateer stay in touch with each other. Whatever my enforcer says, obey his commands, and we’ll all get out of this alive. Now, let’s move out. Things are going too smoothly, even with MARL here to block the vidcams and lock down various areas.”
“I’ve locked the day shift guards in their barracks and terminated their comlinks,” MARL said. “So far no one has noticed because they’re asleep.”
“Yeah, that luck won’t hold.”
Squaring her shoulders, she stepped around the curve of the corridor to face the cell where the Tzibir were incarcerated.
As if waiting for inspection, they were standing in two lines, the alpha in front and his enforcers flanking him. 
“So, human woman, you outsmarted the Khagrish after all,” said the alpha. “What are your plans for us?”
Jill came to a halt directly in front of him, separated only by the force barrier. At close range he was even more impressive, tiny iridescent scales covering his shoulders and his eyes barely humanoid in shape, with hard bony ridges above the sockets instead of eyebrows. The Tzibir weren’t as tall as the Badari but their bodies were thick, heavily muscled, and the pack plainly stood ready to defend themselves.
As if reading her mind, the alpha gestured at his men. “We won’t die easily.”
“No one has to die today except the Khagrish,” she said.
He tilted his head while he studied her, the black irises in his yellow and red eyes narrowing as he focused on her face. “We are the chosen ones of the eight generation Khagrish experiment, did you know that? Yet you expect us to stand idly by while you kill them?”
“I could leave you in the damn cell,” she said, although she had no intention of doing so. “Take your children with me and make my escape as planned.”
He hissed. “Steal my young ones and I’ll hunt you and your pack to extinction.”
“What I want,” she said, “Is your word you’ll remain neutral today. I’d rather you joined the fight on my side of course, help the Badari, but I’m guessing rebellion might be a step too far for you today.  I’ll let you out, I’ll give you a controller so you can take the bracelets off your pack members and then I want you not to be my problem. Grab your younger generations and escape this place. Find a new home.  I don’t have time to negotiate a complicated treaty right now. What do you say?”
Mateer raised the controller he held and the alpha’s eyes tracked his motion.
“Why are you doing this?” The alpha asked, focusing on Jill again. “What are my people to you?”
“Potential future allies. Sentients who’ve been tortured by the Khagrish the same as my own pack. Now do we have an agreement or not? I’ve got places to be.”
The Tzibir alpha extended his hands, palms up. “I give you my word not to assist the Khagrish against you today. I must evaluate the future carefully to do the best I can for my people. Today the right course is clearly freedom.”
Jill studied him, wishing his face wasn’t so reptilian, which made it harder to read. But she wasn’t leaving them in a Khagrish cell, unable to defend themselves. “All right. Mateer, set the controller on the floor.”
As the enforcer complied with her order, Jill raised her pulse rifle. “We’re going to back away down the corridor and when we’re close to the exit into the lab, I’ll have MARL shut off the force barrier. Then you’re on your own and good luck to you.”
Keeping her focus on the alpha, she took her time about moving away, MARL floating at her side, Timtur on her right and Mateer covering her retreat. As soon as she reached the door leading to the main complex, she gave her alien AI the order. “Barrier off.”
Jill didn’t wait to see what the Tzibir did next as she hurled herself through the slowly opening portal, Mateer, Timtur  and MARL on her heels, and set off toward the senior scientist’s quarters to rescue her mate.
 Jill led the way from the prison block. MARL kept pace effortlessly on his antigrav pad. She had to block her own unpleasant memories of being brought here for Dr. Gahzhing’s planned ‘experiments’.
Two more doors. MARL slowed and halted. 
“How many in the room?” Jill asked.
Three Khagrish, one Badari in a smaller room beyond.
Weapon at the ready, Jill prepared to have MARL open the door. “We need Cwamla alive until we know what’s happened to Aydarr. I don’t care about any of the others. I’ll take whoever is on the left, you go right,” she said to Mateer and Timtur before pointing an index finger at MARL. “Go for it.”
MARL ordered the lab’s AI to open the door at ten times the rated speed, smashing the panels into their niches. Smoke from overheated relays billowed.
Jill fired even through the haze before she was over the threshold, dropping a man in a lab coat standing beside the desk with one blast. Mateer fired at the same time, then firing a follow-up shot.  A stinging pain across her shoulder sent her reeling as Timtur wheeled to pick off a guard who’d taken a position behind a large piece of furniture. Apparently the man had gotten off one lucky shot at Jill before the pack medic killed him.
Dr. Cwamla slapped her hand on a button on the desk and an alarm sounded in the entire complex.
“MARL, shut that off.” Aiming to incapacitate, not kill, Jill fired at the Khagrish scientist, but the woman ducked and fled into the next room, the door closing behind her. “Open it.” Jill made an impatient gesture with her good hand, snapping the order at her AI. “Now.” Blaster at the ready, Jill barreled through the door even as the panel was sliding aside. At the scene in front of her, she halted, Mateer nearly colliding with her, Timtur at their six.
“Come any closer and he dies,” Cwamla said, voice icy cold. She had her fingers resting on the controls for Aydarr’s bracelet.
Jill swallowed hard as she saw her mate. Stripped to a loincloth, Aydarr was blindfolded and gagged, spread eagled on a metal table, heavy restraints at his wrists and ankles. His body bore evidence of the abuse the scientist had been inflicting on him, huge bruises, bleeding slashes, burn marks. Various ugly pieces of equipment were nearby, splashed with blood. She thought he turned his head slightly in her direction, but she couldn’t be sure.
“You came for him so his life must have value to you,” Cwamla said. She perched on the closest stool, waving the neuro controller. “Interesting how you and the other test subjects bonded. He’s still alive—these animals are tough.” She nudged the indicator higher, and Aydarr convulsed on the table, groaning behind the gag. Cwamla smiled at Jill. “Let’s talk, woman to woman. I had a lot more planned for him before I killed him, but I’ll spare him under one condition.”
“Go on.” Jill was ice cold, thinking fast. If I keep her talking, can you do anything to protect Aydarr from the bracelet’s effects? She asked MARL.
“Let me go unharmed. In fact, protect me from the other animals while my personal assistants and I take one of the flyers. We get out of here unscathed.”
I can dampen it but not entirely. Working on it.
“If those were your assistants in the other room, they’re dead,” Jill said.
“Pity.” The scientist’s face remained smooth and unperturbed, although her cheerful expression wavered ever so slightly. “Give me one of the Khagrish guards who can pilot a shuttle then.”
Stalling for time for MARL to work, Jill asked what felt like the most expected question. “Why should I trust you?”
“Because you have no choice?” Cwamla surveyed her, head to toe. “If I’d known how much trouble you were going to be, I’d have killed you the first morning, human bitch, Badari mate or not. I could have placated the Chimmer, given the animal another human woman to mate with, no doubt.”
A loud explosion erupted from somewhere in the facility and the floor rocked. Dust rained from the ceiling. Cwamla left the stool, holding the controller close to Aydarr’s head. “Do we have a deal or not?”
Done.
MARL’s voice in Jill’s head went straight to her trigger finger as she fired the blaster without a word, blowing a hole in Cwamla. The impact of the blast knocked the alien woman into the other wall, where she slumped to the floor.
“Get that controller away from her and make sure she’s dead.” Jill herself rushed to the examination table and wrenched the blindfold off Aydarr. He blinked at the lights and concentrated on her with dawning recognition as she undid the gag. His men worked on unfastening the restraints. Heedless of the blood, but trying not to jar his wounds, Jill hugged him as best she could.
When Mateer freed his left hand, Aydarr stroked her hair. “I refused to accept the idea you’d died. Thank the Great Mother you survived.” His voice was thready and choked.
“He needs water,” she said over her shoulder.
“Let me examine him before we give him anything.” Timtur pushed into the space as Mateer helped his alpha sit up.
“Nothing that won’t heal,” Aydarr said twining his fingers with Jill’s. 
Jill had her doubts, but she stepped back a bit to let the healer do a scan, using his powers. She found a clean towel, wet it in the sink, and attempted to wash the blood off her mate’s wounds as best she could without getting in Timtur’s way. 
The lights flickered before going out, replaced a moment later by emergency illumination.
“We need to hurry.” Mateer glanced at the doorway as the sound of blaster shots came to them faintly, followed by another explosion. “I smell smoke. Whatever blew up may have set off a fire.”
“MARL, status?” Jill said.
“The AI is offline. The power has been cut, by the Khagrish. I can still affect a limited menu of the local systems.”
Gabe’s voice in her ear cut across what the AI was saying. “Jill, you need to meet me in the human containment room. Get here as fast as you can.”
“What’s wrong?”
The captain cut the link without answering, and Jill swore a blue streak. Timtur was using his powers, sending energy into Aydarr, who sat straighter, his eyes more alert.
“Not too much, my friend,” the alpha said. “I’m assuming we have to fight our way out of here, and you need your strength too.”
“Jamokan has freed the cadets,” Mateer said to Jill. “He and his men are taking them to the landing pad per your enforcer Gabe’s orders.”
“All the cadets?”
Mateer nodded. “Ours and theirs. He said the Tzibir children were already gone. I believe the Tzibir pack took their young and ran, as you advised their alpha to do.”
“Smart move on his part. At least they aren’t fighting us.” Jill was relieved the Tzibir alpha had kept his word. “Save one worry for another day.”
“You’re injured.” Face full of concern, Aydarr slid off the table and wavered on his feet, staring at the burn on her sleeve.
”A mere graze. Timtur can look at it later.” Jill took a position next to him, to support him while he got his balance. 
Mateer handed him a pair of lab pants. “Found these in the cabinet—they’ll have to do for now.”
She was dubious about her mate’s condition. He was pale and gaunt, face deeply lined as if there was lingering pain from the torture. “I need to get to the chamber where my fellow colonists are being held,” she said. “Maybe you three should head for the forest, start our withdrawal to the safety of the valley.”
Aydarr held out his hand. “Give me your blaster,” he said to Mateer. Without a word, the enforcer passed him the weapon. Turning to Jill, he added, “I’m the alpha and I won’t abandon my pack, not while I can stand. And I’d never leave you to fight alone now that we’re reunited.” He glanced at the others. “I need a moment alone with my mate.”
“Of course.” Mateer bowed his head and he and Timtur walked into the other office.
I’ll be there in a minute, she said to MARL, and the AI floated after the Badari.
Aydarr gathered her into his arms, and she rested her head on his chest, listening to the powerful heartbeat. “I thought of you constantly while we were deployed,” he said. “I vowed if I was ever blessed to see you in this life again, I’d try to tell you what you mean to me. I love you, Jill Garrison. Your safety and happiness have become the most important priorities of my life, as the Great Mother is my witness, and however much more life I’m granted, I’ll do my best to ensure you have those things. You come before all else in my heart, even the pack.” He tipped her chin up and gave her a long involved kiss, holding her as close as two bodies can be.
When he was done, she looked at him breathlessly and cupped his cheek with her hand. “If the two of us are together, loving each other as we do, then the pack—your people, my people—will be our top priority. Neither of us is relinquishing anything, much less our responsibilities. We’ve added something infinitely precious into the mix.” She glanced at the blood-splattered lab where she stood. “It’s almost inconceivable good could come about in this horrific place, but what we have is right and true.”
He took her hand. “Well said. And now if we don’t want Mateer storming in here, we’d better move out.”
 “All right, let’s go then.” Jill led the way from the room, and out into the main corridor. Timtur fell in beside her, with MARL floating ahead while Aydarr and Mateer came behind.
“Guards ahead, setting up an ambush,” MARL said.
Jill raised her clenched fist, and she and the Badari moved to a position close to the wall. “MARL says guards are waiting for us in the next corridor,” she whispered. “I’ll take care of this.”
Aydarr opened his mouth, no doubt to protest, but she shook her head. “Watch what MARL and I can do because we have a few tricks up our sleeve.” All right, do your thing and make me invisible. 
Feeling the tingle of the distort field on her skin, Jill stepped around the corner and blasted the two guards who’d been lying in wait behind a hastily built barricade of chairs and a long table. Thanks to MARL’s tech they never saw her coming. “Grab the weapons,” she said over her shoulder as she continued toward the area where her sister and the others had been imprisoned.
She was sprinting as she covered the last hundred yards, driven by anxiety over what Gabe might have found. The doors to the room were standing wide open with Gabe and Flo waiting for her. Two heavily armed soldiers from Jamokan’s pack were keeping watch on the corridor in the other direction. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
Gabe stepped aside and pointed. She took one last step and recoiled, blinking.
The room was empty.
No sign of her other sister or the colonists.
“No, no this can’t be,” she said, going further into the chamber. “MARL and I didn’t see anything in the records about them being moved.”
“Well, MARL better look again because either he missed something or the Khagrish are planting false information for you,” Gabe said. “We found five people in specimen envelopes in the room and we freed them.” With a grin, he displayed an oddly shaped red device. “Works like a charm. None of them was your sister. I sent them on the flyer.” He focused more closely on her face. “You ok?”
“Got winged by a lucky shot.” Jill rubbed her forehead, still unable to process the undeniable fact the humans had been taken away before the attack began. “I can’t catch my breath.”
Gabe tossed the red device to Flo and put his hand under Jill’s elbow to steer her to sit. He knelt beside her. “Take it slow. Did you get your guy out ok?”
Before Jill could answer, there was a shout and Gabe was jerked away from her. He let loose a savage kick, breaking free of his attacker’s hold, whirling to defend himself.
“Stop, stop!” Jill got to her feet despite the dizziness, to throw herself between the two men facing off with weapons drawn. She rested her hand on Aydarr’s bare chest. “This is Gabe, my enforcer. He was just trying to make me feel better after I found out my fellow humans are gone.” Staring into her mate’s furiously glowing hazel eyes, she addressed Gabe without looking in his direction, “Lower your weapon, captain. This is Aydarr, my mate. He’s the jealous type.”
Aydarr glared at Gabe and gathered Jill close. 
“He’s my friend, there was nothing intended but comfort.” Jill stood on tiptoe to brush a quick kiss on Aydarr’s chapped lips. “Humans have different customs.”
Another tense moment or two passed before Aydarr relaxed. “If I misread the situation, I apologize. But hands off my mate.”
“You got it,” Gabe said. He and Flo lowered their blasters. “Listen, we’ve done all we can do here. We need to withdraw before help arrives from any of the other stations, or the guards coalesce into an effective fighting unit under a leader with some smarts and get organized.”
“Are the flyers returning for our extraction?” Jill asked.
He nodded. “One last trip since I didn’t know what shape your guy might be in. I didn’t know if he’d be up to a rapid retreat through the forest on foot today. I told the pilots to shear off if things don’t look right to them.”
“We’d better get to the landing pad then.” Jill checked the empty room as if hoping to find Megan tucked away in a corner. “We will find them, no matter where the Khagrish sent them on this hellhole world.”
“Yes, we will, I give you my word,” Aydarr said. “But we have to escape to help your people or anyone else held captive on this planet.”
She let him pull her into the corridor, and ran with the others to the flight line. One ship was already landed, and Jill recognized her pack members frantically loading supplies on board. The second flyer angled in and made a neat landing close by.
“Intercepting signals from approaching aircraft,” MARL said out loud. “Should arrive in three minutes at the present rate of speed.”
“We have to go,” Jill said. “Tell those guys to leave the rest of the stuff, no matter what it is, and take off, now. Top speed to the valley.”
Mateer ran to do her bidding.
“Any of our forces remaining in the lab complex?” she asked Gabe as she sprinted up the ramp into their flyer, Aydarr keeping pace with visible effort.
The captain shook his head. “All gone, either on the shuttle earlier or else into the woods heading for the valley. We’re clear.” 
“If the other flyer has lifted off, let’s go,” Aydarr said as Flo closed the hatch behind her. “I’ve no desire to be recaptured.”
Jill sank into a seat, Aydarr beside her, as the flyer lifted off. The craft was buffeted by more massive explosions in the facility and, as the pilot angled to the east, she watched the buildings burn. “No one will be doing any more perverted ‘science’ in that lab.”
“I have the entire AI database in my memory,” MARL said, floating easily in the aisle next to her, bobbing a bit as the flyer banked. “No knowledge will be lost.”
“Some things should be.” Aydarr’s voice held more than a hint of a growl.
“Once we raided the armory, I had our teams leave a few surprises here and there,” Gabe said, sliding into the seat across the aisle. “Figured our best bet long term was to deny the Khagrish any use of the place. Salvaged what we could then cut our losses.” He eyed Jill and Aydarr. “I know now isn’t the time, but we do need to map out a long term strategy. I have ideas.”
“Maybe tomorrow.” Jill pushed her hair off her face. “Today I’m bitterly disappointed we didn’t find Megan or the other colonists.” ”
“We will, I give you my word to make it our highest priority.” Aydarr hugged her as best he could, careful of her injured shoulder. “You’ve pulled off this amazing feat today, we’ll manage to duplicate the success for your people. The Badari are warriors and we now owe you a life debt.”
“I found the data on the humans,” MARL said. “It was in a new type of file construct I haven’t seen before. I’ll know to look for it in any future Khagrish AI setup.”
“Do you think they did it to fool us?” Jill was alarmed because their ability to hack the AI was their single most crucial advantage over the enemy.
MARL’s colors swirled. “I think it was a result of Dr. Cwamla taking over and receiving her own super user status on the system. She created her own files in a most idiosyncratic configuration.”
“And?”
“The colonists were dispersed to several different locations, to begin recovering from stasis prior to the initiation of the Chimmer-requested experiments. We have a window of time as there are still no detailed specifications from the Chimmer.”
“Which facilities? Where?” Ignoring the pain in her shoulder, Jill sat straighter. “We should start planning the next raid right now—I have to find my sister.”
“My only strategic planning for today involves getting private time with my mate so she can rest,” Aydarr said. “And have your wound properly treated. I understand your worry about your other sister but even you need a night to recuperate—you don’t heal as rapidly as we Badari.”
“Tomorrow then,” Gabe said. “I’ll study whatever data MARL has found, if you’ll instruct him to share it with me. I’ll develop some preliminary proposals for you. You two get your rest.”
“Rest?” Aydarr whispered in her ear after Gabe moved to a seat in the bow of the flyer. “I had more interesting things in mind.”
“As do I, if you’re feeling up to it.”
“The pink nightgown?”
She shook her head. “Didn’t survive my escape—sorry. I know you liked it.”
“I like what the fabric concealed and revealed,” he said, nipping at her ear lobe with his teeth. “But in my present mood, I’d have removed it too rapidly to savor the experience anyway.”
 
Much later, after a huge victory dinner of meal rations and freshly caught fish, with everyone celebrating, Jill took Aydarr by the hand and led him to one of her favorite places in the valley—a small cliff overlooking the lake, which reflected the huge moon. The ground was soft, and she brought along two blankets, carrying them looped over her arm. She spread one out under the trees and invited him to join her.
“MARL will make sure no one surprises us,” she said as Aydarr sat next to her.
“As will Mateer.” He grinned. “Great minds think alike. Or well mated couples.”
“Do you mind Jamokan swore loyalty to me? Or that I have a human pack now?”
He shook his head. “I’m your alpha, yes?” He took her in his arms and kissed her, gently at first then more urgently as the passion between them began to crest. He laid her on the blanket and loomed over her, his arousal heavy and insistent against the vee of her legs.
“But you’re not my boss,” she said, continuing her thought despite the distraction of what he was doing with her needy body, teasing her nipples with his tongue and clever hands.
“No,” he agreed. “But in the pack structure, the fact you swore loyalty to me means I command those you command as well. Your friend Gabe may not see it that way exactly—”
“He’s ex-military, he won’t be a problem. He understands command hierarchy. Besides, this is your world.”
“And I don’t wish to discuss another man while making love to my mate.” Aydarr lowered his head to hers, his tongue penetrating the seam of her lips as she opened fully to him. “This night is for us,” he said when the long and involved kiss was done. “Tomorrow is time enough to begin planning the next phase of the war.”
He unfastened her utility pants and pushed them down over her hips as she shimmied to assist in the disrobing. “So beautiful,” he said, pausing to admire her in the moonlight after she was naked. He ran one hand teasingly over her body, circling her navel then probing gently between her legs as she opened to him.
“You now,” Jill said, although his touch made her shiver with pleasure. She lay back and watched appreciatively as Aydarr made quick work of shedding his shirt and pants. “Oh yeah, that’s the view I prefer. When you first rescued me in the Preserve, this was pretty much the way you looked. Very hot.”
He laughed as he came to lie beside her. “I was wearing a loincloth. I believe you even mentioned my lack of clothing later.”
“I wanted to touch and stroke and taste—” Blushing, she clamped her lips together before she got too specific about her desires.
Pillowing his head with his arms, Aydarr lay back. “Feel free, we have the entire night.”
 
“Tonight I have two things I dreamt of but never thought were possible,” he said, much later, as they lay together under the second blanket, staring at the stars. “And both are true only because of you.”
“Care to share?”
He rolled over to smile tenderly at her. “I imagine you know the answers—a mate to love and cherish is the most important.”
“A woman likes to hear it said, as many times as possible, in case you need any encouragement.” Jill gave him a wink and a loving smile. “And the other?”
“Freedom. For the first time in eight generations since we were created, a Badari can gaze at the stars as a free man. I can make plans, have hope for the next generation—” He broke off, emotion choking his voice. “I’m not deluding myself, I know we have a long and bitter struggle ahead just to survive, much less to defeat the Khagrish and beyond them the Chimmer, but to have hope is such a precious thing to me.”
She stroked his arm. “I know, and that’s as it should be, my love. We may not even be the ones to see the end of the struggle, although I hope we are, but the fight is a worthy one.”
He lay back to contemplate the stars again, pulling her close to pillow her head on his shoulder. “Which one do you think is yours?”
Startled, Jill said, “No idea. Someday maybe we can get MARL to figure out where the Sectors might be from here. I know Gabe’s number one hope is to communicate with or travel to the Sectors and get their help, but for now none of us knows how to accomplish either one.” She sat up so she could emphasize her point by making direct eye contact. “The colony wasn’t my home, not really. I was settling into life there, and I wanted my sisters to have a stable place to live, ironically as it all turned out. My real home for most of my life was the military, I guess, but you can’t stay in the cocoon of the service once your usefulness is over.”
“You’ll always have a home wherever I am.” He tapped his heart. “And my home will forever be with you.”
“I love you.” She snuggled close again as he pulled the blanket more securely over her. “And my home will always be with you.” She felt as if they’d exchanged solemn vows. “Even if we do contact the Sectors, I won’t go back there without you. If you choose to stay here, I stay too. In case you were wondering.”
His smile was broad and his eyes glowed in the moonlight. “I hoped that might be your answer, but I was afraid to ask.”
“Hey, nothing gets left unsaid between the two of us, remember? We made a deal. You’ll never lose me,” she said. “The Badari mate for life, and I’m a Badari in good standing now.”
Laughing, he hugged her so hard she could barely breathe. “You certainly are. Anyone who wants to dispute that fact has to answer to me.”
“After I’m done with them.”
“So fierce.”  His tone was admiring.
“You better believe it.” 
A shooting star crossed the sky, casting off sparkles as it plummeted until it faded into the dark night. She made a wish and held it close in her heart.
“You’ve grown quiet,” Aydarr said.
“Thinking about my other sister, Megan,” she admitted. “I need to find her and bring her and the others to safety with us, sooner than later.”
“We’ve both dedicated our lives to the quest now, have we not? And the larger task of destroying the Khagrish on this planet. I’d love to carry the fight to their home world eventually, but I don’t see the path to the ultimate goal as yet.” He hugged her again. “All of that will be waiting tomorrow when the sun rises. Tonight is just for us.”
And so it was.
 
**************************************
 
Thank you for reading AYDARR (SECTORS NEW ALLIES BOOK 1)! I really hope you enjoyed the adventure (and of course I’d love a review if you have time and the inclination to write one – even a few sentences would be wonderful. Authors relish reader feedback).
MATEER, Book 2 in this new series, is coming in January 2018 and will continue with the Badari story and the quest to find Jill’s missing sister.
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