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CHAPTER ONE
 
Taura crouched in the corner of her small cell, fists clenched, ready to attack the next person who came into her space, be it Khagrish scientist, lab tech or security guard. Today was her breaking point – she felt the emotion viscerally. She couldn’t endure another procedure or test. No more physical or psychological pain at the hands of the uncaring aliens. She glanced at the black bracelet affixed to her wrist and snarled in rage, like the penned animal she’d become under their torture. Maybe this time she could force them to kill her, and her awful existence would finally end. 
Where were her captors? Why wasn’t anyone coming to drag her off to the next horrific ordeal? Now that she was ready to fight them to the death? To relieve her tension and unkink her muscles as she waited, Taura rose and paced the none too generous length of the cell. Movement helped her manage the tension but her mood remained on the knife edge of panic.
Gradually, she became aware of strange noises outside her cell, loud booms and the sound of pulse rifles firing in staccato bursts. As grey smoke drifted down from the vent above her head, she moved cautiously along the wall to the edge of the force barrier confining her. There was nothing to be seen in the corridor, other than eddies of smoke. An alarm blared but cut off suddenly.
Was the facility under attack? Had the Sectors finally come to the rescue of their kidnapped citizen? Not likely. Maybe her enemies had their own enemies, though, which might work to her advantage.
Coughing, she covered her face with her arm and croaked out a plea for help. “Here, I’m here!”
Death by fire was a terrifying idea. Her heart raced and her breath came in short gasps, as she couldn’t pull enough air into her chest.
Her head swam from panic and the lack of oxygen. How ironic, to die with help possibly now at hand. My timing always sucked.
Shapes moved in the corridor, obscured by the smoke which had grown thicker. Her vision swam, blacking in and out.
Taura found herself face down on the cold cell floor. I must have passed out for a few minutes. 
Rising to her knees shakily, one hand on the wall for support, she opened her mouth to yell at whoever was passing by. Surely even the Khagrish wouldn’t be so cruel as to leave her here, trapped in a burning building?
“Please,” she said, inaudible even to herself as she collapsed to the floor.
 
As a toughened combat veteran, Jadrian of the Badari wasn’t subject to anxiety, but he had to admit moving through a Khagrish lab, and even worse a Khagrish prison block, brought up bad memories. He’d spent time as a younger man undergoing their tortures, kept in isolation from his pack, and the experience had left its scars on him. 
The smoke bothered his eyes and lungs less than it might other beings, but it didn’t make for a pleasant environment. He and his teammates swept hastily through the place. The records indicated no human prisoners were kept here, and the force barrier doors had gone down, so it was a quick step into each cell space, checking the corners for any occupant then moving on. Purely an effort to be thorough.
Two Khagrish guards charged into the corridor from the far end, and Jadrian and his teammates scattered, taking cover where they could, returning fire. A cut off scream from the direction of the enemy indicated Jadrian or his compatriots had hit their targets. He grinned fiercely. The Khagrish bred the Badari to possess uncannily powerful vision, even in obscured environments, and now the aliens’ cleverness was coming full circle to bite them.
“Cover me.” Darik, the team leader, sprinted ahead, laying down suppressing fire just in case. “All clear, both dead,” he yelled a moment later. “We’re done here, time to regroup with the others and blow the place.”
“One more cell to check.” Jadrian turned to the right.
“Hurry it up, there’s no one here, just as the records indicated.” Darik’s clipped tone indicated his impatience to rejoin the rest of the strike force and complete the assault on the installation.
I can’t take the chance of leaving anyone behind. Even his leader’s annoyance couldn’t keep Jadrian from making sure there were no prisoners.
 
Taura curled into the smallest ball she could make of herself, hands over her ears as the sound of the pulse rifles in the corridor outside whined and reverberated. Suddenly, a man stepped into the cell, emerging from the swirling smoke like a hero in an adventure trideo. “I’m sure I heard something,” he said over his shoulder to companions she couldn’t see.
Eyes stinging, tears coursing down her cheeks, she reached out, tugging at his pants leg. “Help me, please.”
Shifting his weapon to leave his hands free, the soldier crouched in front of her. His eyes glowed golden as he said, “We’ll get you out, lady.” He picked her up in a single motion, rising to his full height, and hastened from the cell.
She clung to him as tightly as she could while he carried her through the smoky corridors and outside into clear air and bright sunshine. Eyes watering, she blinked, not having been outdoors since the day she arrived at this cursed place.
“Where did you find her?” another soldier asked her rescuer as he continued to move rapidly away from the building. The entire structure was alight and she shivered at the sight. But for her mysterious hero, she’d have been a casualty and no one would ever have known.
“In the burning cell block, only one there. She’s in pretty bad shape.” His voice was deep, his arms around her comforting. 
She leaned her head against his broad chest, clutching his arm, until a spasm of coughing shook her. “I can’t breathe.” Panic stricken as her vision darkened, and the coughing continued without expanding her lungs, she pushed against him. Truthfully, she didn’t think she could stand but her fight or flight reflexes were overruling her conscious thoughts. Taura didn’t recognize her own voice, pleading with the soldier. “Don’t let me die.”
“I’ll get you to the medic, hang on. Take small breaths and hold them, in and then out.” He quickened his pace. 
As he ran with her, dodging into cover on occasion as weapons fired, Taura tried not to give into her overwhelming relief at being out of the prison. Too soon to allow the tears of joy to fall. For all she knew, these soldiers could be an even worse group to have fallen in with. The men certainly weren’t human and their motives for rescuing her could be just as bad as the Khagrish intentions had been. She was afraid to trust the hope trying to take root in her mind.
The man who’d rescued her was easily seven feet tall, amazingly fit and muscular, and almost preternaturally handsome, but definitely not Terran descent human like her. His amber eyes were kind, even when glowing golden, and he seemed concerned with her welfare, as evidenced by their current race to find a medic. A good sign, but she’d learned not to take anything or anyone at face value on this hellhole planet.
Unable to draw a deep breath despite his encouragement, she drifted in and out of consciousness until she realized she was lying across a row of seats on a flyer, while voices talked above her head. She reached out, wanting to keep her rescuer close. He represented safety, she trusted him as much as she was able to put her faith in anyone other than herself. He’d saved her once and she was going to rely on him to continue to intervene on her behalf.
Her fingers were engulfed in a huge hand, gently squeezed. Her rescuer leaned close, his voice low pitched. “My friend Timtur’s a medic, he’s going to take care of you now till we get home and you can see the human doc.”
A human physician? Were these men connected to the Sectors after all? She had so many questions but was too debilitated to ask. Time would tell and she was too weak to take any action until someone tried to place a medical mask over her face. She struggled to sit up, shoving away the mask even after catching a whiff of pure, fresh oxygen. “Don’t leave me—how can I be sure I’m safe if you’re not here to keep watch?”
The soldier rescuer crouched to be at her eye level. Even in her state of confused panic, she was woman enough to notice yet again how incredibly attractive he was and how hypnotizing his eyes could be. Taura wanted to relax into the golden glow and keep him by her side, but it wasn’t to be.
 “Battle’s not over, I gotta get back.” He smiled. “There might be someone else who needs to be rescued. You want me to check, right?”
She nodded. “No other humans here, though.” Her voice was a croak. “I was told I was alone over and over. I never saw anyone else in the cells.”
“Well, we’ll make sure. Now you let our medic help you.” He tried to withdraw his hand and she tightened her grip.
“I’ll give her something to relax her,” said the other man, who she’d barely glanced at, stepping away from the seats. “Hang on for a minute.”
Although the mention of sedating drugs made her uneasy, given the Khagrish tendency toward using meds to attempt to break her inner resolve, she couldn’t look away from those fascinating eyes long enough to protest. Maybe all his people had glowing amber eyes but right now he was the special one to her and the only person she cared about making a connection with. “What’s your name?” she whispered despite the soreness in her throat.
“Jadrian, of the Badari. And you?”
“I don’t know.” Her name was the one precious thing she did remember about herself, but she hadn’t given it to the Khagrish, and she wasn’t ready to give it to anyone, not even her rescuer. She put her free hand to her forehead and gave him a different truth as a distraction. “They—the Khagrish—did terrible things to me. Everything’s jumbled in my mind.”
He smoothed her hair away from her face. “They did reprehensible things to a lot of us. It’s okay. I’m sure you’ll remember details soon enough.” 
Taura fought not to recoil from his gentle, well intentioned touch, afraid to irritate the person who’d rescued her. “I didn’t let the scientist in charge win. I couldn’t let him win.” It was suddenly important to her this warrior know she was a fighter too.
“You survived, that’s proof enough for me how tough you must be.” His voice was an approving caress.
With great care, he pried her fingers from his as the medic rejoined them. “Wait a minute,” Jadrian said to his comrade. Opening his shirt slightly, he took a leather thong from around his neck and showed Taura the small blue stone pendant, swirls of color suggesting a sleeping cat. “Keep this safe for me. I’ll come reclaim it when I get back to the valley later, all right?”
“I’m not sure I can be trusted,” she said. What if she lost her grip on the stone while sedated, or during a panic attack? Surely he’d be angry if she misplaced his talisman. Being responsible for anything in her current state was a heavy burden yet she knew he meant well by the gesture. She liked the idea he’d have a reason to come find her later.
Jadrian folded her trembling fingers over the cool stone. “I trust you—we have more in common than you know. Let this be a promise between us.”
She cradled the stone and thong in her fist. “A promise.” She barely noticed the sting as the medic gave her an inject. Her grasp of her surroundings became confused again, but she made sure to keep her tight grip on the amulet from Jadrian, holding it to her chest, over her heart as she lost consciousness. 
 
Gradually, she drifted out of sleep into full wakefulness and realized she lay in a medical bed, covered by a soft white blanket. More experiments? Had all the turmoil with the fire and the giant warrior rescuing her been nothing but a dream? Or a Khagrish illusion, brought on by their insidious medications? 
Panic rising in her chest, constricting her breathing, she realized she still held the stone amulet Jadrian’ d given her. Momentary reassurance, but not enough to let her stem the tide of anxiety sweeping through her body. She was unrestrained—her captors were slipping up, lulled by her broken mental state perhaps. This might be her only chance to escape.
She slid from the bed, pausing to loop the leather thong over her head and settle the pendant between her breasts. Real or not, the warrior represented hope and strength. If she could get out of the building, perhaps she could hide, lurk unnoticed wherever this place was. Find him, if he actually existed. And if this was just another trick, maybe she could manage to get killed. Taura rubbed her forehead, confused why she couldn’t kill herself. Hadn’t killed herself during the hell of her captivity. Surely there was a way—
A red-haired human woman stepped through the doorway. “Oh good, you’re awake finally. But you shouldn’t be out of bed so soon—you were seriously dehydrated.”
As she advanced, Taura retreated, bumping into the bed and sidling sideways, until she found herself in the corner, fingers clenched around a medical instrument she’d no memory of grabbing, but now displayed as a puny weapon. “Keep away from me.” Her voice came out as an ineffectual croak. Wedged in by the walls, she had to struggle against vertigo not to fall. The other human’s face was kindly, her smile looked genuine, but treachery could lurk anywhere.
The woman held up her hands. “I’m Dr. Garrison and you’re safe now. We’re in the sanctuary valley where the Khagrish can’t get at you. Put down the cutters, and we can talk. No one wants to harm you.”
Taura bared her teeth at the doctor, afraid to trust, despite her visceral desperation to relax, to be taken care of, and to know she was safe among her own kind. There had been so many mind games forced on her by the Khagrish, some as real seeming as this room and the human doctor appeared to be. Crushing disappointment had come close to breaking her spirits when the alien torturers revealed their presence each time. “Prove I’m safe—let me go. Let me walk out of here right now.”
“I can’t—you’re disoriented and you don’t know where you are. Probably not even what planet we’re on. I can’t let you be a danger to yourself or anyone else.”
While she was thinking this over and assessing her chances of making it past the doctor, who didn’t present much of a threat, a man arrived, pausing on the threshold to assess the situation.
“Dr. Garrison, do you need help?”
“Our newest guest is a little unsure,” the doctor said, her voice calm. 
“Where’s Jadrian?” Taura asked. The arrival of reinforcements for the doctor heightened her adrenaline levels. To make a successful break now she’d have to fight off two opponents. Gritting her teeth with anger-fueled determination, she made a demand to test their intentions. “I trust him. Bring him here, if he even exists. Let him tell me I’m safe.”
The doctor studied her face for a minute before addressing the man without looking at him. “Get Jadrian, would you, Rik? Ask him if he can come over to Medical for a little while.”
“It’s the middle of the night, Doctor. He and the rest of the pack were out on combat duty all day yesterday. He’s not going to appreciate us waking him—”
“He’ll come. He found her, is what I was told. He’ll understand her doubts better than most.”
Taura waited, fighting to hold onto consciousness. Her body felt heavy, sluggish and hard to command, and her head ached, making her dizzy. The doctor waited with her, not talking, but leaning on the wall beside the door, arms crossed. With surprise Taura noticed the woman might be pregnant, resting her arms on a definite bump under the lab coat. Who has a baby on a world like this? Maybe she was in a safe place, if women dared to become mothers.
Distracted by speculation over the doctor’s condition and her own aching head, Taura wasn’t sure how much time passed while she waited. She bit her lip to stay alert in case anyone was going to spring a trap on her.
An indeterminate time later, there was a bustle in the hall, and Jadrian came in, followed by the male assistant or whatever he was. The soldier’s handsome face was lined with exhaustion, but his golden eyes were exactly the way she remembered. She dropped the cutters and took a step forward, hand outstretched. “You are real.”
Glancing at the doctor, Jadrian walked toward Taura without hesitation. “Real as anything, I promise. Sorry not to have visited sooner, but we had a busy day.”
She fumbled with the leather thong. A promise was a promise and surely he’d want his good luck charm returned promptly. “I kept your amulet safe, like you asked.”
Closing the distance between them with only a step, he took her hand, stilling her frantic pulling at the necklace. “You keep it a while longer.”
She stared into his face. He was probably two feet taller than she was and built like a battleship, but his presence was reassuring, not fear inducing.
“I’m glad you’re doing better, but you need to let the doc take care of you.” He drew Taura out of the corner and toward the bed. 
Reluctant to tamely climb into the bed, she voiced her primary desire. “Can I go outside? Make sure we’re not at the Khagrish lab?”
Jadrian looked at the doctor. “Doc?”
To Taura’s surprise, the doctor nodded. “A short field trip might be a good idea, but only for a few minutes. She’s very weak, obviously disoriented and having flashbacks, whether she remembers them or not.”
“May I?” he asked, holding his hands out to Taura. “I question your ability to walk too far but I’d be pleased to assist.”
Reassured yet again by his understanding of how she might be feeling, she managed to whisper her consent.
He swept Taura into his arms, exactly as he had in the burning lab, and carried her from the hospital room.
She nestled closer to his reassuring bulk. “I just—the Khagrish screwed with my mind—I have to be sure—” Biting her lip, frustrated at being unable to string together a coherent sentence, she closed her eyes. “I’m not crazy.”
Jadrian hugged her. “Of course you’re not. I understand. We all do. For starters, if you’re doubting us, you might notice we took off the Khagrish neurocontroller before we loaded you onto the flyer at the lab.”
She stared at her right arm, rubbing the slightly discolored skin where the black bracelet had been. “Thank you.”
Her gallant rescuer moved past other people who stepped aside, gawking. She kept her focus on Jadrian, refusing to be embarrassed. The plain blue hospital gown was a boxy one piece garment keeping her modest. Her current physical and mental condition was not her fault. I need to know I’m truly out of that hellhole of a lab. If she could verify she’d been taken to a new location, she could let down her guard a little bit. Maybe unwind a turn or two of the intense anxiety tying her in knots. Her hope grew the further Jadrian carried her.
A door whooshed open at his approach and a cool night breeze brushed against her as Jadrian carried her away from the building.
“I’m going to set you on your feet now,” he said. “I imagine you’d prefer to stand, tough little human you’ve shown yourself to be. But I’ll stay right here.”
As he loosened his grip she slid from his embrace. He had to steady her because the vertigo was overwhelming, but she stared hungrily around. It was pitch dark, save for the lights of the medical building behind her and a few softly glowing pools of illumination in the distance. Moss-like growth cushioned her bare feet, and she scrunched her toes into the velvet texture, so different from the cold bare floor of the prison. A breeze ruffled her hair, and she sniffed greedily at the scent of forest trees and night blooming flowers. 
“Sanctuary valley,” he said, making a sweeping gesture. His voice held a note of pride. “The Khagrish can’t get you here.”
“So you and the doctor keep telling me.” She threw her head back to contemplate the stars blanketing the night sky with points of brilliance. She didn’t recognize any of the constellations, but the fact didn’t upset her. She knew she was on an alien world, kidnapped from the Sectors, so of course she wouldn’t be able to read the stars. “I’m free.”
Jadrian nodded. “You’re shivering—no wonder in a flimsy medical gown. I ought to have grabbed a blanket for you. We should go inside, let the doc take care of you.”
She was reluctant to re-enter the building, wanting to keep to the complete freedom the outdoors represented. For a brief moment she was tempted to run, but she was too weak to get more than a few steps, and this warrior would easily recapture her. Trust. I need to trust someone again, and he’s it. Off in the distance a lake gleamed under the three moons and a night bird called. Despite her agreement to return to the hospital bed, she took an involuntary step toward the silvery water.
Her knees gave way, but Jadrian kept her from falling. “Now I know you’ve had enough.” He picked her up. “Time to be sensible.”
The soothing heat from his body radiated through his fatigues and her thin gown like a furnace. “When can I go outside again?” she asked as he crossed the threshold of the clinic. Hating the way she sounded – weak and childlike – she bit her lip in irritation. The bright lights made her eyes water, and she blinked.
“When the doc says it’s ok. She gives the orders, right, Dr. Garrison?”
Taura startled, not having realized the doctor was nearby. Her situational awareness was shot to hell, either due to stress or the medications she’d been given. Inattention could be dangerous but her thought processes were still fuzzy.
“When it comes to medical matters, yes. But my goal is to get you on your feet and able to join the community,” the physician said, patting Taura’s arm. “I’m not trying to keep my patient load artificially high, I promise.”
Jadrian placed Taura on the rumpled hospital bed as if she was a feather and stepped back. “If the doc says it’s okay, I’ll come check on you tomorrow, or later today rather, during regular visiting hours. Keep the necklace—call it a welcome present.”
She clutched the cool stone pendant in her hand as she scooted against the pillows. “Thank you. Do you have to go right now?”
Jadrian and the doctor exchanged glances. “I guess not.” He hooked a chair and pulled it to the bedside. “How about I stay till you go to sleep?”
“Aren’t you deploying again tomorrow?” the doctor asked as her nurse brought her a tray of instruments and injects. “I don’t need Aydarr and Mateer mad at me for ruining your combat readiness.”
“Let me worry about my commanders. I’ll be fine.” He stifled a yawn. “We were trained under more demanding conditions than losing a few hours of sleep.”
Now Taura felt awkward having begged him to stay and keep her company but she didn’t think she could very well change her mind without seeming capricious. These people probably thought she was a basket case as it was. No need to add evidence of her fractured state to the tally. Tired, Taura endured the cursory exam the doctor performed and didn’t put up any resistance when an inject was pressed to her arm. She needed to trust Jadrian deep down inside the way she kept saying she did or else she needed to rethink her situation and right now she was too weak. Taura settled onto the pillows, and Jadrian drew the blanket over her shoulders. Her medications were taking hold already, and she couldn’t manage to keep her eyes open. She forced herself to enunciate. “Taura.”
He leaned closer, and she took a deep breath of his clean masculine scent, with an undertone of a spice unknown to her. “What did you say?”
Taura concentrated to remember what she had said. “It’s my name. I may not be able to remember anything else useful about myself or my past, but I held onto one fact, and I never told the Khagrish bastard who tortured me. I—I want you to know it. A gift from me. I don’t have anything else to offer.”
“I’m honored. Pleased to meet you, Taura of the Sectors. Other memories will come,” Jadrian assured her, offering her his hand to shake as if they’d just been introduced. “Give it time.”
She shook, trying to make her grip as strong as his. With his promise ringing in her ears, she fell asleep, holding onto the amulet for dear life.



CHAPTER TWO
 
Jadrian was run ragged the next day, doing after action reports on the small lab they’d taken down, then moving right into planning for the next mission. He didn’t regret the lost hours of sleep the night before, however, because the human woman had certainly been calmed by his arrival, and he sympathized with what she’d been through. 
Taura kept crossing his mind as the day wore on. He wondered how she was doing, and if her memory was beginning to return yet. Her blue eyes reminded him of the amulet he’d worn for so many years. He wanted to see the hunted look fade from her face, to be replaced by happiness.
He wanted to bring her reassurance, help her see the valley as a special place where she was safe. Thinking over what he might be able to do along those lines distracted him from focusing on the planning session. Mateer, his direct superior called him to order sharply over the Badari private mental channel.
As he studied the map of the terrain he’d be patrolling with renewed attention to detail, he wished he had a way to talk to Taura privately, the way the Badari could speak to other pack members. He’d check on her later as he’d promised and see if she was regaining her strength today.
When it was time for dinner, he stepped away from his packmates as the group boisterously made their way into the large cave which served as the communal dining hall. “You go ahead—I’ve got something to do. Be sure you save me a generous portion of the stew.”
“You know the head cook will hold a gallon or two aside for you,” Mateer, the pack’s top enforcer punched Jadrian lightly on the shoulder. “The human is sweet on you.”
Jadrian’s cheeks warmed uncomfortably at the teasing. Sandara, the woman who ran the kitchens was beautiful and talented, but he’d never encouraged her obvious attraction to him. She wasn’t his mate, end of story for him. He’d been on several of what the humans referred to as “group dates” to the lake for swimming and a meal. Now there were getting to be so many humans in the valley, many very interested in the Badari, quite a lot of socializing was happening. 
While he’d had fun, no special bond had formed for him with any of the human women, not even Sandara. There was no stirring in his heart when he thought of the flamboyant head cook. 
Some of his packmates and various of the rescued human women had enthusiastically entered into relationships based on mutual attraction and fun times in bed, but that wasn’t for him. They might not be mates, but the couples were enjoying the moment. What others chose to do was their business, but he longed for a mate, a woman to cherish and be cherished by, the way Mateer and Dr. Garrison had found each other.
He wouldn’t settle for anything less. Did the fact Taura was always on his mind mean she might be a potential mate? His preoccupation with her was certainly out of the ordinary for him and demanded further exploration.
So it was easy to walk away from the dining hall and head for the clinic, to do what he regarded as his duty to the former prisoner he’d rescued. If his steps quickened in anticipation of seeing Taura as he went, of course he was curious how she was doing.
As Jadrian entered the medical building, he met Dr. Garrison leaving. “Mateer just arrived at the dining hall as I left,” he said.
“I know, he and I are linked, remember?” Gently, she tapped her temple. Megan was the only human woman to share a telepathic bond with her Badari mate, which was a source of mild jealousy in everyone else. “Come to see Taura?” she asked.
“Yes, if you don’t have any objections.”
“For a few minutes only,” Megan specified. “But she may not realize you’re there—she spiked a fever this morning and according to my scans and tests, is fighting several infections. I think she was at the end of her rope when you rescued her, and now her body’s gone into a different kind of shock. A bit of delirium from the high temperature she was running as well.” The doctor shook her head. “Going by a few things she’s said and my medical test results, the Khagrish really dragged her through hell.”
Shocked by the unexpected news of Taura’s illness, he asked, “Will she pull through?”
“We don’t have access to all the medicines I’d like, obviously.” Megan frowned. “Only what we can scrounge from the labs we’ve destroyed, or the supplies the enemy pilfered from captured human ships. And I’m a trauma surgeon by trade, not a general practitioner, much less a psychologist, but I’m doing the best I can on all fronts. She’s a fighter.”
 “Should I ask Timtur the pack healer to see if he can help?” Jadrian cleared his throat, watching Megan’s reaction. He hoped he hadn’t offended her, but Taura’s life was more important than a human doctor’s pride. “Timtur doesn’t normally work on humans, but I’m sure he’d be willing to look at her again.”
Megan patted his arm. “I already requested his help. He was here this afternoon for a healing session. I did see improvement. Taura has a powerful will to live which can be a critical success factor in these cases.”
Reassured, Jadrian continued inside and down the corridor to the private room where Taura was located. He had no fear of catching anything from her. The Khagrish had created his kind to be immune to infections and illnesses, and there were few toxins on the planet capable of affecting him adversely. She was asleep when he cautiously opened the door, so he stepped lightly to the bedside. Her breathing was labored and her skin was pale, clearly showing bruises from the harsh treatment at the hands of the Khagrish.
She still wore his pendant. I’m glad such a simple thing comforts her. I wish I could do more, but unlike Timtur I’ve no healing powers.
As if hearing his thoughts, Taura’s blue eyes flickered open. They were bright from the fever, and her brow furrowed as she attempted to focus on his face.
“Hi, remember me? Jadrian?” He leaned closer. “Do you want me to get the nurse? Do you need anything?”
“Help me send the messages? Stop the nightmares?” she asked, sounding disoriented. She focused in on him a bit more. “Water?” Her voice was thready.
“Whatever messages you’re worrying over can wait,” he said in a soothing tone. “Deal with them when you’re stronger.” A pitcher sat on the table, and he poured a drink for her. But the glass slipped from his fingers as Taura began violently convulsing. He rushed to the bed as the medical devices sounded their alarms. Afraid he might inadvertently hurt her, he held her body as still as he could to keep her from falling to the floor while he waited impatiently for knowledgeable help. 
The male nurse and an aide rushed in. Shoving him aside, the medical team went to work on Taura, administering an inject, then starting an intravenous line to deliver other drugs or fluids. Jadrian stayed in the room, out of the way, but too concerned for her to leave. Finally, she lay quiet, unconscious again.
Preparing to walk out with the now empty injects, Rik the nurse beckoned to him. “She won’t wake up for hours. No use in your staying.”
Like a physical ache, his body protested as he followed the man into the hallway. He didn’t want to leave Taura, but he lacked authority to argue with the med staff. “I had no idea she was doing so badly. She seemed much better when I was here last night.” Jadrian walked into the corridor behind Rik, glancing over his shoulder for one more glimpse of Taura. Her face looked peaceful, which was some small comfort. “I’m glad you let her keep my amulet.”
Rik disposed of the injects and sighed. “Yes, rubbing her fingers over the stone pendant comforts her. The repetitive nature of the act perhaps. Sometimes when a person has been under tremendous stress, as she was in the lab and then the situation changes, the result can be pretty shocking. Her body’s been operating at such a high level, ready for flight or fight, and all those hormones have side effects. I’m not surprised she fell ill. We observed the same development in a subset of the other survivors from the lab where we were held, but not to this degree.”
“Dr. Garrison said basically the same thing, when I met her just now at the door. You humans are susceptible to so many problems, I marvel that you survive at all.” He punched Rik in the arm gently to show he was joking. “You’re a tougher species than you seem, as the Khagrish and their masters have learned. Can you call me when Taura wakes up again?”
Rubbing his bicep, Rik eyed him curiously. “Sure. Even if it’s the middle of the night, like last time?”
“Well, maybe not. My packmates didn’t appreciate being awakened—tight quarters in the barracks cave. But if she needs to see me, then sure.” Jadrian left the clinic unsatisfied and concerned about Taura, puzzled at himself for thinking so much about her. 
The Badari had rescued other humans from labs, dozens of them by now, but only this one woman stayed on his mind with her haunted blue eyes. He’d more than done his duty by her already. It should be time to move on. Only with Taura, closure didn’t seem possible. He paused in the shade of a towering tree and examined his overriding motivation to be a part of the efforts to help her. Could this unusual attraction mean she was meant to be his mate? Was this how it happened for a man? He drew a deep breath, suffused with happiness rapidly tempered by harsh reality. He didn’t even know her, might never get to know her as a person if she couldn’t throw off the infection and other aftereffects of her captivity.
No rapid solution to the puzzle of whether she was his mate presented itself to him—she had to regain her health and her memory. He’d better try to maintain his emotional distance, if possible, until the outcome of her illness was assured. His desire to help her was at war with his self-protective instincts, could threaten his control over the secrets of his own past under Khagrish rule and he rubbed his forehead, unused to such internal conflicts.
Too much deep thinking about what’s only a possibility for now.
With a shrug, he went to collect his noon meal before reporting to the training area.
 
Taura had no clear memory of her time in the grip of a high fever, but she was grateful to awaken clear-headed after what she was told had been three days, and have the doctor pronounce her much improved. With a female aide to watch over her, she was allowed to take a long, restorative bath in a natural heated pool. Afterwards, she was relieved to go back to her bed. Her legs were none too steady and vertigo assailed her. The trip to the bath, even in an antigrav litter, had worn her out.
 She took one look at the breakfast tray and closed her eyes, overwhelmed by the unfamiliar choices, not hungry in the least. Her stomach felt like a lump of lead.
A gentle knock at the door startled her, and she sat bolt upright, hand to her pounding heart.
“Hey, I didn’t mean to wake you.” Clutching a posy of wildflowers in one hand, Jadrian peeked around the edge of the portal.
Smiling at huge warrior’s effort to be nonintrusive, she waved him closer. Now her heart beat fast for a different reason. He was so attractive, and she’d wondered when she might see him again. After all, he was her only friend in this place so far. “I wasn’t asleep, just resting. Please, come in. Are those for me?” When was the last time a man brought me flowers? It was frustrating and frightening not to be able to remember, but she was touched and flattered by Jadrian’s gesture.
Blushing, he came to the bedside and handed her the flowers, while looking for a container to put them in. “The valley is in full bloom right now. I thought you might like a splash of spring color in this plain room.”
She raised the flowers to her nose and sniffed, relishing the sugary sweet scent. “Lovely perfume too. Thank you.”
“Are you feeling better today?” He took a pitcher and filled it with water from the sink in the tiny bathroom. “I was here when you were feverish—did the staff tell you?”
“Yes, the nurse mentioned it. I was sorry to have missed you.” She set the stems in the pitcher on the bedside table and tried to make an arrangement, but the flowers fell into their own haphazardly elegant placement. 
He looked at the bedside chair, evidently thought better of trusting his large frame to the flimsy furniture, and sat on the end of the bed. “The day when I looked in on you, you were talking about messages you wanted me to help you send.” He grinned, and her heart sped up again. “Not that you were making much sense, kind of on the delirious side. Were you a com tech maybe? On a ship perhaps?”
Unsettled, Taura massaged her temples. Her memories were a jumbled mess and it made her nauseous to think too much about any of it. The Khagrish torture she’d endured was a blurred montage. She’d no memory of how or where she was captured, much less any facts about her previous existence, other than her name. She retained the underlying facts of life in the Sectors but try as she might, nothing specific about herself rose to the surface. The sensation when she tried to recall was like running into a cold, rough stone wall. “I—I don’t know. I don’t remember saying anything about messages. I do feel better today, though. The doctor said I shouldn’t try to move too fast, but I want to get out of here.” She glanced at him. “The concept of my being free hasn’t sunk in for me yet, you know? I realize I am, but all I’ve seen so far is this hospital room, except for the one time you carried me outside to see the stars.”
“I can take you outside again now for a little while, if you want,” he offered immediately. “There’s a place to sit next to the building, with a view of the lake.”
“You don’t have to ask me twice.” She struggled to free her legs from the blankets, which were wrapped awkwardly around her lower body, and he jumped to assist her. “Can you hand me the robe?”
He helped her into the garment, which she wrapped firmly over her gown, sliding a pair of too big slippers over her feet, then he escorted her through the clinic and outside. Taura was determined to walk, but it was nice to lean on his strong arm. She took a deep breath of the fresh air once they passed the portal. “It’s breathtakingly beautiful here.” The sky above the valley was a brilliant blue, and a vee of colorful birds winged past, heading to whatever lay beyond. 
“We’re fortunate to have this sanctuary.” He guided her to the left, toward a small grouping of chairs in the shade of three gaudy, multicolored trees. “The valley is guarded by MARL, an artificial intelligence unit from an ancient – and wrecked - alien ship. The Khagrish can’t scan or fly over this valley because of MARL’s safeguards. It’s apparently been this way since long before the Khagrish arrived to create their research installations so they take the anomaly for granted as far as we can tell and haven’t made the leap to realize we could be connected. The enemy doesn’t seem to suspect we might be hiding out here. The Khagrish aren’t on the planet to colonize, only to conduct their perverted version of ‘science’ on a location where their home world won’t be polluted. So they’ve no reason to explore, fortunately. We patrol the surrounding terrain as thoroughly as we can on foot with our small forces.”
“I can see I’ll have a ton of questions once I feel better.” She sank into her chair gratefully. Her legs trembled, and her vertigo was beginning to worsen. The implications of various things he’d said whirled through her mind, as if she was trying to catalog the information according to some taxonomy from her previous, unremembered life. Anxiety mounted inside her as her pulse raced in time with her thoughts. “We’d better keep it simple for now, soldier. Are all of the people here escapees from the Khagrish labs?”
“Yes, a hundred or more humans, and the members of the two Badari packs. We find more people to rescue all the time.” He smiled at her.
“And I’m grateful, believe me. Has anything been heard from the Sectors?”
He shook his head. “We don’t know where we are in relation to your Sectors, and we have no spaceship. For now the resistance amounts to us, here on our own. Have you gotten any memories back? Are you from the Amarcae colony, like Dr. Garrison was?”
She kept her gaze on the lake in the distance, wishing he wouldn’t ask questions. Not knowing the answers unsettled her and fear of learning things she wouldn’t like worried her even more. Tapping her forehead with her index finger, she said, “A clean slate. I remember the basics of life, reading, writing, how to use a fork, but nothing about myself or my past. Just a big blank wall.”
“And the situation scares you?”
His gentle question was more perceptive than she’d expected from this big buff warrior, and Taura looked at him more closely. 
Jadrian put his hand over hers on the arm of the chair. “Whatever’s there, locked in your mind, has no power to hurt you,” he said. “I expect you’ll remember eventually; especially if you let it happen naturally, don’t push yourself. In the meantime, start a new life here with us.”
Reclining in the chair and tilting her head to catch more of the sun’s gentle rays, she said, “You make it sound so simple.” A dark cloud of depression hovered at the edge of her consciousness and Taura did her best to shove the mood away. Concentrate on the beautiful setting and the warmth of your companion, girl.
“I’m not trying to minimize your situation—I apologize if I sounded callous.” He shrugged. “I’m in favor of continually moving forward, not thinking too much about the past. You survived what was done to you. If you’re from the colony, someone will recognize you.”
“No one has yet, according to Dr. Garrison. She thinks I might have been a passenger on a hijacked ship brought to this world.”
“We do have a few people who fall into that category. We don’t know how many humans the Khagrish have enslaved, actually. At first we believed there were about two hundred, from the colony only, but in recent raids we’ve found indications there might be more.”
“And more of you?”
He shook his head. “As far as we know, the Khagrish only created Badari warriors in the one lab. Which is a blessing from the Great Mother— no others were forced to endure the living hell and tortures imposed on us. The Chimmer commissioned the experiment in the first place and were prone to demanding terrible tests and capricious changes. The Khagrish were always only too happy to implement new protocols, the more grueling for us, the better in their eyes.”
He kept talking, his voice a low purr in her ears, but the words blurred in her hearing. Her body shook as her pulse rate rose and she sat up in the chair, hand to her chest as her throat constricted. Taura had a mental flash of two gray-skinned aliens, holding her captive, thrusting her into a stasis pod—
“Hey, it’s all right, calm down. Whatever you’re seeing isn’t here, I give you my word.”
Jadrian’s soothing voice in her ear helped pull her out of the vision, as did the way he held her in a warm embrace, not to imprison her but to comfort.
Teeth chattering, shaking all over, streaks of lightning running through her vision, she tried to focus on him. She was sitting on his lap, folded in his strong arms. She had no conscious memory of how she got there. Had he picked her up or had she sought the shelter of his embrace? Either way, his closeness was comforting. “Jadrian?”
“Right here. You gave me quite a scare for a minute there. You went someplace else in your head, somewhere bad. Screaming, trying to fight someone or something off.” He ran his hand through her hair and massaged the back of her neck. “Try to relax, breathe. The doc is coming.”
“What happened, what set me off, could you tell?” She clung to him as if he was her only port in a storm.
“I don’t know. We were talking, you asked me about my people, the Badari, then all of a sudden you transitioned into full flashback mode on me. I’m sorry if I said a triggering word or phrase.”
She couldn’t remember exactly what he’d said in any case, not now. Embarrassed to have him see her like this, she slid from his lap, pulling the robe tight. She stood shakily beside the chairs.
“Let’s get her inside,” Dr. Garrison said, hastening to join them. The doctor pressed an inject to Taura’s arm before she could object. Rubbing her arm as if to offer reassurance and work the drug into her patient’s system more quickly, Dr. Garrison said, “We’ve seen a pattern of your having the night terrors after suffering an incident during the preceding day, so I’m trying to short circuit the cause and effect. You need your rest to finish the job of healing.”
Warm lassitude spreading through her veins as the med took effect, Taura grabbed at the chair to steady herself. The explanation was reasonable and she loathed the horrible nightmares, but the idea of being medicated around the clock to varying degrees was almost as repulsive to her. “I’d rather stay out here.”
“Too many curious onlookers. No one else needs to see your pain.” Once again, Jadrian scooped her up effortlessly.
“At least let me walk on my own two feet then.” Unable to argue with his solicitous remark, since she didn’t want a bunch of strangers seeing her out of control, she pushed at his chest, but the man was all hard muscle and didn’t react in the slightest. He could certainly be high handed—she was going to have to ponder how to address the issue with him when she had more energy.
“Not a good idea to try walking. You couldn’t even stand, much less walk a straight line right now.” Shaking his head, he followed the doctor inside the clinic.
“Badari tend to be take charge like this,” Dr. Garrison told her with a chuckle and a wink. “When you regain your strength, stake out your boundaries—I had to establish limits proactively with my mate Mateer.”
Taura enjoyed Jadrian holding her close. He was so careful not to crush her slight frame in his strong arms, apparently glad he could help. How else would he have gotten her to safety and privacy in her assigned room? 
Too late, she remembered the clinic did have an antigrav litter for extremely ill or weak patients. Which would have taken too long since passersby were already staring at me. Besides, this is better.
He placed her in the center of the bed as if she was a statue made of the finest Terran china.
“You should probably go,” Dr. Garrison told him. “She’ll be asleep soon.”
“Please, stay.” The idea of her rescuer leaving her raised waves of panic in Taura’s gut. She reached out to him past the hovering medical personnel, who she was sure were perfectly nice, well intentioned people, but Jadrian was the one who’d come for her in the Khagrish lab. 
Ridiculous as it might sound, since she really knew nothing of him either, she felt a special bond with him. Just having him in the room was reassuring and calmed her. She caught the edge of his uniform sleeve, but her fingers had no strength left, thanks to the tranquilizing drugs. 
In response to her mute plea, he turned and clasped her hand, returning to the bedside as the humans stepped aside for him.
“Of course I’ll stay, if you want me to.” Bending over the bed, his golden eyes glowing, he held her attention. “There’s nothing to harm you here, I swear. And if there was, I’d stand in defense.”
Taura fell against the pillows, wanting to believe him. She allowed her eyes to close, her racing thoughts to slow and she slipped into drug-induced sleep.
 
“I hate giving her so many drugs,” Dr. Garrison said as she and Jadrian watched Taura lose her fight to remain awake. “Not only is it bad medical practice, but it’s depleting my stocks, and impeding her recovery.” Walking ahead of Jadrian into the corridor, she sighed. “But she’s a danger to herself and others when these flashbacks happen.”
“How could such a tiny human be a danger to anyone?” True she’d screamed and struck out at whatever confronted her in her vision, but he’d been able to contain her easily. His fear had been more about harming her accidentally as she fought for her freedom from the imaginary tormenters. 
“She was taught advanced self-defense techniques in the past. She nearly broke Rik’s arm yesterday before we got her to understand where she was. If she wasn’t so debilitated, he might have been in real trouble—she’s got the professional moves, or so he says. We’re not set up to cope with a survivor having major post-traumatic stress disorder the way she is. I guess we’ve been incredibly fortunate up till now. I wish the Khagrishi who mistreated her was here—I’d shoot him myself. Repeatedly.”
“Do we know any more about what happened to her?”
“Apparently, one of the scientists singled her out, made her his pet project, tried to break her mentally and physically.”
Jadrian’s anger rose, like a snake coiled in his gut. “The upper echelon at the lab where she was kept torched the place and fled as we advanced, so her tormenter might still be alive. We might get the chance at revenge someday. In the meantime, how will you help her?”
“If we were in the Sectors there are sophisticated techniques, even a few alien races with highly advanced mental powers who might be prevailed upon to help.” Dr. Garrison gestured at the bare walls of the tiny clinic surrounding them. “Here? Medication obviously, try to get her to talk about her experiences and help her process the pain and whatever else she’s experiencing emotionally, instead of bottling it all inside. Help her find ways to cope with the flashbacks and other symptoms.” Dr. Garrison shrugged. “Nothing’s a surefire cure and I’m hardly the best individual to treat her, based on my specialties, but I’m the only person on this planet with a medical degree, as far as I know. Right now the barrier is she doesn’t respond to us when she’s having an episode. My staff is afraid of triggering her, and my overly solicitous mate doesn’t want me working too closely with her.”
Since Megan Garrison was pregnant with the first ever Badari-human child, Jadrian had no trouble understanding his superior’s caution in the matter. “She responds to me.” His voice had soothed Taura and cut through the mental chaos. Eventually.
“Yes, your having rescued her from the cell imprinted on her quite strongly. She trusts you.”
Jadrian heard himself making an impulsive offer. “You can call me next time she’s having an episode—I’ll come help.”
The doctor eyed him. “Are you sure?”
He’d never been surer of anything other than his duty to his pack. The idea of Taura alone among strangers, caught in the grip of a flashback, upset and distressed him. Jadrian wanted to be involved. “I’m happy to do anything I can.” Since the doctor was watching him with raised eyebrows and head tilted, as if unconvinced, he sought for an explanation to satisfy the woman and himself. Attending humans suffering traumatic stress episodes was far from his set of duties as a pack soldier. Far from any Badari’s duty, even Timtur the healer. Humans ordinarily took care of humans, and the Badari watched over their own. He and Taura had experiences in common, however, not that he was going to explain his own history to the doctor. He decided on a watered down version of the realization he’d just had. “Each of us who survived the Khagrish has a duty to help the others.”
A wide smile of approval on her face, Dr. Garrison patted his arm. “I agree completely. I wish I could say every human sees it the same way as the Badari do, but there are always a few selfish ones.”
“Like Harker for instance?” Jadrian loathed the human who’d been rescued at the same lab where Dr. Garrison had been held. “He’s nothing but a troublemaker. Is he still talking about trying to leave the valley and set up his own colony?”
Megan rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah. He doesn’t talk to me any more since Mateer and I became mates, but I hear the gossip. I don’t think he believed Aydarr when the Alpha said he’d kill anyone who tried while we’re at war with the Khagrish.”
Jadrian’s claws and fangs were threatening to deploy at the idea of anyone disbelieving the Alpha when he made a decree for the safety of all. Jadrian growled a sound of disgust deep in his throat. “Harker better steer clear of me as well. I’m sorry if I offend you, doctor, but we should have left him to the tender mercies of the Khagrish.”
“In all honesty, I can’t disagree. I never thought I’d hear myself say I regret rescuing a human from the enemy but Harker is a piece of work.” She stopped at the doorway. “I’ll leave you here, I have to go to my office and add notes about today to Taura’s file. If you were serious about helping her, I’ll ping you if she has another episode.” She raised one finger in warning. “If I think your presence might be beneficial to her recovery.”
He had to be satisfied with her decision. As he walked into the bright sunshine, Jadrian pondered what else might help Taura. The Badari had endured centuries of abuse and torture from the Khagrish before achieving their freedom, but the men had a tight knit pack structure and relied on each other. The pack could even extend a certain level of mind to mind support, which had kept him sane when he was locked in solitary and tortured. Taura and the other humans had no such bonds, at least not as far as he was aware.
Well, perhaps the doctor’s ideas would work and help Taura function to the point where she could leave the clinic and join the small community of humans. If I’m late for training again, Mateer will throw me in a pit of vermore and leave me there to rot… Jadrian broke into a run and did his best to put the problem out of his mind as he headed for the restricted area of the valley. The Badari used the field to keep their lethal skills honed and ready for extracting more payback on the Khagrish at every opportunity.



CHAPTER THREE
 
Three nights later, having returned from a long and grueling deployment stripping whatever could be salvaged from one of the destroyed Khagrish labs, Jadrian was awakened from deep sleep by the night watch and summoned to the clinic. Taura’s screams were audible even as he approached the brightly lit building. Adrenaline spiking, he sprinted through the opening portal. 
But Rik, the nurse, stopped him at the entrance to the corridor where Taura’s room was located. “Sorry you got hauled out of bed. The night aide saw Dr. Garrison’s orders on the subject and called you before I could countermand her decision. Our patient’s really out of control tonight, and we’re about to sedate her again. No need to waste your time.”
The pitiful screams and pleas from Taura’s room scraped at Jadrian’s nerves like a Khagrish neuro whip. His talons and fangs ached to deploy so he could go into battle on the woman’s side. The nurse had no idea how close Jadrian was to shoving him aside and breaking into Taura’s room to reassure himself she wasn’t in real pain or danger. Taking a deep breath which failed to calm his pulse, he looked over Rik’s head and forced his voice into words rather than a warning growl. “I’m here, so I might as well see her.”
“There’s no point—she won’t know you’re here, much less recognize you.” Rik matched his sideways move as if to physically prevent him from proceeding to the room. “I’d rather not have nonmedical personnel in the way while we’re coping with a crisis.”
Although the nurse’s words were reasonable on the surface, Jadrian’s hackles rose and his claws pressed against the skin. The excuse was a little too glib. Why don’t they want me to see her tonight? He straightened and added a bit of the growl into his next words. “I’m not asking—I’m insisting. I have the right to see her.”
“Suit yourself.” Rik shrugged and backed away. “I’m going to get a more powerful dose. What we’ve been giving her isn’t having any effect on the hallucinations.”
He caught Rik’s arm before the other man could leave. “What was the trigger, do we know?”
“No idea. She was asleep and slid right into a nightmare, apparently.” The human hastened away, heading toward the small pharmacy in the clinic’s admin wing.
Jadrian was surprised Rik would leave Taura alone when she was so obviously in a full blown crisis. Driven by concern over whether the humans were trying to hide something about Taura from him, he covered the last few feet to her room then stopped on the threshold. She was restrained, bound to the bed hand and foot. She struggled to free herself, spine arching in a painful curve away from the mattress, screaming curses and threats, obviously believing she was still held by the Khagrish. 
No wonder she’s terrified. How dare they do this to her? He realized he was growling and his fangs and talons had extended, although he’d no conscious memory of choosing to do so. 
Exerting utmost caution, it took him a moment to slash through the restraints with his claws and gather her close, although she flailed and fought him. He said her name over and over, trying to reach her through her panic. Slowly, the madness in her eyes faded and her struggles lessened.
Blinking, she focused on him and raised one hand to his cheek shakily. “Jadrian?”
“I’m sorry I was so long getting here. We’re going outside. No one is going to tie you down again.” He remembered to grab a blanket this time, and awkwardly wrapped her in it one-handed. She huddled close to him, one hand fisted in the material of his shirt, the other clinging to the soft blanket. He was so focused on her he barely registered the humans sidling away from him. Good idea because I’m ready to take revenge for her trauma tonight. He was in full protector mode and primed for combat if anyone interfered with him.
Instinctively, he headed for the front door. Outside represented freedom and safety to Taura, even in her worst moments. Once he’d exited the clinic, he paused, staring at the chairs where they’d sat before. Shaking his head, he strode toward the lake instead, holding Taura close. He craved distance from the humans right now, so she probably did as well. 
“Where—where are we going?”
“You wanted to see the lake.” He tried to sound cheerful. “Tonight is the right time. I know a good place to sit comfortably while we figure out what to do next.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Her voice was hoarse, as if all the screaming she’d been doing had damaged her vocal cords. “I’m sorry to be so much trouble. I bet you wish you’d never found me in that cell.”
“I couldn’t regret rescuing someone from the Khagrish, saving a life. Your life.” He held her closer. “It’s my duty to finish the task, to see you to a happier state.”
“Duty.” Her voice was low, and she sounded as if she was pondering his word choice.
He hoped he hadn’t offended her. He was afraid to let his full range of blazing anger show through, even in words. It wasn’t Taura igniting his fury. 
With his excellent night vision, he had no trouble walking to the lakeshore and placing Taura on a fallen log the valley residents used as a bench. He made sure she was well wrapped in the blanket then stood guard behind her, one hand on her shoulder in reassurance as she stared at the peaceful lake. Her breathing evened out, and he thought she might even be able to fall asleep naturally if they remained undisturbed long enough.
Continued privacy was highly unlikely, though, and he reviewed the demands he was going to make on her behalf when whoever was in authority made an appearance, be it the doctor or his own pack leadership. Enough is enough. He and Taura shared a level of trauma based on their separate but similar experiences at the hands of the Khagrish, and no one was going to tell him or her what she needed again. She didn’t need to be tied down and drugged. He would take her from the valley in defiance of Aydarr’s order if he had to, in order to take proper care of her.
Where is all this molten anger inside me coming from? The source couldn’t just be the echoes of his own tortured past and difficult recovery. Because he’d made peace with the events of his life already. 
The difference between his past and now was he was going to fight for Taura, and he’d accept no compromise where she was concerned. Taura had become supremely important to him since he’d found her in the burning building. She was his to protect.
Not much time passed before his enhanced hearing picked up the sound of footsteps approaching. At the same time, his head rang with a telepathic message from Mateer, the enforcer who stood second in the pack only to the Alpha, and whose human mate was the doctor.
I’m going to need a coherent explanation of this situation. The enforcer’s tone was measured.
Jadrian glanced at Taura, staring over the lake, leaning against him trustingly. I’m going to need an explanation as well.
Mateer didn’t reply, but Jadrian caught a ripple of surprise from the enforcer over a mere soldier in the pack, senior though he was, daring to push back.
“The doctor’s coming with reinforcements,” he said to Taura in a low voice.
She struggled with the blanket in an attempt to get to her feet. “I won’t go back, they can’t make me. Please help me—I’m outnumbered here by the doctor and her staff but I know I won’t recover under this treatment. They may have the medical knowledge but I know myself.” Taura thumped her chest over the heart with a clenched fist. “I know what will and won’t work for me. I’d rather take my chances in the forest than be subjected to more well-meant professional interference. Can you understand how I feel? Can you make them listen to me?”
The fear mixed with determination in her voice hurt him to contemplate. “Peace,” he said, catching her in a hug. He hated the way she trembled in his arms. “I won’t let anyone take you anywhere against your will. Let me speak for you?”
Face raised to his in the moonlight, she blinked. “All right. I’m not winning any arguments on my own these days.” Shaking a finger at him, she added, “But I will make my voice heard if you can’t force them to listen.”
“We’ll make the case together,” he said, standing close by her side and gently turning her with him to face the new arrivals.
Mateer was his superior, built even bigger than Jadrian was, undoubtedly able to kill him if they ever fought for dominance, although Jadrian wouldn’t be an easy kill. I can’t let this situation rise to the level of a pack dominance challenge tonight. My injury or death at Mateer’s hands won’t help Taura. Jadrian was acting as Taura’s champion, as such he kept his head held high. He seized the initiative by speaking first. “I cannot agree with the conditions under which I found her being kept tonight, and I will not allow her to be restrained again. We don’t rescue innocent humans from Khagrish tortures to restrain and mistreat them here.”
“She was a danger to herself and others. The medical staff had no choice.” Mateer’s voice was cold.
“I’ve been told she has skill at self-defense from the life she doesn’t remember. Surely muscle memory knowledge isn’t enough of a problem to require her to be bound hand and foot.”
Mateer took his wife’s hand and brought her out of his shadow. Even in the moonlight, Jadrian could see the black eye and huge, dark bruise on the doctor’s cheekbone, which looked like it must have hurt.
Taura gasped, taking a step before Jadrian could catch her by the wrist and bring her to a halt. “I did that? I’m so sorry—I don’t remember.”
“She has other bruises from the fall after you punched her. My wife is pregnant, and you knocked her to the floor in your madness.” Mateer’s fangs gleamed and Jadrian knew the enforcer was close to losing control. Taura was probably lucky Mateer hadn’t been present when the incident occurred.
“We’ve been over this before—I took no harm, other than a few ugly bruises.” Dr. Garrison pressed one hand protectively over her stomach despite her confident words. “The baby’s fine. But, after the unfortunate incident, we couldn’t take the risk of leaving you free to move about when you have an episode. I’m sorry to say it, but you’re dangerous when you’re in the grip of the flashbacks. My staff is all volunteers, and the majority refused to treat you unless you were restrained.”
“Which isn’t going to be repeated,” Jadrian said. “I’m glad you’re not hurt, doctor, but Taura’s time in the hospital is ended. She doesn’t need to be there, does she?”
Brow furrowed, Megan said, “Not for any medical reason, no.” Her tone was businesslike as she confirmed Jadrian’s suspicion about why Taura was being held at the clinic. “But I can’t sign off on her being allowed to move freely in the valley until we make progress on treating her tendency to slip into an alternate reality and lash out. We’ve made no noticeable change there. When she’s in the grip of the trauma, she believes us to be her enemies.”
“I don’t even know what triggers the attacks.” Taura ran her fingers through her hair nervously, as if to soothe her restless mind. “Much less what to do to control one.”
“I can snap you out of them.” Jadrian refused to allow the doctor’s explanation to cow Taura into giving up her freedom. 
“Are you proposing to move into the hospital room to monitor her?” Mateer asked, his voice hostile.
Jadrian shook his head. “Hardly. Give us one of the small residence caves. I’ll work with her. I’ll vouch for her behavior.”
“You want to live with me?” Taura’s entire body stiffened. She moved away a step or two as if rejecting the suggestion. “Wait a minute.”
“As mere roommates.” He wished he’d taken the chance to confer with her before he had to make demands of his superior. “Nothing more. You can phase into living a normal life—well, as normal as anything can be here—and I can help you learn to sense an incipient attack and work through it, night or day. I do have the skill set.”
“Unmated Badari live in the barracks, not the personal residence caves,” Mateer said in a tone of command that brooked no argument from less dominant pack members like Jadrian. “She can’t move in amongst the pack soldiers with you.”
“This is a special situation,” Jadrian answered immediately. He reined in his frustration over the enforcer’s uncompromising attitude and pushed himself not to yield to the higher ranking man as he normally would. This wasn’t a pack issue—this was about Taura’s health and well-being. “If I’m right there when she’s on the edge of a sudden memory incident, I can interrupt the cycle and then we can talk through it, try to gain more control.” He took a deep breath, embarrassed to reveal his solution to the living space question, but he was convinced Taura needed the support he could offer. “Before I ever even met Taura, I identified a cave on the far edge of the living area and put my claim on it with the administrator, against the day I might be fortunate enough to have a mate. It’s a bit isolated from the main housing so the rest of the community wouldn’t be disturbed by Taura’s attacks, nor would the others intrude on her attempts to regain her memory and self-control.”
“I barely have an idea how to attempt to treat this problem.” Hands on her hips, Dr. Garrison projected professional exasperation over a layperson’s involvement in one of her cases. “You’re completely untrained. Why do you think this idea has any chance of success?”
“Fair questions—” The conversation had gotten away from him. Jadrian was on the brink of revealing parts of his own past he normally kept deeply buried, in order to convince the doctor to trust him, and his gut twisted. 
Eyes wide, Taura stared at him, giving him a little nod. “I think Jadrian’s got the right idea. Maybe I don’t need a medical solution to what I’m fighting. Soldier or not, he seems to understand me the best of all of you.”
As if he understood Jadrian’s aversion to revealing too much of his own story, Mateer forestalled what he was going to say, raising one hand. “Jadrian had his own time of torment at the hands of the Khagrish and fought his way back from the aftereffects, while we were imprisoned and under the lash. He speaks from personal experience of what worked for him.”
Megan folded her arms and glared at her mate. “All right but he’s a Badari, not a human female from the Sectors, even if the Khagrish are the common denominator here. I insist on a daily one-hour meeting with Taura—Jadrian can sit in as well if she wants him to. I’ll get the status I need and work with her on a therapeutic course of action based on human medicine. She’s my patient.”
“A declaration I’ve heard you make before.” Apparently reflecting on some past event, Mateer sounded resigned. “I insist there be a Badari guard for you at these daily meetings, mate. We can swear him to secrecy when it comes to anything Taura may say or reveal, but Jadrian won’t be enough because his focus will be on Taura, not you. I’ll not risk your safety or the health of our unborn child in an attempt to assist one human in conquering her demons.” Mateer’s voice was flat and uncompromising. He gave Taura a casual glance. “Nothing personal against you and I wish you well in this fight, but Megan comes first.”
Swallowing hard, Taura apparently couldn’t find any reason to argue with him when it came to his wife. “I understand. I’m grateful for being rescued and receiving all the treatment I’ve had here, from Dr. Garrison and her staff. What if, even with Jadrian’s help, I can’t break the cycle of flashbacks?”
Mateer shrugged. “Face the problem when or if we reach an impasse. It would be up the Alpha to decide.”
Jadrian’s blood ran cold at the thought of any human being banished from the valley and sent to fend for themselves outside the protective sanctuary. Would his pack leadership even allow her to leave? After all, Harker wanted to leave and had been refused on security grounds. The stakes were high. Does Taura realize how important it is for her to get distance between herself and her lingering stress? Even if her memory never returned, she had to become a functional member of the fragile new community both for her own good and because everyone needed to contribute if they were all to survive. “The compromise seems workable to me.”
“Your cave can’t be outfitted for occupancy in the dead of night tonight.” Mateer sounded vaguely pleased to announce there was an obstacle. Jadrian didn’t take offense and hoped Taura could understand the enforcer was reasserting pack dominance. He might have to explain more to her about how the Badari functioned as a group sooner than later. Mateer continued on with his decree. “I refuse to disrupt the entire valley’s sleep period for the convenience of one human. Bad enough we’re all standing here at moonrise. Taura will have to return to the hospital until at least tomorrow.”
Taura slid her hand into Jadrian’s. “I’d rather sleep on bare rocks in a cold cave than be locked up and tied down in relative comfort.”
Jadrian smiled at her. “My chosen den isn’t a barren hole in the cliffside. I’ve taken the liberty of putting a few comforts into the cave. It’s not ready to be lived in, but we can make do for the rest of tonight. We’ll draw supplies and clothes for you in the morning.”
“I don’t want to stand here discussing it.” Stone faced, Mateer took Megan’s elbow, making it clear he was ready to leave. “It’s not good for my mate to be kept in the cold night air in her condition. This experiment is authorized for one week and then we’ll see.” 
“I’ll expect to see the two of you in my office at the clinic right after lunch,” Megan said over her shoulder as Mateer escorted her away from the lake’s edge.
Taura pulled her hand from his and settled onto the log again, wrapping the blanket close. “Hard as it is to admit, right now I’m a bit overwhelmed.” 
“What other solution was there?” Jadrian was surprised to see her visibly wilt after her strength during the discussion with Mateer and the doctor. Maybe she was still a lot weaker than he realized. “You either return to the hospital, which means being in a locked room and probably in restraints again as soon as the next flashback hits, or we try this. Mateer was never going to agree to you moving into the women’s dormitory cave, much less a cave of your own. Very few people get a private cave other than mated pairs and alphas.”
Voice low and stubborn, avoiding his gaze, she said, “I don’t have to stay in this valley.”
Concerned she wasn’t facing the reality of the situation, he searched for the right words and decided blunt truth was the only way to proceed. Seating himself beside her, he took one of her hands. “Yes, you do. This world is full of danger, not only from the Khagrish, but from wild animals and other natural hazards. Even if in your other life in the Sectors you were a wilderness scout, not a com tech, you’ve barely recovered from a fever, and are certainly not at full strength.”
Taura laughed. “I can’t honestly say the idea of tromping through the forest, dodging big wild animals, totally roughing it, sounds like anything I might ever have done. I doubt I’m a first-in scout.”
He was happy to hear a little bit of mirth from her, taking it as a good sign. “Anyway, I don’t think my pack leaders would allow you, or any human to leave the valley. A few individuals have asked and been refused. We can’t risk the Khagrish learning anything about our sanctuary or who’s here, or any other intelligence. Badari would be sent to hunt you down and bring you back.”
Eyes narrowed, she frowned. “So in essence you’re issuing a threat.”
“Don’t take it that way,” he said, surprised by her accusatory tone.
“I don’t want to fight with you, and I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, including tonight.” She brushed her hair off her face. “I think I’m a pretty independent person at the core, not used to depending on others. And I don’t want you to get the wrong idea—there’s not going to be anything physical between us in this cave.” Taura closed her eyes as if remembering unpleasant events. “After what the Khagrish did to me, getting close to anyone, even a man as attractive as you, isn’t on my list.”
From his own experiences with the Khagrish, he could make a good guess as to what else she’d suffered in captivity. Fists clenched, fighting both his memories and a hot flash of anger on her behalf, he said, “I give you my word as a Badari—this arrangement is purely for me to assist you in gaining control of your memory issues. Then we go our separate ways, me to the barracks cave with my pack, and you to the women’s cave.” And why was he already dreading the separation? Jadrian hoped he wasn’t getting in over his head with this woman who affected him on so many levels.
“Do you think we can actually make a difference in the measly one week deadline your boss gave me?”
“Mateer is the top enforcer for the pack, the second only to the alpha,” he corrected gently. “Not merely my boss.”
 
“Okay, every military has its own titles for ranks. Look me in the eyes and tell me this scheme of yours doesn’t include us falling into bed together. Convince me you honestly think this will work.” Taura stared into the amber glow of Jadrian’s eyes and tried to assess his sincerity while resisting the allure he represented. She wasn’t kidding. After the Khagrish abuse, physical intimacy was the last thing she wanted but, on the other hand, her rescuer was one attractive male, with a kind heart and an old-fashioned courtly manner towards her. I’d have to be dead not to feel the pull.
And the other alternative the Badari enforcer had presented her, confinement for her own good in the hospital, was unacceptable. It’d be easier to escape from the cave situation if she found it necessary to flee this place, despite Jadrian’s warning. And the doctor was insisting on seeing her daily, so she could always ask for a change if Jadrian wasn’t as trustworthy as she believed him to be. Gazing into the warm glow of those incredible eyes, Taura couldn’t find it in her heart to doubt him.
“You and I are both determined survivors of the worst the Khagrish could do to us,” he said. “I came back from the brink of madness, so I’m sure you can learn to handle your situation, at least enough to function in the valley.”
She reflected on the various times they’d been together, including the events of this strange evening. Jadrian never displayed anything but calm. However, she of all people knew appearances could be highly deceiving. “I don’t mean to offend, but you don’t give off the vibe of a person suffering from anxiety or a stress disorder.”
Jadrian was silent, not rising to the challenge in her words. He tucked the edge of the blanket a little more closely over her legs and when he did speak his words were completely off topic. “Are you warm enough?”
In disbelief she asked, “What? Are you avoiding my question?” Doubts assailed her again.
“Not at all, but the night breeze off the lake is cold and if we’re going to have a long discussion, we should probably go to the cave. I can light a fire for you, and I stashed a few basic rations there for my own use if you need a snack.” He fidgeted as if embarrassed and his smile seemed crooked. “I like to sneak away to the cave on my downtime, have peace and quiet. I’m not much like the rest of my pack on this point. Every now and then I—I need the distance from my packmates.”
“As a result of what you went through?”
His gaze fixed over her shoulder, staring at the lake, he nodded. “Probably.”
Her hands were icy cold, and the blanket wasn’t keeping the night chill at bay too effectively, if at all. “All right, we can suspend the discussion until we’re beside the cozy fire you’ve promised me.” 
He helped her up from the log. Despite her blanket, the cold had seeped into her bones. She was stiff and awkward as they began walking to the north. “Thank you for all the nice things you’ve done for me, by the way,” she said after a few minutes of silently following his path. “You’ve gone way out on a limb for someone you don’t even know. I’m grateful but—”
“You don’t truly know me, and you’re dealing with a lot, I understand.”
She thought he might actually.
The cave was a good twenty minute walk from the lake. Jadrian picked her up with permission and carried her the last bit of the way, including the final stretch up a hill leading to the cliff where the cave was located.
“This valley wall is riddled with caves,” he said conversationally. “We’ve checked out all of them and driven away any predators living here previously. Even the biggest animals don’t want to tangle with a Badari.”
Taura found the remark a bit puzzling, but she assumed he meant his size as well as the fact he and his friends would have been armed with pulse rifles. “How can you see anything in this gloom?” she asked as they entered the cave. The blackness of the surroundings left her disoriented. There was a faint glow here and there, apparently from plant life clinging to the stones.
“We have night vision far beyond what your people possess. Another gift from the Khagrish.” Voice bitter, he set her on a convenient rock. She felt a flat surface underneath her and curled up as much as possible under the blanket. Jadrian’s body generated a lot of heat, and she missed his reassuring presence already.
He moved away from her. “I’ll have the fire roaring in a minute.”
“I’m fine, do what you have to do.” She tried to control her breathing and to concentrate on a mental picture of the lake under the three moons and the stars. The Khagrish had left her in complete darkness on occasion, and immersed her in sensory deprivation tanks at other times. The memories were rising in her mind like waves. If she took ten steps in a straight line right now, she could be outside again and she fastened on the reassuring fact. No one was holding her prisoner here—she’d entered the cave with Jadrian of her own free will and had no reason to regret the decision. Yet.
Then with a whomp sound, a cheerful red and yellow fire blazed up and glittering rock formations here and there became visible in the cave close to her. More importantly, Jadrian was illuminated walking towards her, as imposing and reassuring as always. She slid off the rock, annoyed to suffer a wave of vertigo. Nerves or the real thing? Am I going to question every single thing about myself and my reactions forever?
Breaking her bleak train of thought, he took her hand. “Come, sit beside the fire. I’ll make tea for us, good for warming the insides. Then we can talk.”
“And those rations you mentioned? Even an emergency sustenance bar would taste good about now.” She rubbed her stomach as he directed her to another boulder with a fallen slab of the sparkling stuff as a backrest. Veins of opalescent gemstone ran through the darker material. “My first meal in complete freedom.”
“I wish I’d gotten a more appealing selection for you.”
“You didn’t exactly know I’d be coming.” The genuine chuckle welling from her chest surprised her and she chalked the mirth up as a good sign she was returning to a healthier mental state. She was proud she hadn’t given in to a panic attack in the dark, and she rested contentedly as he bustled around brewing the tea. Accepting the mug he gave her with both hands, Taura sipped a bit of the beverage. The taste was light, tangy and satisfying.
Opening a pouch at the side of the fire, Jadrian withdrew an emergency ration, unwrapped it partway and offered it to her with a bow. “Dinner?”
“More like midnight snack.” She took a bite and savored it, even though the bar had the consistency of cardboard and less flavor than the tea. At least she was out of the hospital. “Where did you get a Sectors nutrition ration?”
“When we take down a lab, we salvage as much as we can from the ruins. Scrounging materials and repurposing items is how we’ve built this settlement, such as it is. I know you’ve only seen the hospital, but we do have a few other small buildings. The Shemdylann pirates, or whoever is supplying the Khagrish with humans, have also given them huge quantities of human goods. As if the captured ships were stripped down. I don’t know what the Khagrish plan to do with most of it, but they’re greedy bastards.”
“And the enemy don’t get suspicious about where you’ve gone? What you’re doing?”
“We destroy the lab sites thoroughly so I assume their commanders think everything was vaporized. The Khagrish refuse to believe we Badari are anything but animals and, even with the evidence of several razed labs in front of them now, they don’t seem able to accept we’re a unified force with the humans.” He shrugged and sipped his tea. “My alpha says the situation won’t last, can’t last, and at some point we’ll be in an open war for our survival.”
“He’s probably right, but selfishly I hope it’s not tonight.” Where on earth can I fit into this community? Aspects of what Jadrian was discussing set off ripples in her mind, as if she’d been involved in similar situations before, but how could she have been? She wasn’t a soldier, of that she was sure. Even if she did apparently have spectacular muscle memory of self-defense moves. “They used the black bracelet on me,” she said, hardly aware she was speaking. She rubbed her right wrist where the neurocontroller had been implanted until the Badari removed it during her rescue. “I tried to fight, but the pain the Khagrish can dish out with that thing was incredible. And then the scientists paralyzed me and did whatever they wanted.”
 
Unsettled by her fidgeting, Jadrian caught her restless hand. “No one will ever put another neurocontroller on you. Anyone who wants to restrain you will have to come through me first. You have my word on it.”
She curled her fingers around his, giving him a squeeze, then withdrew her hand. “You were going to tell me what happened to you, remember? Why you relate to my ordeal? How I can start to handle the constant incidents?”
An unaccustomed tightening flared in his gut as memories he usually kept firmly locked down rose to the forefront of his mind. “Not everything I did will work for you, being human. But yes, I dealt with a similar problem. It was when I was a teenager. Generation seven was alive, firmly in charge of the pack.”
“Generation seven?” Head tilted, she raised one eyebrow. “You lost me.”
“We’re engineered beings, created by the Khagrish. I’m in the eighth generation. Prior to our escape from captivity, the Khagrish executed all members of a generational cohort at a certain age as a matter of course, to make room for the next group to be trained and experimented on with refined techniques and methods.”
Mouth open, she gasped. “How awful.”
He kept going. Telling his story was painful but, if it would help Taura find a path to peace, he’d share. “The Khagrishi in charge of the program at that time picked me and two other men my age from the ranks of cadets, separated us from our packs, threw us naked into solitary confinement cells and commenced a series of experiments.” Glancing at her, he amended his sentence to be more blunt. She needed to know he truly had been through many of the same things she’d suffered. “Torture. Mental, physical, everything at their command to push me to my limit and beyond, trying to break me. I was told over and over I was a sample, and the fate of my entire pack could depend on the results of the experiment.”
“But you survived.”
“Over the centuries, the genetic manipulations have given us abilities the Khagrish and their customers prize.” He flashed his talons for her, ignoring the surprised flinch she couldn’t suppress. “But we’ve also developed other abilities as unintended side effects, and we keep those well hidden from the scientists. We can touch mind to mind within the pack. Aydarr and Mateer took turns reaching out to me, giving me strength, even when I tried to block the connection so they wouldn’t know how weakened I was.”
“No help from whoever was in charge of generation seven?”
“The old alpha wasn’t concerned with a cadet who hadn’t officially joined his pack, hadn’t sworn loyalty to him yet. He was about as different from Aydarr as it’s possible to be. But I can’t criticize him—he and his packmates endured their time with the Khagrish and coped as best they could. Everyone has to find their own path.” Jadrian took a deep breath as harrowing memories of his treatment from the generation seven pack leaders surfaced. The elder generation’s soldiers hadn’t welcomed him, hadn’t trusted him, tried to kill him on more than one occasion. His unexpected survival of the torturous ordeal at the hands of the Khagrish made the old alpha suspicious that Jadrian had given the aliens some concession, become their collaborator. Aydarr, Mateer and Reede had literally saved his life. He tried to give Taura an inkling of what he’d been through. “Anyway, I did survive through the grace of the Great Mother, and one day the guards dragged me from the lab cell block to the cadet barracks and left me bleeding on the floor. And again Aydarr and Mateer helped, as well as others in generation eight, although we had to be careful, because the experiment wasn’t over. The Khagrish wanted to see how the pack would treat me, whether I could reintegrate into their ranks. My generation eight alpha and his enforcers set the tone, protected me until I regained my strength.”
“What about the other two cadets?”
Shaking his head, he poured himself more tea, mostly to have something to do with his hands. Talking about the trauma made him nauseous. “We never saw them again.”
“So you had survivor guilt on top of the trauma,” she said in a low voice. “It’s not your fault you couldn’t save them.”
He’d never discussed his inner shame with anyone, the pain of knowing he’d been the only one of the three to survive, or to have been allowed to survive by the scientists. “How did you know?”
Taura shook her head. “Stands to reason if three of you were in the experiment and only you made it out alive, you couldn’t help but blame yourself for their deaths to some extent.” She left her chair and gave him a cautious hug before returning to the seat. “At least I don’t have that burden on top of my flashbacks. I thought I was the only human on this damn planet before you broke into my cell. And I still don’t remember who I was or where I was before I woke up in the lab. But if you had psychic help from your packmates to overcome the trauma, the information doesn’t help me much. I can’t link with my previous self in my own head, much less you or another Badari.” Her smile wavered, but he appreciated the obvious effort she was making.
“No, true, but I had to learn to handle the episodes I had. The pack had to keep the psychic link a secret from the Khagrish, so there were plenty of times I was losing self-control and no one dared to help.” He ticked off the next points on his fingers. “I learned the warning signs, I learned to control my breathing, I challenged myself to examine what true threats there were in the environment at any given moment and talk myself down from the extreme reaction. When Dr. Garrison was telling me her planned approach to working with you, I recognized common elements with my own self developed strategies. I think your challenge will be to interrupt the flashback long enough to gain control. I believe I can help since you respond to me even under the duress of memory.”
“The nightmares are the worst,” she said, watching the dancing flames, enjoying the crackle and pop of sparks. “I don’t wake up. I slide from sleep into the traumatic memory, and it’s so real.”
She shivered. After placing his mug carefully on a convenient rock spur, he got up and knelt beside her, holding out his hand. “I’ll help. Together we’ll conquer this, or at least get enough control so you can live a more normal life. Deal?”



CHAPTER FOUR
 
He’s so positive this will work. Wishing she had as much faith in the idea, Taura studied him for a long time before extending her own hand. “At least I feel like you understand what I’m going through, so maybe this will work. Deal.” Clearly, there wasn’t any other solution open to her, other than going to the hospital and spending the rest of her life sedated and subject to restraint.
“I’ve bedded down here a few nights when I didn’t want to be in the barracks,” he said. “There’s a comfortable mattress and a blanket when you’re ready to sleep.”
“I’m not sure I can sleep or even dare to sleep—the nightmares are so awful and hard to wake from—but thank you. What about you?”
Making a scoffing noise, he said with a soldier’s pride, “I can sleep anywhere.”
Taura moved on to her next concern. Right now her concentration was like that of a dragonfly, skittering from subject to subject. I’m out of the habit of doing long term planning. “What’s our plan for tomorrow? Or later today, I guess.”
“All food is prepared and served in the dining hall, except for a few meals delivered by the cadets to individuals like Aydarr and his mate. We’ll have to go there for breakfast then to the stores area, to get you better clothing and a few furnishings for the cave, since we’ll be here a while.” He surveyed her. “Will you be bothered if we’re in a crowd of Badari and humans at the dining hall? Will the crowd trigger an attack?”
Taura shook her head. Crowds of people weren’t her issue, unless it was a crowd of Khagrish. “I don’t think being in a group of humans is going to give me anxiety, but I guess we’ll see.”
Rising, he stretched, clearly trying to ease kinks in his muscles. “Let me fix the bedding for you.”
She came to his side of the fire. “I remember Mateer saying the caves are for mated pairs only. Am I pushing someone out of their spot with you…is there—?” 
“I have no mate,” he said quickly. “If I did, I’d still try to help you, but she would have to agree, of course. I would have introduced you to her the first day.”
A wave of cool relief spread through her. She didn’t like the idea of Jadrian already being claimed by another. Territorial much? You barely know the guy. Despite chiding herself privately, she pushed a little more. “No human woman who’s going to be jealous of us spending all this time together?”
Jadrian shook his head and tapped his heart. “There are many humans here in the valley, but none have taken a spot in my affections. I told you, I have no mate—there are no Badari women, none were created by the Khagrish.” Brow furrowed, he studied her. “Why do you keep asking the same question in different ways? Am I not giving you sufficient reassurance of my commitment to working with you on regaining your health and memory?”
“I just want to know what I’ll be dealing with tomorrow when we show up at this big dining hall like a couple. Are people going to think we’re mates?” Would he care what his packmates thought? Taura was sure the humans would raise eyebrows at her moving in with him straight from the hospital but she didn’t care two credits about the opinions of others. She supposed she should be sensitive to local social nuances for his sake though.
Jadrian didn’t appear to share the same sensibilities. “Why should they?”
“Well, when you put it like that, no reason, I guess.” Unsure if she was offended or relieved at his matter of fact dismissal of her concern, Taura lay down on the sleeping pad, trying to get comfortable as Jadrian laid the blanket over her. 
The other humans will jump to conclusions even if the Badari don’t. She didn’t have the energy to care. After all, she was good at integrating into communities and being accepted, one of her highly prized talents. 
Where did that come from?
What was I really in the Sectors? But, try as hard as she might, no other memories or fragments of information came to the fore, and eventually she allowed herself to drift off to sleep.
 
In the morning, she borrowed a shirt from Jadrian generous enough on her slight frame to be a dress, belted it with the soft fabric tie from her hospital robe and walked into the dining hall at Jadrian’s side. The area was a huge expanse of open cavern, lit in a fashion she didn’t understand. Where this place drew its power from was a mystery to solve another time. For now she was grateful for the level of tech. The room was full of people coming and going with trays of food, tables where boisterous groups sat and others with sleepy individuals where silence was the order of the day. 
The sound level dipped considerably as people noticed the two of them. As Jadrian steered her toward the food line, a lot of whispering and comments rose from the crowd. Jadrian must be hearing this too— he said the Badari have enhanced hearing as well as vision. He gave no sign of discomfort, however, but kept walking. They took their place in line, and Jadrian introduced her to the Badari warrior standing in front of them, then to each person serving the various dishes as they moved from station to station.
“Sandara’s been saving a plate of her special spiced rolls just for you, Jadrian,” said the woman ladling what looked like pink scrambled eggs onto the plates. “One of the cadets went to tell her you showed up.”
Taura read all kinds of undertones in the casual comment, as well as the sidelong glance the woman gave to her. She suspected Jadrian was seriously underestimating how at least one human woman felt about him. 
A stunning brunette in overalls and a makeshift apron came from the kitchen area, carrying a plate with bread stacked high. The aroma was delicious.
“You made so much fuss over how much you enjoyed these the last time I baked them,” the woman said to Jadrian as she arrived at the line, “So I baked a batch especially for you this morning.”
He made a show of sniffing the air and smiled as he reached for the plate. “Very kind of you, Sandara. A nice gesture to welcome our newest valley resident as well.” He dropped one of the rolls on Taura’s plate. “This is Taura, who we rescued from the most recent lab we took down.”
“Nice to meet you.” Setting the plate on the counter, Sandara dusted the flour off her palms and reached to shake Taura’s extended hand. “Do you know what work detail you’ll be on yet? I can always use help in the kitchen doing cleanup and dishwashing.” Resting her hand on Jadrian’s arm flirtatiously and raising one eyebrow as she gazed at his face, Sandara said teasingly, “These boys have big appetites to match their size, but they’re not much on the housework.”
What a performance. Message received lady, you think he’s yours. Speculating what was running through Jadrian’s mind during this byplay, Taura kept her face expressionless. “I’m not sure I’m being assigned to anything specific yet.”
“Taura’s in the process of getting over her experiences with the Khagrish.” Jadrian balanced his tray and rested his free hand in the small of her back, giving her a subtle nudge to keep moving.
“I know the agri-techs need help in the gardens,” the older woman presiding over the eggs said.
“I think I’d prefer to be outside, now you mention the possibility.” Taura was happy to have an alternative to working under Sandara’s attention. Although outwardly pleasant, the cook’s attitude toward Jadrian was possessive, at least to another human woman’s eye. Working with her while sharing Jadrian’s cave probably wouldn’t be a comfortable situation. “I hope there’s a patient tutor available to teach me what’s classified as a weed and what’s edible here.” She nodded at Sandara and the other human. “Nice to meet you.”
“See you in the dorm after work hours. We can get better acquainted.” Sandara’s smile was perfunctory and didn’t reach her eyes.
“I’m not—”
“Taura’s not moving into the women’s cave yet,” Jadrian said.
“Oh? Well, I’m sure the doctor must want to keep an eye on you then. The hospital’s small but efficient.” Sandara shifted her full attention to Jadrian. “A group of us are going to the lake tonight, an informal party to celebrate the new moons. I’ll be barbecuing fresh faleker haunch—it’s marinating now. Darik had good hunting the other day so I set aside the prime cuts for my party. Special sauce included. You’ll be there, won’t you?”
Jadrian apparently saw no reason to refuse the invitation. “Of course. Any time you cook a special meal it’s an event not to be missed. You’re an excellent cook and put together congenial groups of guests so we’ll see you then.”
He steered Taura toward a table off to the side, where a squad of Badari soldiers sat with a cluster of what were obviously young Badari, ranging in age from maybe eight or nine years old to teenagers. “Was that a human dominance challenge?” he asked, voice low.
“A what?” Taura was pretty sure what he meant.
“You and Sandara. The tension was obvious.”
“I have no desire to set foot in her domain—obviously she rules this whole dining hall.” But it’s not the dining hall she’s establishing her claim to. As she walked with him, Taura took a bite of the spiced bread, which was delicious. How fortunate I have no idea what to do in a kitchen. Gardening was equally foreign to her, but being outdoors probably wouldn’t trigger any toxic memories as easily as any kind of indoor situation might. Weeding was a solitary pursuit, wasn’t it? She hoped.
The Badari warriors at the table were friendly enough to her, but she sat and ate her breakfast mostly in silence as Jadrian and his packmates conversed. Then the others took off for a training meeting, leaving the two of them alone. The cadets had departed noisily a while ago, Jadrian telling her the boys were off to classes.
“What are we going to do with the day?” Taura and Jadrian carried their dishes and trash to deposit in the proper spots. “Other than seeing Dr. Garrison after lunch.”
“Have you ever fished?”
“Have I what?” Startled, Taura missed a step. “I don’t think so. But shouldn’t we find something more useful to do? You said all the residents here have to contribute and, now that I’ve seen the scale of the place, I certainly understand. I’m sure I could do menial tasks, and keeping busy would probably be good for me, keep my mind off things.”
“Besides being fun, fishing is an approved work assignment.” The happy expression on his face made it clear Jadrian enjoyed all aspects of fishing. “Fish are good eating. But we’ll go draw supplies and clothes for you first. After we take the items to the cave, then we’ll see about fish.”
The cavern housing the Badari’s cache of salvaged goods from Khagrish installations was huge, stretching further into the cliffside than Taura could see. Kelli, a helpful and pleasant woman, examined her stacks of handwritten lists and notes and then directed them to the areas of the cave where their allotted categories of goods were located.
“I can grab the things for the cave,” Jadrian said, “Why don’t you go with Kelli and draw your allotment of clothing?”
Since it was his cave, Taura figured the least she could do was let him furnish it to his taste. “I would like something better to wear than this borrowed shirt, kind of you as it was to lend it to me.”
Kelli was on the quiet side as she escorted Taura off to the left and into a smaller cave stacked with piles of clothes. “Mostly, we have the prison jumpsuits, and Badari battle fatigues. You’ll have to cut them down to size or else improvise as you did today. We do have clothes we believe were from human ships looted by the Shemdylann pirates.” She gestured at stacks of colorful items. “You can pick an outfit or two, to relieve the tedium of the other stuff. We do have social events from time to time, and it’s fun to have more appropriate choices to wear. All of us from the colony woke up here in our night clothes and were given jumpsuits to wear by the Khagrish. We didn’t exactly get to bring any luggage.”
“I woke up naked in a cell.” As the memories rushed to the fore Taura’s pulse raced. She bit her lip and tasted blood. “They gave me a jumpsuit later.”
“Rough.” Kelli’s voice was full of well-meant sympathy. “You must be from one of the ships then. Not too many here like you. Of course, there may be more labs with human prisoners.” Kelli sorted a stack of clothes, holding up a top and visually comparing the garment to Taura. “I’ve heard of crews—on smaller ships mostly—giving up their passengers to the Shemdylann and paying kidnap and rescue insurance for themselves, the bastards. Humans ought to stand together against the pirate vermin.”
“But there are people from ships in the valley?” Taura wondered if she knew any of them. Would anyone be able to fill in missing details of her life?
“Yeah. Gabe, Flo, Brent, Walt and a few more.” Kelli handed her a stack of items and walked to a different section, Taura trailing behind, juggling her armful of clothing. “I heard they were shown your holo and no one knew you.”
Deep breaths. Taura was fighting vertigo now and wanted nothing more than to run outside as fast as she could go, even though Kelli was being perfectly polite. The discussion was bringing up all her fears of permanent amnesia, of never knowing who she was. Concentrating on the words, she said, “I’d still like to meet them.”
“I’m sure you will. For all the valley is so huge, we’re a tight little village here. Let me get you a few personal items.” Kelli walked away, and Taura backed against the wall.
“You’ll give me all your secrets before I’m through. You may have been able to fool the Chimmer, but you’ll talk to me.” She heard the confident, gloating voice of the Khagrish scientist inside her head as clearly as if he was standing beside her. She shook her head in desperate denial as she slanted her gaze sideways to be sure the bastard wasn’t somehow inside the cave with her. I won’t, I can’t, you’ll never break me. But oh how he’d tried, applying pain, drugs, psychological pressure—
“Focus, breathe, you’re here with me, not at the lab.”
She was in Jadrian’s arms, outside the supply depot, in the sunlight. Blinking, disoriented, she shook her head. Over his shoulder she saw Kelli watching them from the entrance to the cave. 
“What happened?” he asked.
You’re asking me? Her insides were quaking like a bowl of the colorful desserts she’d seen in the dining hall and she wasn’t sure she could remain standing. Drawing a few deep breaths to clear her head, she said, “Something triggered me. I was trying to fight it, I promise, but I heard the scientist’s voice in my head and…I lost it.”
Kelli walked up to them and offered Taura a cup. “Figured you might need water.” She set down the basket she was also carrying.
“Thank you, that’s very kind. I hope I didn’t hurt you or scare you just now.” Taura took the mug and sipped the cool water, which soothed her raw throat. She was under no illusions—if she assaulted an innocent bystander in the valley during one of her incidents, the Badari pack leaders would imprison her in the hospital despite Jadrian’s efforts, and then freedom might not be offered again.
“You were having trouble breathing, so I hustled to get Jadrian.” Kelli accepted the mug from her. Running her fingernail along the stylized geometric design incised into the side, she hesitated and then said, “We all have our bad memories from the damn labs. Some of us have them worse than others do. You’ll be fine after a few days here in the valley, I’m sure.” The stores keeper switched her attention to Jadrian. “Best take her to your quarters. The clothes she picked are in the basket—she dropped them when the flashback episode started. I’ll send the household items you chose over this afternoon. I have cadets assigned to me as runners when I need them.”
“Thank you.” Jadrian took Taura’s elbow gently. “I think we should do as Kelli suggests. You can change into those new clothes before we get lunch and go see Dr. Garrison.”
Head spinning, Taura had no objection and was glad to let him carry the basket. She was silent for most of the walk to the cave before voicing her racing thoughts. “What if she’s wrong? What if you’re wrong? What if I never remember who I am? What if I can’t get control of this?”
“We’ve barely begun our efforts to quell your troubles,” he said reasonably. “And you said you did control this one for a few minutes so that’s progress. You could have told Kelli you needed to change the subject, you know. You don’t always have to tough it out every time the anxiety hits.”
But I’m a lone operator—I can’t trust other people. The self-admonition bubbled up from deep in her mind and she winced. Whoever or whatever she’d been in life before she ended up a Khagrish prisoner, all indications were her story was complicated. I probably wasn’t a simple telecom operator like Jadrian surmises. But then why did she have these random, urgent fears about unsent messages?
“You’re doing it again,” he said, touching her hand.
Blinking hard, she missed a step. “Doing what?”
“Thinking way too hard, enmeshed in worry and your own web of fears.”
“More like a web of racing thoughts,” she admitted.
“I see you withdraw from the present moment, and your heart begins to beat too fast, you exhibit fear like a creature of prey cowering in the presence of a predator—”
“So if I can learn to stop the cycle on my own, without needing you to intervene, I might be able to short circuit at least the attacks I have while I’m awake.”
“Exactly. But, for now, let’s be glad of the sunshine and the beautiful day and the fact there are no Khagrish within a thousand miles.” His grin was infectious and her spirits rose.
A Badari cadet was waiting for them at the bottom of the path to the cave. He carried a tray loaded with dishes and bottles of nutrient drinks. “As you requested, sir,” he said to Jadrian. “Sandara picked out the meal herself and says she hopes the lady feels better.”
Taking the tray, Jadrian said his thanks and the teenager left. When he moved to escort Taura the rest of the way to the cave, he took one look at her face and said, “Badari are telepathic with each other, remember? I asked one of my friends to send us lunch today as a special favor. I did not ask to have Sandara select the dishes. I think maybe you’ve had enough interactions with your fellow humans for one day?”
“Other than the doctor, yes.” Grateful for his consideration, Taura took her bottle of restorative drink from the tray, popped the lid, and took a long drink as she climbed the path to their quarters. “Are we still going fishing after we see her?”
“Do you want to?”
Taura nodded. “I think it might be a good idea. Keep myself occupied.”
“Let’s see how it goes with Dr. Garrison and then decide.”
 
Taura’s nerves were on edge as she approached the hospital. Jadrian took her hand, bringing her to a halt a few feet short of the door. “Don’t worry, I won’t leave your side. No one’s going to mistreat you, no one’s going to make you stay here. I won’t let them.”
She managed to make herself smile. “Promise?”
“I gave you my word.”
The one story hospital was much smaller than Taura had realized in her fugue state when she’d first arrived. The structure was an interesting hodge podge of materials, mostly prefab style walls and floors but a few sections were wooden, smelling like fresh cut lumber. The gently sloping roof was a high tech gray material that gave evidence of being pieced together from hastily cut, larger sheets, and sealed with watertight resin. Taura hoped the valley wasn’t subject to severe storms because the roof especially appeared improvised. Dr. Garrison’s office was on the opposite end of the building from the room where she’d been housed, which was a relief. Taura had no desire to be anywhere close to the room where she’d been tied down for her own good. The office door was open and the physician rose to greet them as they approached.
“You look more rested,” she said, eyeing Taura with a friendly but professional demeanor. “We’ll forego any tests and rely on my unscientific powers of observation today, ok?”
“The fewer tests, the better.” Taura took the chair the doctor indicated. Jadrian sat beside her and another Badari warrior introduced as Zevan took a protective stance behind the doctor. 
“My bodyguard.” Dr. Garrison waved a hand at the stone-faced soldier. “My over protective mate prevailed. But Zevan took an oath not to reveal anything he hears or sees in these sessions. All right?”
Taura glanced at the Badari, who met her eyes and looked away. “No objections. I doubt we’re going to be learning much. My memory is a blank slate. Or a stone wall. I can’t remember anything prior to arriving in the Khagrish cell.”
“Take a deep breath,” Dr. Garrison said mildly. “The best thing to do for your memory right now is not to push it. We’re going to focus on your flashbacks to the Khagrish lab in these sessions and try to help you understand your triggers and learn selected coping mechanisms. The longer term memory will surface when you’re ready.”
“I had an episode this morning,” Taura said. “At the supply depot.”
“I heard.” Dr. Garrison shot a look at Jadrian. “The Badari have an efficient information network, and the pack forgets I can listen in too.”
“But the crux of the attack wasn’t about the lab so much,” Taura said. “I was thinking about what if I had irreversible memory loss and, next thing I knew, Jadrian had me outside and was calming me down.”
“I think you’re in such a state of generalized anxiety right now it’s easy for you to have an anxiety attack, even over something not directly related to your harsh treatment at the hands of the Khagrish.” Dr. Garrison seemed interested but not overly concerned. “Anyway, let’s start.”
The doctor probed for more details about the events of the morning and both Taura and Jadrian answered her questions as best they could. “All right,” Dr. Garrison said finally. “Controlling your breathing is a key, even as the two of you have mentioned, so I encourage you to continue working on the awareness of air moving in and out of your lungs when you feel the panic coming on. It’ll be good if you can get to the point where you can accept a work assignment—I’m told Kelli at the depot already offered to take you on as an assistant, and so did Sandara in the kitchens—but in the meantime try to keep busy and active. Explore the valley, perhaps.”
“We’re going fishing after this,” Jadrian said.
Raising her eyebrows, Megan signaled her approval of the plan with a broad smile. “Another good, contemplative pursuit.”
“Are we done for today then?” Taura wanted to be outside. All her muscles were tense and her head was swimming. Dr. Garrison was easy going today but the stress of discussing her problems felt like a ten ton weight on her shoulders.
“Unfortunately, no. I think it’s much too soon, but Aydarr has insisted you meet someone who says he knows you. Aydarr’s word is law in the valley.” Dr. Garrison glanced at Jadrian. “Walt Ezden. He was in the same lab I was in, and my mate has a high opinion of him. He was quite helpful.”
Astonished at the idea there was a person who might actually recognize her and be able to supply at least a few details to fill in the blanks in her memory, Taura nearly fell off her chair. “Who is he? Where does he think he met me?”
“Let’s go slowly here,” Dr. Garrison said. “First we should see if he actually does recognize you and whether seeing him, and hearing what he has to say refreshes any memories for you.” She rose and went to the door. “If you’ll follow me, I decided the conference room was the best place to have this encounter.”
“Walt is a highly respected member of the community,” Jadrian said. “An excellent soldier, although he never speaks of his background or admits his profession in so many words. His skills in the field tell the tale.”
“What would I have had to do with a soldier?” Taura asked. “The name doesn’t trigger any associations for me.”
The impassive bodyguard followed the doctor while Jadrian and Taura trailed behind. She wrapped her fingers tightly around his. Her gut was tied in knots. “This could be the answer to so many things.”
“I urge caution as well, just like Dr. Garrison did.” He didn’t sound happy to Taura’s ears even though he’d spoken highly of the man a moment earlier.
The physician entered the conference room, which Taura was relieved to see was empty. She was still trying to master her mixed emotions at the idea of meeting a person from her past. Megan sat at the head of the table, and her Badari guard stood behind her chair. She directed Taura and Jadrian to seats facing the door. Taura had barely gotten comfortable when there was a knock and a man walked in.
Holding her breath, Taura assessed him, trying to will herself to remember. Walt was tall, well built, nothing like the sheer size and muscle mass of a Badari, but obviously more fit than most human men. Wearing fatigues, he walked with confidence. His hair was cut short, dark brown. His face wasn’t so much handsome as ruggedly appealing, with a small scar on one cheek. In her hyperaware state, something about his smile seemed off to Taura, and she noticed how intensely he surveyed her with his sharp green eyes. She shrank back in her chair and glanced at Jadrian. His brow furrowed in a frown, but he made the effort to give her a reassuring nod. Clearly, the situation bothered him.
“Taura, it is you—when they told me you’d been found, I was afraid to get my hopes up.” Walt came to the table directly opposite her but didn’t sit. “Ever since we met on Signum Twelve under the harvest moon, we haven’t been apart for more than a day or two—Lords of Space, I’ve missed you. I’ve been so worried.”
“No,” she said, unable to enunciate more than one syllable. Jadrian suppressed a growl from the chair beside her. Swallowing hard, hands locked like claws around the arms of her chair, she objected, “I’ve never seen you before.”
Walt exchanged glances with the doctor. “Honey, you and I have been together for two years. I heard you lost your memory, but surely you must remember us? Facts about our life together?”
“Were you mates?” Jadrian asked, his voice low and hostile.
“You mean married, mated like the doc here and Mateer?” Walt hesitated for a split second, and Taura held her breath. “No. We were in a committed relationship, living together, but we’d never discussed anything permanent. We had fun, though.”
As he kept talking, adding details, Taura forced herself to look him over again. Something he’d said sparked an echo in her brain, but she was sure she’d never met him before, much less been part of a couple. “No.” Scarcely aware she was doing so, she rose from the chair, shoving it violently against the wall. Hands out in front of her as if to bodily push him away, she shouted, “No, I don’t know you, this is another trick. A mind game—” Hearing her own voice wobble as she grew louder in her denials, she retreated to the corner, feeling safer there. “Stay away from me!”
Jadrian moved to stand in front of her, his broad back blocking her view of the room, his talons and fangs displayed as he faced off with Walt. “Enough of this. She says she doesn’t know you, and I believe her.”
“Why would Walt lie?” Dr. Garrison rose as well, shoving ineffectually at her bodyguard, who prevented her from moving any closer to where Taura crouched. “Be reasonable here, Jadrian.”
He shook his head. “Whether he lies or she truly doesn’t remember a shared past, the Taura here in this room right now is afraid of him, and that’s all I need to know. We’re leaving.” He pointed at Walt with one knife-like black talon. “I suggest you keep your distance for your own health, human, unless or until Taura decides she wants to talk to you. Or you’ll answer to me.” He pivoted to Taura, holding his hand out. “We’re done here.”
“Yes. Yes, we are.” Wiping tears from her cheeks, Taura used to the wall to help her rise from the crouching, self-protective position she’d assumed. She took Jadrian’s hand, barely registering the massive talons, and squeezed hard.
He put his arm around her and moved toward the door, keeping his body protectively placed between her and the human male, as if fearing the newcomer might try to grab her. Hands on his hips, Walt swung to watch them, making another appeal despite Jadrian’s warning. “Taura, you need to talk to me, sweetheart. I can help, I promise. I know you better than anyone else here on this planet.”
Unable to speak as her throat closed up from anxiety, she shook her head vehemently, hiding behind the curtain of her hair as it swung.
“She doesn’t have to do anything she doesn’t want to,” Jadrian said, the growl prominent in his voice. “We’re not the Khagrish, to force a person against their will. You’ve been warned, human.”
Then they were in the hall, heading for the door. Taura concentrated on walking one step after the other, trying to ignore the encroaching dizziness. “I think I’m going to faint.” Her voice was barely a whisper, but Jadrian heard.
Sweeping her into his arms, he cleared the door before the panels had fully opened, forcing them apart with his broad shoulders. Ignoring the gaping bystanders, he set off for their quarters at a brisk pace. “I’m sorry, I had no idea the doctor had such a thing in mind today. You should have been given more time to prepare, to decide if you even wanted to meet him. I’ve told my pack leaders that in the strongest terms in the last few minutes, via our telepathic link. I don’t care what Walt wanted, you’re the priority. My priority.”
“Thank you.” His fierce support for her warmed her heart. “I think I can walk now. Please?” Deep inside she knew tempting as it was to lean on Jadrian, she had to find her own strength and now was a good time to start, when she least wanted to make the effort.
“Of course.” He set her down carefully on the path and steadied her with one giant hand. “He was lying.”
“How do you know?”
“Well, I should say almost all of it was a lie. Certainly you and he weren’t what he claimed.” Jadrian tapped his nose. “Enhanced sense of smell. We Badari can tell when a human is lying. You told the truth as far as you know it but it was as if he had a small factual component in his words, cloaked in lies and fabrications. Confusing.”
“I’m positive I haven’t seen him before.” Taura shook her head decisively. “Something he said struck a chord with me—the name of the planet maybe? But, even so, I don’t know him.”
“What puzzles me is why he’d lie about this. Up until this afternoon I had a high opinion of Walt. He’s been an exceptional soldier, supportive of the Badari, helpful to Megan when they were imprisoned, as she said. Now I’ve lost all respect for him, and my pack leaders will be watchful. I should tell you although Aydarr and Mateer believe me, they’re not as inclined to treat him as a liar. But no one will force you to meet with him against your will.”
“Despite what he said about us being a couple, I didn’t remember or sense any physical attraction or spark between us,” Taura said, trying to analyze the brief encounter. “I’m not afraid he thought he could take me away from you—or was trying to claim he had a right to—” She stopped, tangled in her own words.
“No, I agree. I sensed no arousal on his part.” Jadrian’s voice was tight, controlled. “This wasn’t about him trying to claim a woman of his own under false pretenses. And he’d have no need for such a scheme if he was seeking a female. I know he’s well regarded among the human women. Sandara once said—” And now he was the one who chose not to proceed with the thought, instead declaring, “I wouldn’t have allowed that. We wouldn’t have allowed that. Badari believe the woman must be willing and clearly you are not. Not today.”
“Not ever.” Taura shivered. “I didn’t need another mystery, another stressful complication.”
As he entered the cave at her heels, Jadrian said, “I suggest we stop thinking about him for today then. Let’s keep to the original plan and go fishing. I’ve found time spent on the lake can be soothing to a person’s cares.”
Easier for him than it is for me. But Taura decided to relax into her companion’s pragmatic attitude and live in the moment. Let the whole Walt situation simmer until she felt more capable of dealing with the man and what he might know.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Shortly thereafter, Jadrian led her toward the lake, going in a direction they’d not taken before. “The cadets have their favorite fishing holes, but I’ve found a place no one else knows of.” He gave her a shy glance. “I’m happy to share it with you.”
Accepting his help getting over a rough spot, Taura came out of the forest growing along the lake’s edge. At some point a monumentally huge tree had snapped off in a storm and fallen into the lake, forming a natural breakwater extending quite a way from the shoreline. The downed trunk was several feet wide, and she followed Jadrian as he strode confidently out to the point where the tree entered the dark blue water.
“How deep is it here?” she asked, gazing over the lake. 
“Maybe only ten or twelve feet right here, but the bottom shelves suddenly and drops off. Out in the middle, I’ve been told the water is hundreds of feet deep. There’s a waterfall at the far end of the lake, several miles away and a strong current there. MARL’s spaceship sank in the deepest part of the lake, or so he says.”
“People keep mentioning this MARL—when will I get to meet him? Or it?”
“MARL stays close to Jill, the alpha’s wife. She decided he was male so everyone else follows her lead. You’ll meet him in due time, I’m sure.”
Taura studied the huge lake, watching a flight of birds skim the water. “No boats?”
Jadrian laughed. “We’ve yet to attempt boat building, and the Khagrish had no such craft for us to steal. It’s good fishing along the edge of the shelf right here, no need to go anywhere else. I’ll show you where to cast your line.” He set the baskets he was carrying down and assembled a fishing pole for her as she sat. “We had to make these ourselves from material we scavenged,” he said as he worked. “The Khagrish certainly didn’t store any actual fishing poles.” With a flourish, he handed the flexible metal rod to her.
Testing the feel of the pole on her hand and trying a few casts over the water, she asked, “What do we use for bait?”
He opened a container, revealing clumps of dirt and small wriggly creatures, one of which he used to bait her hook. “You don’t find this process distasteful?”
Surprised, Taura looked at him. “We won’t catch any fish without bait. Why? Am I supposed to be bothered?”
“Some of the humans can be, I’ve found. Not the colonists— they tend to be hardy and practical, like Badari. But passengers from the ships are generally a bit less pragmatic.”
“Not used to having to catch their own dinner.” She wondered who he’d brought fishing and selfishly hoped he hadn’t shown anyone else his special spot. She cast the baited line toward a darker area of the water which he said was usually full of fish. “Are there any predators in the water I should be aware of?”
“A few smaller ones, nothing we’ve found will attack a human, much less a Badari. We should be fine here.”
“What about you?” She noticed he hadn’t made a pole for himself. “We’ll probably fall far short of filling the basket if I’m the only one doing the fishing. I’m relatively sure it’s not a skill set I had before.”
“You have a bite,” he said.
Nearly over balancing in her haste to attend to the incipient catch, she appreciated his quick move to hold her on the tree trunk. Jadrian gave her a running set of simple suggestions for setting the hook and bringing the fish to shore. The iridescent blue and green lake dweller was quite large, and she was triumphant. “We can feed several people from this fish of mine!”
“Well done. Now go out and catch more.” He laughed at her as he dumped the fish into a basket that he hung off the side of the trunk into the cool water, attached to a stake driven into the sturdy old wood. 
Standing to his full height, Jadrian kicked off his boots and stripped out of his combat fatigues. “I’m going to show you how the Badari fish.”
Blinking in surprise, Taura found herself unable to avert her eyes. Jadrian undressed was quite a sight, although scars here and there on his smooth skin and lash marks across his broad back testified to the dangerous life he’d lived as a Khagrish prisoner. He had on a pair of black briefs barely covering his amazing taut ass and when he turned to dive into the water she saw from the way the fabric bulged he was built in perfect proportion everywhere.
Rising, she shielded her eyes with one hand and stared over the water, waiting for him to surface. He must be able to hold his breath for a really long time. The Badari had all kinds of other enhancements, why not one for endurance in a water environment? 
He popped his head out of the water much further into the lake than she’d expected, and waved before diving under again.
Taura sat down and decided to dangle her toes in the water, since he’d said there were no predators. Once she had her boots off, the water was cool and inviting on her feet. She wished she could go into the lake herself. She had a feeling swimming was one of her forgotten skills. Certainly she had no instinctive hesitation about entering the water. But, ruefully, she decided not to risk it today. She was debilitated from her treatment at the hands of the Khagrish and didn’t want to trust herself in deep water. But the temptation to be floating and completely free was hard to resist. Realizing it had been a while since Jadrian surfaced, she anxiously checked the lake in the vicinity he’d last been in. 
Nothing but tiny ripples from the afternoon breeze.
How long could he stay submerged? Wishing she’d asked him, Taura got to her feet. “And what exactly could I do if I did swim out there? Besides drown? He must outweigh me by two hundred pounds.” Nevertheless, when a few more minutes ticked off without bringing any sign from him, she was seriously concerned. She wedged her pole into the vee made by the stub of a broken branch and prepared to launch herself into the lake.
Only to recoil with a gasp as the man she was worried about surfaced right in front of her, laughing and dragging a net full of wriggling fish.
As he climbed onto the tree trunk, she said, “Don’t ever make me worry like that again, you hear me?”
Pausing in his efforts to secure the net full of his catch to the tree, he tossed his wet hair out of his eyes and stared at her. “You were concerned?”
“Of course I was worried. Rescuing you and drowning myself in the process wasn’t on my agenda for today.” She stomped back to her chosen spot on the trunk and sat down. “How long can you stay under?”
“I’ve no idea. Quite a while. Badari don’t have gills but our bodies function without air intake efficiently. Fortunately, the Khagrish never subjected us to tests of the ability. I’m sure more than one Badari would have died while the scientists explored the limit. But it was as if whatever reason the customer had for requesting the mutation for Generation Six in the first place ceased to exist. The Khagrish lost interest but the trait remained in our DNA.”
She toyed with her fishing line to avoid ogling him. Dripping wet, the swim suit was plastered to every inch of his generous endowments. Taura found herself breathing a bit faster for a reason other than anxiety, which took her by surprise and wasn’t entirely welcome. Given her recent trauma at the hands of the Khagrish, she found her positive visceral reaction to Jadrian confusing and a little daunting. Could she really be thinking of a physical relationship so soon? She liked him as a person and now she found herself craving his touch in a way quite different from the reassuring hugs they’d shared. “Can you put a towel on? Or get dressed?”
“I was going out for more fish,” he said.
“Good. Do that then. Don’t mind me.” She squirmed a bit on the log, trying to ease the warm sensation deep inside. She needed to stifle the temptation to reach out to him, to stroke his enticingly lean body and draw him into an embrace where he was wrapped around her, skin to skin. 
Jadrian walked closer. “Are you all right? Are you having a flashback?”
Taking a deep breath, afraid to trust her voice, she nodded.
“Oh,” he said, in an altered tone of voice.
Too late she remembered what a fabulous sense of smell the Badari possessed. If he could tell a human was telling an untruth, what were the odds he could detect her arousal? She didn’t want complications in her situation. Jadrian was her only ally among the people who ruled the valley, and she was probably nowhere near ready to have a relationship with anyone. Was he going to misunderstand her reaction and try to pursue it? Would things get awkward?
He launched into a shallow dive, going under the water so smoothly there was barely a ripple. A moment later he surfaced about four feet away from her and only his head and shoulders were visible. “I apologize for making you uncomfortable,” he said. “I had no such intention. This is what we Badari wear to swim. Or else we go naked, but I felt that was inappropriate today.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” she said. “It’s me and my messed up brain. You’re a helluva good looking guy.” She kicked a small spray of water in his direction, trying to lighten the mood. “Haven’t seen many of those in the last few months. I overreacted.”
“You’re an exceptionally attractive woman,” he said, treading water easily, eyes narrowed as he studied her from afar. “I find myself drawn to you, from the time we first met.”
She shook her head. “You can’t fool me. I may not have looked in any mirrors lately but I’m way underweight, I have circles under my eyes and scars where the fucking Khagrish tortured me. Attractive I am not.”
“Your inner strength and determination make you even more appealing.” 
Heat spread through her cheeks as she blushed, her stress rising, and her arousal remaining strong. “Can we not have this discussion? You’ve been a good friend to me but, just like the Walt thing, I’m not ready for any complications. I have to get myself under control, have to find out who I really was, not get sidetracked.”
There was silence as he continued to maintain his place in the water with no visible effort. “Any involvement between us would complicate your recovery?”
“Yes.” She made her voice adamant.
“Then it’s as well I have no such thing in mind.” He sank under the surface of the lake and was gone.
Way to go, idiot. You assumed too much and hurt his feelings. Silently she upbraided herself as she dealt with another fish at the end of her line. Jadrian meant what he said—he was trying to help her gain control over her errant memory because her ordeal reminded him of his own experiences. And there was no one else here to help her besides the well-meaning but ill equipped doctor. No mental health professionals, no other options than to spend her days drugged as a well-tended prisoner of her own people. His compliment about her strength had been pleasing and the other remark about her appearance was polite. She leaned over the water and tried to discern the details of her reflection, but the slight breeze kept the water in motion.
When he brought the next net full of fish back, he stayed underwater while fastening the net securely to the tree trunk, then grabbed his clothes while Taura kept her head turned and her focus on the lake. By unspoken agreement they kept the conversation focused on their catch and the chore of cleaning the fish before carting the filets to the dining hall for Sandara to add to her menu. 
By the time Taura struggled up the hill to the cave from the final errand to the kitchen, she was exhausted and unsure whether her legs would hold her vertical another minute. 
Sinking onto the mattress, she said, “You should go ahead by yourself tonight. I’m sure I’ll be fine—I’m so tired not even a nightmare could wake me.”
“Go where?” He paused in the midst of dividing the dinner rations they’d brought to their quarters for the evening meal.
“Sandara’s lakeside party. Remember at breakfast this morning she mentioned it?” Even as she reminded him, Taura was astonished how much had occurred in one day. No wonder I’m tired.
“I wouldn’t leave you here alone,” he said. “Not under any circumstances.”
“But you told her you’d attend—”
“I said we’d be there and, if you’re too tired, that’s the end of it. I have no great desire to go to this event. Mostly, I was looking forward to sitting and talking with you, which we can do equally well here. But, if you need sleep, I’ll be fine merely keeping watch by the fire.”
From the tight set of his shoulders, Taura gathered he didn’t want to talk about the issue any longer. “Fine with me. I can’t make you go, and I appreciate you having my back, especially while I’m asleep.”
“There’s still the issue of Walt.” He brought her a plate and handed it over slowly, as if lost in speculation about what the human might try next. “If he knew you were here by yourself, he might try to reopen this afternoon’s conversation.”
“Which I don’t want.” Taura shivered at the mere idea of dealing with Walt alone in this somewhat remote cave. His intensity in his insistence about knowing her was intimidating.
Sopping up gravy with a roll, Jadrian nodded. “There’ll be other parties at the lake, I’m sure. You humans seem to delight in creating these social events.”
“Kelli mentioned them as well, when we were at Stores with her this morning. Do the Badari customarily attend?” Taura tried to picture a group of the stern warriors at a cocktail party making small talk and suppressed a giggle.
“Aydarr and his mate think it’s an important step in creating a shared community, so we’re encouraged to be social in our off hours. There’ll be another one in two days as a matter of fact, with the entire valley invited.”
Conversation lagged and Taura could barely keep her eyes open during dinner. “I think I’m going to go ahead and turn in,” she said as she scraped her plate into the refuse container after the meal ended.
“You’ve been yawning nonstop for the last hour. I’ve fixed the bedroom chamber for you.” Taking her hand, he led her across the cave they were using as the main quarters and into a smaller alcove. “I thought you’d like the privacy, but I’ll be close at hand if you have a nightmare.”
“This is fine. The colors in the rocks are so pretty in the lights, like a fairytale cave.” She’d rather sit next to the fire—and Jadrian’s reassuring bulk—in the outer chamber as she had last night, but he was probably right. She did need to relearn the mundane process of sleeping in her own bed and not succumbing to terrible nightmares. The chamber was roomy enough she wouldn’t feel as if she was in a cell, with the further softening effect of a flat floor covered in rugs Jadrian selected at Stores earlier. Some high end merchant in the Sectors must have been really upset when this cargo went missing. Good thing he can’t see us using the hand woven piece of art to cover a cold cave floor. There weren’t any other amenities but the sparkling mineral deposits in the stone walls added a festive touch.
A bit dubious, she wished him a good night, changed into the large T shirt Kelli had issued her to serve as a nightgown, and crawled onto the mattress. The bed was cold and large enough for her and Jadrian, so curling up under a blanket on one edge by herself led to loneliness. Turning off the handlamp sitting on a handy rock beside the bed, she asked the Lords of Space to send her a dreamless night’s sleep and shut her eyes.



CHAPTER SIX
 
It was not to be.
The first time she came to consciousness, she was screaming and flailing at Jadrian as he tried to calm her down.
“You tried to go outside,” he said as she came to her senses. “I was barely in time to keep you from breaking your neck on the path in the dark. You were convinced the Chimmer were here. And you were in tears over the unsent messages again.”
The name of the deadly aliens sent shivers down her spine and Taura’s chest constricted, cutting off her air. She clutched the fabric of Jadrian’s shirt with both fists and huddled against him as she fought to breathe. “Don’t let them take me.”
He stroked one hand over her hair and hugged her. “There are no Chimmer here, anywhere, I promise.”
“I—I think they’re a trigger for me.”
“Do you think you saw one in reality? Dr. Garrison encountered one during her imprisonment, and I’ve seen them from a distance more than once, but not enough to be a triggering event. The customers weren’t directly involved in torturing me.”
She rubbed her arms, reluctant to explain. But how will I ever get control if I can’t acknowledge the problems? “I see them in my nightmares , not every time but often. Two of them are dragging me somewhere. I’m injured, in pain, terrified. Then they shove me into…well, into a place or an enclosure I’m desperately struggling to avoid. Parts of the dream feel so real I believe it is a genuine memory. In the nightmare I’m trying to remember desperately important information, something I need, a trick or technique that would help me escape, and I can’t quite concentrate on it. Their hands are sticky and cold, like slugs crawling on my skin—”
“Taura, stop.” His voice was firm and the command so crisp she fell silent instantly. “I can tell you’re working yourself up into another anxiety attack. I’m not saying we can’t discuss the enemy on occasion, but no more tonight. This is an insight we’ll share with Dr. Garrison and talk about it in broad daylight, where no night terrors can hide in the shadows. For now, tell yourself as many times as you must— there are no Chimmer here. None. They only visit this planet occasionally, to review progress on the Khagrish experiments or to give new research orders and, to the best of my knowledge, only a few of the aliens ever arrive at any one time. Not an invasion force, not a group searching for escaped prisoners like us. Even when we were in the labs, the Chimmer didn’t directly interact with the Badari. All right?”
Taura took a deep breath. “Facts help. They do. I can tell myself not to worry so much about a situation if the facts indicate otherwise. My rational mind can calm my terrified instincts.”
“Good, then we’ve made progress.”
“My memories of the Khagrish and the tortures I endured in their fucking lab are triggers as well,” she said. “But you’re right, it’s different.”
“I think the nightmares are over the ‘customers’, as we call them, based on what I can make out from your words.”
A bitter laugh bubbled up from deep inside her. “You mean my incoherent, madwoman screams and curses?”
“I meant what I said. You may be yelling and swearing, but with intent and purpose, even in a flashback.” His denial was firm and measured. Eyes glowing golden, he watched her. “You’re not insane, Taura. Nor going insane. You went through hell and your mind and body are trying to process it, deal with it. Part of you wants to find a way to make it reality that none of what you suffered ever actually happened, or to create a different outcome for yourself in the past. Neither solution is possible. The best you can do is plan how you’d react if the situation arose again. Make peace with the past.”
“Speaking from personal experience?” She genuinely wanted to know the answer.
Nodding, he stirred the fire to make the flames blaze higher and provide more warmth. “I berated myself frequently for not having managed to kill the worst of my tormenters. I was a Badari, after all, and they were weak Khagrish. I should have found a way to exact revenge, even if I died in the process. Better if I died, actually, because then the torment would have been over. But the Great Mother did not will it to be so.”
They sat together beside the fire for a long time and when her rapid breathing and her jitters subsided, Jadrian escorted her to the bed chamber again and watched from the doorway as she settled in. “I wish only good dreams for you the rest of this night,” he said. “But I’ll be right out here if you need me.”
Taura adjusted the lamp to low, thinking maybe the pitch black room had disoriented her, and moved around a bit to find the most comfortable position for sleeping.
She believed she’d barely closed her eyes but came to consciousness weeping as if her heart would break, unable to breathe unimpeded. Once again, she was recalled to reality by Jadrian’s deep voice as he held her.
“This is so not working.” She wiped her eyes with the tail of her nightgown.
“On the contrary, our arrangement is working to some extent.” His objection was prompt and firm. “I’m able to bring you to your senses and you’ve had no sedating drugs.”
“And no restraints. Well, nothing other than your arms.” She rubbed her hand along his forearm and patted his hand. “Which are comforting. Thank you, my friend.”
He flipped his hand palm upward to clasp her fingers. “Can you go to sleep or do you want to come sit by the fire for a bit? Redirect your thoughts?”
“Don’t you need your sleep. Such as it is?”
“Badari can handle sleep deprivation without a performance drop for a long time.” He rose and extended his hand to her.
It was cozy, sitting bundled up next to the fire, with Jadrian close by. The silence was comfortable, but Taura pondered what they could chat about. Usually people asked questions and compared notes about their life experiences in order to get to know each other better, but her past was a blank, and his consisted of torture and captivity. She hated acknowledging the Khagrish as their common ground. She wished they’d met in a less dramatic way, another place and time. But how could we ever have found each other?
“What are you thinking so hard about?” he asked softly. “Your brow is furrowed.”
“I was trying to think of safe subjects to talk about.”
“We don’t have to talk. We also don’t have to worry what is safe or unsafe,” he said. “There aren’t any barriers between us, or so I hope anyway.”
“But there isn’t much of anything you can ask me I could answer. That’s so limiting.”
“What did you enjoy most about the fishing today?” he said promptly, with a grin.
Other than getting all hot over you? She cleared her throat. “The peaceful lake. And feeling useful. Not just a broken down, hair trigger trauma survivor.”
“Leaving the hospital was a good thing,” he said.
“Thanks to you. I don’t think I’d be making even this much progress without your intervention.”
Silence fell again, with only the crackling of the fire to keep them company. Taura yawned once then a second even more jaw cracking time. “I guess I’m ready to try to sleep again. What do we have to do tomorrow? Which is probably already today, right?”
“We have no schedule other than seeing the doctor, and I’ll ensure there are no more surprises there where you’re concerned. Why?”
“I’m inclined to believe I should stay active. Do you think the kitchen needs more fish?”
Laughing, he shook his head. “Not yet. We could explore along the far side of the lake, if you have the energy to attempt the hike. I’ve only been over there once on patrol, and it’d be a good idea to re-familiarize myself with the area.”
“Sounds good. I want as much fresh air and open space as I can get.” She stood and hesitated. “Would you mind sleeping in the bed with me? I think I’d feel more secure if you were right there. In case I have another nightmare, I mean.”
“You read my mind. I was debating how to broach the possibility without alarming you. If I’m by your side, I can train myself to wake when I hear the early signs of an attack, the way your breathing and heart rate spike. Maybe I can waken you gently before the nightmare takes hold.”
She glanced at the open mouth of the cave. “We don’t have to worry about trespassers, do we?”
“I’ve set up a few selected surprises for anyone or anything foolish enough to bother a Badari and his…friend in their own den.”
Of course he had. Jadrian was a warrior first and foremost but Taura appreciated his fierce protectiveness towards her. “Oh. Good. Well, shall we try for more sleep?”
She walked to the bedroom, Jadrian right behind her, and situated herself on the edge of the bed. He lay down on the other side, and the mattress tilted toward him. Before she could stop herself, Taura rolled right into him, nestled firmly against the front of his warm, hard body. Hastily, she scrabbled back to her original position, while he remained motionless. 
Once she was settled, he extinguished the light. “It was a long time before I could stand any unrequested touch, after the Khagrish released me from the cell,” he said conversationally. “I understand how you must feel, as much as any being can put themselves in the place of another.”
“I appreciate your empathy,” she said, grateful he was trying so hard to reassure her. “Some of the things that bastard did to me—”
“There were things done to me, above and beyond the pain, violations committed by the Khagrish, I’ve never spoken of to anyone,” he said. “I have no wish to discuss them now, but I want you to know, I do understand. In this regard also, unfortunately, we are alike.”
Taura rolled on her side toward him, reaching for his hand, not surprised he saw her gesture with the aid of his superior night vision and wrapped his fingers around hers. “Survivors, that’s what we are. Tough, dangerous survivors. No one’s going to mess with either of us and, if anyone dares, they’ll answer to both of us. Right?”
“Right.”
 
Taura managed to sleep for a few hours with no more nightmares. In fact, she had the impression the last dream of the night was soothing, but she couldn’t recall any details. Finding herself alone in the bed chamber when she woke, she left the bed, did a few stretches, and strolled into the larger living area. Sunlight streamed into the cave entrance, although the artificial lighting was definitely still required. Drinking a mug of tea, lounging in the single chair, Jadrian studied a handheld device. He glanced up at her entrance and his face relaxed into a smile. “I’m happy to see you wake so peacefully.”
“Yeah, long night for both of us.” She ran her hand through her curly hair in a futile effort to tame it as she checked the light outside. “Looks like I slept right through breakfast.”
“Yes, we’ll have to go to the dining hall for early lunch instead. I thought you needed sleep more than food, though. There are always ration bars to stave off hunger pangs.” He set aside the handheld. “I made extra hot water for tea if you care for a cup.”
“Sounds divine.” Taura sank onto her preferred rock and reached for the handheld while he rose to make her hot beverage. “May I look?”
“Certainly. The text is in Khagrish, however.”
“Oh.” Faced with screen after screen of gibberish, she set the device on the chair. “What were you reading with so much intensity?”
“This is a captured device from the lab where you were held. Mateer asked me to check all the files and see if I could find anything useful.” Handing her the mug, he sat across from her. “We took the place down because MARL was intercepting messages indicating it was a site for research the Ch—I mean the customer regarded as highest priority. Since we Badari were the highest priority experiment on the planet before we escaped, we think it must have to do with us. My Alpha is deeply concerned.”
“You can say Chimmer to me.” She paused, while an involuntary shiver ran through her. Biting her lip in annoyance, she said, “I have to get past this, being triggered by the mere mention of their name.”
“Your heart rate is elevating.” He studied her intently. “But I don’t detect an imminent flashback.”
“Maybe talking about it last night helped. The proof will be if I can get through tonight without more nightmares.” Forcing herself to unclench her hands, she picked up the mug and drank a few sips of tea. “You were saying, about the lab?”
“If they were indeed working on anything affecting the Badari, we must know and quickly. But I found nothing as yet.”
“Why did he ask you to do this search?”
“Because I’m not patrolling or drilling right now. In order to be useful to the pack while helping you, I volunteered for any assignment I could do while present for you.” He tapped the handheld and made a face of distaste. “Boring stuff so far. This researcher was more interested in exchanging flirtatious messages with a female co-worker than taking useful notes. But there are more devices to be checked. It’s possible only a few people high in the hierarchy were aware of the nature of the actual research. If you’re ready to go for lunch, then afterwards we can keep our daily appointment with Dr. Garrison and be free to hike along the far shore of the lake for a few hours before dark.”
“I like the sound of your plan.” She finished her tea. “I’ll be ready in a few minutes. Not much in my closet to choose from, so it’s easy to get dressed.”
Jadrian reached for the handheld. “Take your time.”
Making her way to the bedroom, Taura riffled through the stack of utilitarian clothing Kelli had given her. “Boring, boring, and more boring.” Smiling a bit ruefully, she whispered, “What does one wear as a prison escapee living in a cave?” 
With no warning, she was plunged into a completely different kind of vivid memory scene, freezing her in place—she was in a luxurious bedroom in a modern Sectors home or maybe a hotel, staring into a closet full of high fashion gowns and price-y separates, muttering to herself. “What will the target like? What’s going to capture his fancy and lower his guard?” Impractical, fanciful shoes littered the floor, along with several discarded items of clothing—
“Taura? We might have to see the doctor before we eat if we don’t hurry.”
Jadrian’s comment jarred her out of the vision and she blinked a few times to bring reality into focus. Knees weak, she retreated a step and sat on the bed before she fell, hand pressed to her forehead. “Lords of Space, that was scary.”
He came closer, sitting next to her. “A flashback?”
“I think so, but not like anything I’ve had before. A true memory maybe.” Disinclined to explain the full vision to him because the idea she was deliberately dressing to lure a man into doing who knows what, apparently against the individual’s will, upset her. Realizing Jadrian was watching her anxiously, she said, “I—I was getting dressed, but not here in the cave. I was at home in the Sectors.”
“Not too upsetting then?”
“No, just odd,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t detect the small untruth. The scene itself hadn’t distressed her—it was the implication she’d been about to carry out a deception that shook her.
“I think it’s progress. Dr. Garrison will be encouraged.”
Taura stood, and he followed suit. “Let me change, which was the original thing I came in here to do, and we can go.”
“We still have time to eat first if we hurry.” He left her alone.
 
There’s something she’s not telling me. Jadrian returned to his seat and retrieved the Khagrish handheld from the cushions, but didn’t flick it on. He sorted through his impressions of Taura just now. Not a lie, not reliving a frightening incident, but she wasn’t happy with whatever she remembered. Had Walt had been in the memory, or another male perhaps? Repressing a snarl, he forced his suddenly extended talons to retract. Neither he nor Taura had the slightest idea who she really was in her previous life. She could have been married or in a relationship, even if not to Walt. I’ve no cause for jealousy. 
But he was jealous, possessive to a shocking degree.
Taura had taken over a huge part of his consciousness, become important to him in a way he didn’t completely understand. Her presence in his life made him happy, aside from his sorrow over her captivity and mistreatment at the hands of the Khagrish, and he’d do anything to assist her, to protect her.
Rising, he glanced at the entrance to the bedroom area, but there was no sign of Taura yet. The confining walls of the cave suddenly chafed at his nerves, and he strode to the entrance, stepping into the sunlight. Staring over the trees to the lake, he lectured himself sternly. He was Taura’s friend in all this, trying to help her regain her memories and cope with her stress and trauma because they’d had similar experiences at the hands of the Khagrish and there was no one else on the planet to assist, other than the doctor, of course. There couldn’t be anything more between them until Taura—and he—knew who she was. What her entanglements might be. He owed it to her to help her recover her identity.
We’re going to have to talk to Walt. He has a critical piece of the Taura puzzle, even if he was lying.
The realization made Jadrian unhappy. If I got the human alone, would he tell me anything? But no, it was Taura’s truth, not his. Not his place to ask Walt anything.
She emerged from the cave dressed in cadet-sized fatigue pants and a too big T shirt over them, which she was knotting at the side hem to provide more shape. Jadrian swallowed hard and forced himself to look away from the way the fabric outlined her shapely breasts as she tugged at it. Taura might not think she was attractive in the current conditions but he disagreed. She had an inner fire that drew him, and her petite frame and wildly curling hair only added to the desire he felt. He forced himself to think of something else, concentrating on the steps in cleaning and reassembling a pulse rifle.
He’d given his word not to take this situation in a more intimate direction and now, despite his resolve, he wanted her. Wanted to be as close to her as one being could get to another person, in all ways.
But neither he nor Taura really knew who she was. He came up against the hard reality and shook his head.
“Shall we go?” Taura rested her hand in the crook of his elbow. “I’m hungry enough to eat an entire basket of those fish I caught yesterday, tails and all.” She laughed.
They made the descent to the trail hand in hand, as the stony slope leading to his cave was on the treacherous side. “I’ll take a few hours of this time off I’ve been granted and create a proper terraced path with stepping stones,” he said. “To make it easier for you.”
Taura gazed at the hillside as if surveying the area for a staircase. “Terrific idea because right now the so-called path is fit for mountain goats. I can help. But you’re already doing so much for me, no need to go to extra trouble. I might only be here for the week Mateer gave us to try our experiment in post-traumatic stress control.”
And you might be here forever. He clamped down on the stray thought. “We’ll see.”
At the dining hall, the lunch crowd had yet to arrive so he and Taura progressed through the serving line fairly rapidly, right until the end, when Sandara stepped from the kitchen and blocked their path to the seating area.
Sandara stood with her hands on her hips, gazing up into his face. “I missed you last night. We had a lot of fun at the party but without you I was one guest short.”
Annoyed to be confronted in this fashion, Jadrian stopped and made an effort to be civil without getting drawn into a debate. “I apologize. Other things took priority for me.”
“Other things or other people?” She flicked a glance at Taura beside him.
“It was my fault,” Taura said. “I’m not completely recovered from my experience at the lab, and he wouldn’t go without me.”
“Making it my fault for not being clear you weren’t even invited,” Sandara said in a deceptively pleasant voice that carried effortlessly. “This was a small, private gathering of personal friends, not an open bash for anyone who wandered in. Aydarr’s hosting one of those later in the week.”
Infuriated at her rudeness, Jadrian felt his talons pricking at his fingertips. “Would you excuse us for a moment?” he asked Taura, while at the same time sending his friend Timtur an urgent request to come and escort her to the Badari table.
She held her head high, spots of color in her cheeks the only indication she was upset. “Well then, I apologize all over again. I don’t make it a habit to go where I’m not wanted.”
The Badari medic hastened up. “Taura, Jadrian, I’ve saved seats for you at the table.” Smoothly, Timtur took her tray in one massive hand and touched her elbow with the other. “My mate Lily is here today, and she’s eager to meet you. She’s your doctor’s twin sister, you know.”
Taura paused, looking at Jadrian, who prayed to his goddess nothing in the current uncomfortable situation was going to trigger a sudden assault of bad memories for her. “I’ll be right there,” he said.
“Take your time—I’ll be fine.” She allowed Timtur to lead her into the sea of tables.
Jadrian turned to Sandara, well aware most people in the immediate vicinity were eavesdropping. “You owe her an apology.”
The cook’s jaw dropped and she retreated a step. “She shouldn’t make assumptions. Why would I invite your raggedy pity case to my party? Honestly, Jadrian, what were you thinking? Why are you wasting your time?”
He took her elbow and forced her to walk with him in the direction of the kitchen behind the service lines.
They’d barely entered the chamber used for food preparation and cooking when she spun in his direction, nearly tripping him, and put her arms around his neck. “I’m sorry—I was really looking forward to the evening with you by my side so I was disappointed. I hate to see you reduced to babysitting some loony girl you happened to rescue. That’s not fair to you or me. She can go to Aydarr’s party this week and meet everyone, you know.”
He unwound her grip on him and set her back a step, none too gently. “Don’t attempt to belittle Taura or lessen her in my eyes. She’s a brave woman, working hard to recover.”
“Sorry, guess I touched a nerve. The gossip about her is pretty lurid, you know.” Sandara held up her hands and shrugged, while smiling. “Next time I run into her I’ll be sure to make nice if it’ll please you. But Jadrian—”
“Now I’ll apologize,” he said, hearing the incipient growl in his own voice and not caring. “For anything I ever did leading you to think you and I were more than friends or a couple or going to be one. We were never a couple, we never slept together, I never said you were my mate. We had pleasant times at the many gatherings you humans initiated and that was all that was ever between us.”
Eyes narrowed, she stared at him. “What if I said I feel the possibility of the mate bond forming between us? If you’d just let yourself go when we’re together? What then?” She tried to touch his arm, and he moved aside to avoid the contact. “Should I go to the Alpha and ask him to let us spend time together since the mate bond is so important to the Badari? To assign the girl to another soldier in the pack to babysit and free you?”
Incredulous, he lost control of his fangs, his talons and his temper. “You dare speak of matters sacred to the Badari? There is no link between us, not now, not ever.”
Hand to her mouth, eyes wide, Sandara retreated a step. The other human staff in the kitchen were cowering at the rear of the chamber.
“Jadrian, stand down.” It was Jill, the mate of the Alpha and the person to whom all Badari soldiers had sworn loyalty. In Aydarr’s absence she was in charge, so he reined in his fury and stood at parade rest. She marched in front of Jadrian and glared at the cook. “Sandara, you’re way out of line, and I don’t blame Jadrian for reacting as he has. You have no idea how the mate bond works, you have no right to talk about it—in here or to the Alpha.”
“I—I thought we meant more to each other, that’s all.” Sandara swallowed hard. “Or could, except for the interference of this new arrival.” 
Without looking at him, Jill raised one hand to stop Jadrian from responding. To Sandara she said, “Now you know how matters stand with Jadrian so I suggest you stay far, far away from him from now on, outside your duties here at the kitchen. If there’d been any chance of a mate bond, you and he would have known without a doubt, trust me. The relationship can’t be forced or nurtured into existence.” She took a deep breath, as if she hadn’t planned to discuss the topic in any depth. “We all need to focus on the fact the Khagrish are the danger to this entire community here, and we can’t afford internal distractions or misunderstandings.” She flicked a glance at Jadrian. “Escort me to the table—my sister’s waiting.”
“Yes, pack leader.” 
She walked out of the kitchen without a backward glance, and he followed on her heels.
Jill talked to him in a fast undertone as they made their way through the eating area, where people ostentatiously lowered their gaze to their plates as Jadrian and the Alpha’s mate walked past. “I think Aydarr and I are going to have to take a second look at the fraternization rules in light of this. A few human women see you Badari as their solution to a better life here, since your people are the top of the food chain, with Aydarr in charge. Apparently certain individuals will go to great lengths to try to create a bond where there isn’t one.”
“Not all are like Sandara has proven to be,” he said. “My packmates don’t deserve to be punished because I failed to understand her intent and actions. I must take part of the blame for this awkward situation. Many of the Badari have entered into mutual relationships with human women—what you call dating—and are happy, even if there is no mate bond.”
“I agree with you wholeheartedly. But maybe the pack needs to rethink how these two communities interact, to prevent future misunderstandings and complications.” She sighed. “One more thing to go on my endless list of Badari-human topics to ponder.”
“How is it you were here to intervene?” he asked.
“Having lunch with my sister, like I said.” She pointed to the table they were heading for and he saw Lily Garrison sitting with Taura and Timtur. “A little Badari bird told me I’d better get into the kitchen fast and defuse whatever was going on there.” Chuckling, Jill shook her head. “I can tell I lost you with my mixed metaphor just now—one of the pack met me at the door and gave me a head’s up.”
“We won’t stress Taura over this,” he said.
“Absolutely not.” Jill hastened her steps, moving ahead of him as she rushed to hug Lily.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Taura guessed the discussion with Sandara had been unpleasant if he’d needed the Alpha’s wife to become involved. After lunch, as they walked toward the clinic, she tried to apologize. “I’m sorry if I caused trouble between you and—”
“The trouble was all of her making,” he said, cutting Taura off. “You’re not at fault.”
“But I do monopolize your time right now.”
Jadrian stopped walking, glared at the few other people in the vicinity, who moved along rapidly, and drew Taura aside into the shade of a tree, adjusting his stance so his large frame protected her from anyone’s scrutiny. “Everything I do for you is done by my choice. If I asked the Alpha or Mateer to reassign me and make it so I never spent another minute in your company, there’d be no question of refusal.”
A sharp pain stabbed through her heart at the idea of being cut off from him. 
“I’m a Badari warrior, not a naïve cub or cadet,” he continued. “I never made promises to Sandara or any other human woman. My failure was in not recognizing her wish to be more than mere friends and making my own lack of reciprocal feelings plain. I choose to be present for you. I gave my word to you, to be your friend and to help, and I don’t take on a commitment lightly, no Badari does.” He searched her face, his golden eyes glowing even in the strong daylight. “Are we clear? Are you still unsure of your place with me?”
Taura shook her head, unable to speak around the lump in her throat. Swallowing hard, she reached out to rest her hand on his arm. “I’m so glad you were the one who rescued me, who keeps rescuing me. I can’t imagine not having you by my side. My friend.”
He closed his hand over hers, squeezing her fingers gently. “Then we have no misunderstandings, and whatever anyone else may think is their problem. The doctor is waiting – we’d better go.”
 
Although she had a pretty successful second day out of the hospital, with no flashbacks, and Dr. Garrison had been encouraging at their daily meeting, Taura was nervous about the gathering the next evening, which was for all residents of the valley, hosted by the Alpha and his wife.
“I must attend,” Jadrian said. “The pack is required to be there, no exceptions, other than those on patrol or other essential duties. But, if you wish to wait for me at the clinic, I’m sure Dr. Garrison would let you use her office or perhaps another space, not a regular patient room. You’d be safe from Walt and anyone else you might not wish to encounter.”
“Sandara, you mean. I can handle her.” Taura was in no doubt. Nothing about the woman or the situation created anything more than a mild social anxiety.
“She’s in charge of the food preparation so of course she’ll be there.”
“Fine. We managed not to run into her any of the other trips we made to the dining hall.” Taura didn’t tell him she’d had a few hostile glances and muttered remarks made to her by Sandara’s friends when he was out of earshot. Those rolled off her back as unimportant. Anything less than a flashback incident didn’t faze her. The catty incidents so far were certainly nothing to mention to Jadrian, not as protective of her as he was.
“Are you afraid of having an incident at the gathering?”
“Maybe a little.” Taura rubbed her left hand over the discolored band of skin on her right arm, where the Khagrish neurocontroller had been. “I haven’t been around people who went through the same thing I did other than you—and we understand each other. I—I can’t handle too much discussion of the labs, what they did to us there—”
“This evening is for celebration of our new life, as represented by the three new moons rising above us. “He seated himself on the end of the bed next to her and took her hand. “Trust me, people won’t be discussing their experiences with the Khagrish. The talk will be of life here and now.”
“It’s reassuring to hear. I need to remember my experiences and I aren’t the center of the universe,” she said with a laugh. “You must think I’m being egotistical.”
“Nothing of the sort.” His reassurance was immediate and warm. “But as Megan said in our visit to her today, one thing to watch out for is overthinking a situation and allowing yourself to catastrophize. I’ll be right there and if some aspect of the gathering sets off your anxiety, we can leave. No need for a list of what if scenarios.”
“Keep it simple,” she said, smoothing the blanket with her free hand, as if she was brushing her worries away.
“Exactly.” Grinning, he gave her a hug. 
Taura only had the two human clothing outfits Kelli had issued to her, so choosing one and getting dressed didn’t take much time. When she and Jadrian walked to the large open glade where the community’s events were held, she found the space pretty well filled with humans and a sprinkling of Badari. 
There were several bonfires blazing, long tables laden with food, small groups scattered here and there. Jadrian guided her to greet the Alpha and his wife briefly and then the two of them proceeded to fill their plates. Taura saw no sign of Sandara, although the meal and the presentation of the dishes were obviously in her signature cooking style. Taura wondered what Sandara had done on the Amarcae colony, run a restaurant? How advanced and sophisticated was their original colony? But she didn’t ask.
As she sat off to the side with Jadrian and a few other Badari warriors and humans, it dawned on her there were practically no children present. The youngest Badari boys looked about eight to her, and were all intensely solemn, not running and playing as she guessed a group of human children would be doing at a big picnic of this sort. She was glad no one had kidnapped Sectors children to give the Khagrish as subjects for experiments, but she felt the lack of youthful spirits made the gathering a bit sad. 
The pregnant Dr. Garrison walked by with her mate, and Taura remembered there would be a next generation. Maybe other human women here would be having babies in the future, either half-Badari or human and this would become more like a real, viable colony, even if they were cut off from the Sectors.
Jadrian bumped her shoulder with his own. “What are you thinking?”
“About children,” she said without considering if this was a topic she wanted to broach with him. “It’s a nice party, but children would make everything more lively. The Badari boys are so disciplined and proper, like miniature adults. Do they ever get to cut loose and play?”
“Our next generations were always the most important thing to us,” he said as if making a declaration about a topic close to his heart. His voice rang with sincerity and the austere lines of his face softened as he watched the cubs nearby. “That hasn’t changed. In the labs, there was no play as such. We were schooled in team sports as training and physical conditioning, worked hard by the Khagrish instructors, pitted against the other packs, cruelly punished for losing or what the instructors deemed failures. Since we were freed and escaped to this valley, Lily and her team of teachers have tried to encourage the cubs and cadets to try new things for the sheer joy of doing them, to recapture what she says is a necessary part of childhood.” His eyes were glowing a bit with emotion. “Maybe the youngest will be able to respond fully but, for the others, the lessons of the labs are too deeply ingrained. Behaving in certain ways meant surviving.”
“I understand. But at least there’s hope for the future.”
“Aydarr is open minded on topics such as these, including Lily’s guidance for well-rounded child development. But first we have to secure the future, not simply hide in this valley under the protection of an alien device we don’t really understand.” He took a deep breath. “Too much heavy thinking for this evening. But the music will start soon.”
“Music?”
“A surprising number of the humans sing, either by themselves or in groups. A few play instruments, which they’ve crafted since coming here. People will dance. Humans are very clever.” He smiled. “Your species is quite good at taking nothing and making it into something. I admire the ability.”
“We’re resilient,” she agreed. “And the Badari?”
He blinked as if he couldn’t believe she would need to ask such a basic question. “Are we resilient?”
Giving him a playful shove, she laughed. “No, I already know the answer to that. Do you make music at these events?”
Taura was astonished to see his face take on a frown in response to her simple inquiry. Jadrian crossed his arms as if to fend off the topic. “A touchy subject.”
She touched the back of his hand and gave him what she hoped was a disarming look, working to defusing the unexpected tension. “I’m not trying to pry, I promise. I was merely curious.”
Like a storm cloud lifting, the tension left his face and his frame. Shaking a finger at her and grinning, he asked, “Is this you making conversation on safe, shared topics?”
It felt good to laugh. “I guess I am.”
“There are songs—chants really—passed down in the ancestral memory and a few special ceremonies. A few of us drum to accompany the words and certain members of the pack might dance in specific patterns, but none of it is for the eyes of anyone outside the pack.” He gazed around at the meadow. “Certainly not in a place such as this. But Aydarr and Jill have encouraged those in the pack who wished to do so to attempt to learn human dances. Did you want to try one?”
“Lords of Space, no. I don’t even know if I can dance.” Although the idea of being held close in Jadrian’s arms while dreamy music played was alluring. 
“The group dances are relatively simple and involve minimal contact. You’ll see.”
Soon the few human musicians began tuning up their homemade instruments, and the space in the center of the meadow was cleared. A series of singers moved into and out of the circle as the evening wore on, offering their versions of popular Sectors’ songs she was familiar with, and then the promised dancing commenced. The dances were vigorous, folk type arrangements, designed for groups rather than couples per se. Taura didn’t know any of the steps and was content to sit and watch.
As the festivities wore on, her body sagged with fatigue. A few people had made an effort to reach out and talk to her. Kelli from Stores sat with her for quite a while, making tart comments about her fellow colonists and giving Taura a lot of valuable intel about the inner workings of the community in the process. Kelli eventually wandered off to join a line dance forming up, and Taura breathed a sigh of relief. She was overwhelmed by all the people, by having to sustain a conversation. Jadrian had taken advantage of Kelli’s presence beside Taura to go and participate in one of the mixed team sports events, saying Aydarr had ordered the Badari to do a minimum of one activity with the humans during the evening, not just sit and watch.
“How is that fair, if the Badari play against the humans? You guys are bigger and taller,” Taura said with a laugh.
“We put an equal number of our people on each team and there are rules about who can score points and how.”
“That must take some of the fun out of it.”
He stared at her from his greater height. “Remember I told you we were forced to participate in team sports as part of the overall training. Finding fun in the activity isn’t our nature, but we’re learning from our human teammates.”
“I’ll cheer you on from the sidelines,” she said.
“Which will be fun for me.” He jogged off to the improvised ball court on the far side of the meadow.
Once Kelli had said her goodbyes and gone to dance, Taura looked around. No one was paying attention to her, which was how she preferred it. A crowded-in feeling was worsening in her chest, causing her breathing to become labored. She rose to her feet and slipped away. An anxiety attack was in the offing, and she hoped she might be able to control it if she wasn’t in the presence of so many people. 
She retraced the path through the settlement, heading for their cave but, on a whim, she took a fork to the left and meandered along the lakeshore instead. The light of the three moons combined to illuminate her surroundings well enough, and she took comfort in what Jadrian had said about the Badari driving predators from the valley. Maybe this was a stupid decision, but she finally felt free and she wanted to prolong the happiness. Eventually, she came to the spot where she and Jadrian had gone fishing. Carefully, she walked into the lake on the ancient tree trunk and sat to dangle her feet in the water.
She still believed she knew how to swim—or maybe she’d been trained how to maneuver in antigrav? Or both? 
“Time to find out.” She stood, took off her clothes and shoes and dove into the water. The movements were instinctive, smooth and sure, and she came up in the moonlight, treading water and delighted with the absolute lack of constraints. She swam to the tree trunk then out into the lake again, finally deciding to float on her back, enjoy the peace and quiet, and make wishes on the alien stars. Swimming wasn’t bringing up any particular memories, but the sheer pleasure of the water against her bare skin and the sensation of being suspended between the ground and the starry sky was intoxicating. Swimming alone carried a certain amount of risk, but she didn’t care right now.
 
Jadrian tried to maintain his situational awareness where Taura was concerned, even while he was in the midst of a hotly contested ball game. He knew when Kelli walked away, and he was dismayed to see Taura herself had disappeared from her seat a few minutes later. There were no substitutions allowed in the game so he had to finish, with the win awarded to the first team to surpass a certain point score. 
Stealing the ball from a Badari teammate, he drove ruthlessly to the highest point-earning basket and put his team into the winning column with a spectacular dunk. Not waiting for the congratulations and obligatory celebrating, he headed for the last place he’d seen Taura. He could apologize for poor sportsmanship tomorrow if anyone cared.
The Badari sense of smell was highly developed and even in this crowd of humans, Badari, and spicy food, he locked onto Taura’s scent.
Did you see where she went? He asked several packmates in the vicinity, receiving only mental shrugs in return. No one had been assigned to guard her or watch her, after all. All pack members in attendance here were off duty.
Having expected nothing more from his friends, Jadrian forced himself to walk easily from the glade, but he broke into a run as soon as he’d passed the boundaries of the recreational area and out of sight of the party goers. He was relieved Taura appeared to have been heading to the cave, then concerned when the track led him past the turn off and deeper into the forest surrounding the lake. How good was she at navigating in the dark? Was she in the grip of a hallucination? Should he call an alert for soldiers to help him search the woods?
He wasn’t used to worrying so much about anyone. Yes, he cared about the welfare of his packmates, especially in combat, and would gladly give his life to save any one of them, but this overriding concern for Taura and her safety was on a whole other level. I worry about her the way I would fear for a mate. It was getting harder and harder to deny the truth to himself when it came to his feelings for her. But right now dire scenarios kept intruding into his thoughts—Taura facing off against a roving predator, Taura with a broken ankle, lying in a ravine…She’s shown herself to be a capable person, even in her flashbacks. Have confidence.
Following her tracks, her destination seemed to be the fishing spot he’d shown her. He quickened his pace. Ahead of him, a small splash sounded, and he arrived at the lake’s edge in time to see her swimming with a well-trained stroke, not the thrashings of a beginner. 
He paused to watch, not sure she’d appreciate being disturbed, since she was obviously enjoying herself and wanted to be alone. Eventually, she rolled over and floated, staring at the brilliant sky. Over the water, he heard her humming a happy tune, and he relaxed along with her. I need to let her know I’m here, so she won’t think I was spying.
He stepped from the trees onto the tree trunk but, before he could say anything, he realized with a flash of adrenaline she was drifting further and further away, lost in her reverie. There was a current out in that part of the lake, which he hadn’t warned her about because it never occurred to him she might go swimming, much less without him. The current was no challenge for him, with his Badari strength, but Taura wasn’t recovered from her ordeal.
“Taura,” he said, loud enough to carry to her but not startle. “You should swim back before the current carries you too far.”
She rolled over and disappeared beneath the surface briefly, then popped up and swam in his direction.
After a few strokes it was obvious to both of them the current was gaining on her.
“Jadrian, help!”
He was already stripping out of his utility pants and the shirt, kicking off his boots. With a distant part of his mind he registered her clothes lying on the tree trunk, which meant she’d gone swimming naked and he was about to be, but there was nothing to be done about that. Smoothly, he split the water in a shallow dive and let his forward momentum propel him underwater. Then he was stroking rapidly toward her.
“Relax, turn on your back again,” he said as he took a breath and checked on her status. “I’ll be there in a minute, and I’ll tow you to shore.”
She rolled and submerged. He thought his heart stopped, and he covered the remaining distance in record time. She surfaced, fighting the water to stay afloat, gasping, not panicking, but clearly in trouble. He caught her in his arms and pulled her close, while he treaded water for both of them. “I’ve got you, Taura.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her breasts to his chest and her legs around his waist. She flailed and clung to him, teetering close to panic. 
“I’ve got you,” he said. “The lake can’t overpower me, don’t worry.” 
She shivered in his arms and her skin was cold. “Don’t—don’t scold,” she said through chattering teeth. “It just felt so good to swim.”
 “Of course I won’t scold you. I neglected to warn you of the current outside the drop-off. Let’s get you on your back comfortably, and I’ll tow you to the tree.” He kept his voice matter of fact.
Jadrian had to maneuver her to the floating position he wanted, doing his best to avoid touching her any more than he had to. Eventually, he dove under her, coming up behind and looping his arm around her. He made sure to keep her facing the shore, which was visible in the moonlight, then he swam as hard as he could to escape the current and get Taura to safety. Their bodies were forced together by the water as he swam, but he pushed every thought from his head other than getting her out of the water.
When he reached the tree trunk, he set his course for shore, walking the last few feet with her in his arms, her head lolling against his chest. The bank was soft sand and velvet moss in this area, so he laid her down carefully. “How are you doing?”
“Cold. I need Badari warmth.” She reached for him, and he took her into his arms again.
“I should get your clothes,” he said. “We need to get home, and I can light the fire, wrap you up.”
“I would have drowned,” she said in a quiet voice so unlike her usual tone he was alarmed all over again.
“I’d never let that happen.” The mere thought distressed him, because she was right. It had been a close thing, as tired and cold as she’d gotten. They both needed reassurance.
Unexpectedly, she turned on his lap, pulled his head down to hers and kissed him, a chaste enough caress at first, until she ran her tongue over the seam of his lips, plainly asking for entry. Throwing caution to the winds, he tilted his head to a better angle and opened to her inquisitive tongue, tangling with his. Lost in the pleasure, Jadrian held her close, exploring the sensations of her mouth against his. She was spice and warmth and silken excitement to taste and he couldn’t deny himself the opportunity to get closer to her any longer. 
Without breaking the kiss off, Taura locked her legs around his waist and made noises of pleasure as she rocked her softness over the hard steel of his aching arousal. Unable to resist, Jadrian raised one hand to caress the side of her breast, savoring the way she reacted to his deliberate stroking over her pebbled nipple.
He broke off the kiss to nuzzle her neck while she ran her hands through his hair and arched her back to raise her breasts to his attention again. She ran one hand over his chest, tracing the well-defined muscles of his abdomen, and reached between their bodies to glide her hand over his cock, squeezing and massaging.
Although he’d never felt such pleasure before, Jadrian forced himself to sit motionless for a hard-won moment. “Are you sure you want to do this? We said nothing physical would happen between us. Friends only.” 
She was silent, only her hand on his arousal giving him reassurance. 
“Taura, tell me to stop and I will.”
She slid her free hand over his chest and rubbed her palm over one of his nipples, the sensation arousing him as everything she did seemed to do. “I don’t want you to stop. I don’t want to stop. I’ve been so attracted to you from the first time we met, I can’t stand it anymore. My reasons for not making a commitment are still all there, still valid, but I nearly died tonight. I don’t want to put my life on hold any longer. This is a special, magical night, almost as if we had the entire world to ourselves, and we’re meant to be together, right here, right now.” She smiled at him and his heart turned over with a painful thump. He knew he and his good intentions were lost to the power of her siren seduction as she kept talking. “We can make a pact, one night only, no strings. Tomorrow in the daylight we can revert to being just friends. Tonight we’re beings of the forest and the lake and we have no rules. No clouded past, no uncertain future. No barriers between us.”
Unable to resist, he kissed the graceful column of her throat and then nuzzled his head against her for a heartbeat. “My desire for you has been difficult to conceal. But I don’t—I haven’t been with a woman by choice in my entire life. I wished to save the experience for my mate, if ever I was blessed to find her.”
Taura withdrew her hand from her tight grip on him and he made a wordless sound of protest. The pressure of her fingers caging him was an incredible stimulus.
He kissed her fingers and wrapped them around the iron hard girth of his manhood again. “Please,” he said. “I want you to touch me.”
She obliged, stroking and caressing in a pattern making him shiver with desire and delight. “Never been with a woman by choice?”
“The Khagrish believed Badari needed to be trained to use sex for—for purposes of war. They hired professionals to come in periodically and give instruction. We had no choice.”
“That’s the most heart breaking thing I ever heard,” she said, reaching to explore his balls and then run one finger down the sensitive skin behind them. “I’m angry on your behalf.”
“And there were times female Khagrishi scientists desired the experience of lying with a Badari.” He shuddered at the memories. “I regret speaking of these things with you in my arms, my beautiful friend.”
She put her free hand on his cheek and gazed into his eyes. “Nothing’s off limits between us, remember? We’re survivors together. None of the things in your past can spoil what’s between us tonight.”
He rubbed noses with her in an affectionate gesture. “Any more than your lost memories can count?”
“Exactly. This is what we both want, am I right?” Although nodding, Taura acted as if she craved further reassurance.
“More than I can say.” Jadrian’s cock jerked against her hand’s grip at the mere idea of making love to her, giving silent evidence of his desire to proceed.
“But I can’t make commitments until I’m sure of myself, am fully aware of what’s hiding in my blocked memory.” Her voice was hesitant. “Will you regret giving yourself to me tonight, if we don’t ever take this further and become mates? I don’t want to ruin a special occasion you were saving for your mate, if I don’t turn out to be that lucky woman.”
“I don’t know if I can deny my feelings for you tomorrow.” It killed him to utter the words, but his emotions were all over the place right now. He wanted to lay her on the moss and thrust deep into her body, to be joined as one. I want to claim her with my mate mark. “But tonight, right now, I want you and I want you to be my first true lover.”
“I can’t offer any more than this,” she whispered. “Only tonight.”
“Then I choose to experience this happiness with you now.” Despite speaking the words and meaning them, he tried to argue with himself this was a bad idea, but her skillful use of her hands and mouth to stoke his erotic fires made dispassionate decision impossible. Emotion overrode caution. Taura was enchantment personified in the moonlight, and he’d never wanted anything more than he wanted her right now. The future would have to take care of itself.
“Let go, Jadrian, stop worrying,” she whispered. “I know what I want and that’s you, inside me.” She moved from his lap, taking him by the hand and pulling him down as she reclined on the moss. “One step at a time, starting with tonight.”
“You’ll tell me if anything I do upsets you or reminds you of—of times you don’t want to remember?” He brought his lower body over hers, his cock nudging the soft folds between her legs, but he kept his weight on his elbows. Smoothing her hair off her face and toying idly with one of the curls he so admired, he lost himself in her eyes, which had a dreamy cast to them. “I’ll go slow.” 
“So caring, always,” she said, cupping his cheek with her hand. “You’re an amazing man, Jadrian of the Badari. I wish I dared to give up the task of regaining my memories.”
Although he too wished she could move forward without knowing all the details of her past, he knew Taura well enough by now to be sure she’d never be happy. Would be unable to stop worrying about who she’d been and what she’d done. “But you can’t live without the knowledge. I understand.”
“I have to understand my past before I’ll feel free—safe—to pursue anything lasting and permanent.”
“Hey, remember what we said? We’re not thinking about the past or tomorrow. Only tonight, yes?” He lowered his head to lick and taste one incredibly soft breast, to tease the rosy, pebbled tip before turning his attention to the other. “We’re here now.”
 
Jadrian was such a considerate lover, although she was conscious of his barely leashed eagerness as he touched and caressed her. The idea of him holding all that strength and power in check was strangely exciting. There was an endearing shyness about him at first, amazing to behold in a big, tough warrior, although she did her best to encourage him to explore all the sensitive areas of her body without reservation. She certainly enjoyed herself, running her hands over his chiseled physique and figuring out where he was especially sensitive, which moves on her part heightened his arousal. The moonlight bathed the nearby forest and the lake in silvery light and she felt as if she’d fallen into a fairy tale, albeit of the erotic kind.
He drove into her, gently at first then more vigorously as she rocked her hips and clenched around him. She let him know with murmured words and her own actions she wasn’t as delicate as he feared, that she wanted all he could give. Taura wished she could promise Jadrian something more concrete than the offer to share one night of mutually desired lovemaking. But the few memories of herself she’d recovered implied maybe she hadn’t been a law abiding, trustworthy person. She couldn’t ask him for commitment or offer one in good faith until she knew what she was dealing with.
As if he heard her thoughts, he moved his devoted attention from her breasts and kissed her long and deep, matching the way he was moving in her body. He drove all conscious thought from her mind as his long, thick ribbed cock touched her innermost places, bringing sensations so exquisitely pleasurable Taura arched against him and tried not to scream too loudly as the climax took her. Jadrian finished a heartbeat after her, and they held each other tight as the sensory echoes vibrated through their bodies.
“That was amazing.” She pulled him close with her legs, unwilling to allow him to slip from her body yet.
“We Badari recover fast.” He nibbled on her earlobe before he rolled away to lie on his stomach and eye her like a playful cat preparing to pounce.
She caressed him lazily, running her hand over his shoulders, pausing to kiss a particularly prominent scar in regretful and affectionate recognition of all he’d suffered. I wish I had the power to take away all the pain and scars. Then she traced the strong column of his spine and massaged the muscles of his amazing butt. “Do I detect a not-so-subtle hint?”
“Information only.” His grin was wide as he moved to lay her on her back again, coming over her with his already hardening cock in an unmistakable request for entry.
Rolling her hips a bit and clenching her muscles around him, she enthusiastically urged him to begin round two, drawing him deep into her body for a continuation of their mutual pleasure.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Towards morning they lay together on the soft moss, staring at the stars, her head pillowed on his shoulder. 
“We should probably get dressed and get going to the cave,” he said. “You’re getting chilled now—I see tiny bumps on your skin.”
“I suppose you’re right, but I hate to break the mood.” She kissed his cheek. “This was a special night for me.”
“For me as well.” He ran a hand over her belly. “Should I have worried because we took no precautions? I should have asked before I touched you, but you drove thought from my head. No room for anything but the desire to make love to you.”
“Women in the Sectors commonly have injects to protect them from getting pregnant,” she said. “Until or if they decide they’re ready. I imagine I wasn’t any different than other women. I can check with the doctor next time I see her. She can measure my levels.” And until then I’ll keep my fingers crossed.
“I would like a child someday,” he said, staring out over the lake. “To be a father is an almost impossible dream for a Badari, yet Mateer will soon know the pleasure and responsibility. I rejoice for him, and I envy him.” Now he gazed into her eyes and the light in his own was dimmed by sadness. “But I would not wish to create a child in an unmated relationship.”
The wistful tone in his voice touched a similar chord in her mind, yet at the same time, reconfirmed her belief she couldn’t allow their relationship to develop further until she was at peace with her past. Two people should be able to be honest with each other at all times and, right now, it was impossible for her to tell him anything for sure about herself. She kissed his cheek again, made herself rise from their mossy bed and head toward the spot on the tree trunk where their clothes lay.
“Have I upset you?” he asked, hastily joining her. “That was not my intention.”
Taura didn’t look at him because she thought she’d cry if she did. She concentrated on getting dressed as fast a she could. “Not at all. I’m fine. But even an enchanted evening ends.”
“Taura.” He gripped her shoulder gently and turned her towards him. He tilted her chin up so she was forced to meet his eyes. “I’ll always be here for you, no matter what. I’ll do my best not to pressure you, but I have to say again I want so much more than friendship and an occasional night together in bed.”
She wished she could give him what he wanted—what they both wanted, if she was going to be honest—but her inner caution about what secrets she might be keeping in her blocked memory made her hold back. “I know, but I can’t pledge more right now. Maybe not ever.” She laid her hand over her heart. “I know here it’d be wrong of me. You deserve so much more than life with a person as broken and complicated as I am.”
He gathered her into a hug, resting his head gently on top of hers. “I want you beside me as you are now or in any condition. My heart won’t change.”
 
Going forward, Taura slept in the big bed by herself. They never discussed the change, but she knew she’d be too tempted to turn to Jadrian if he lay there beside her. She supposed he felt the same. Besides, he’d promised not to pressure her.
After a week of bad nightmares, flashbacks, and flickers of memory, she and Jadrian reported to their daily consultation with Dr. Garrison. Worryingly, her disjointed memories were swiftly beginning to be the most alarming parts of her day. 
At her appointment, Taura recited the events since the day before, but she held back the fact the bits of memory she was experiencing were depressing and frightening. Friends, family, or loved ones were never in the picture. She was always alone in a crowd or an unfamiliar place, and there was a pervasive undercurrent of danger. There were also disconcerting indications she’d been up to no good, like her thoughts in the memory from her wardrobe that had been the first sliver of recall. 
All of those concerns and details she kept from Jadrian and the well-meaning doctor. She had no concrete reason to withhold the information other than an instinctive tendency toward self-preservation, as if keeping secrets about herself was critical and deeply ingrained into her essential nature.
Megan tapped her stylus on the desk in a cheerful staccato as Taura finished describing a benign memory of being in a garden. “I think we’re making good progress actually. You both appear more rested.” Clasping her hands on the desk and leaning forward, the doctor frowned. “I have to tell you I’m under a certain amount of pressure from pack leadership.” She looked at Jadrian. “Aydarr and Mateer want you to report for duty on the line.”
“I was promised time to assist Taura—” Voice rising, cheeks flushing with emotion, his protest was instantaneous.
“Cool down, even the alpha isn’t suggesting she’s fully functional yet. He does, however, want me to approve her for an assignment, and for us to try the experiment of Taura functioning for a few hours without your constant presence. It has been a week—Aydarr kept his word.” Megan shifted her focus to Taura with a quick smile. “I apologize for speaking of you in the third person but this part of the discussion was more about him than you. Do you feel up to trying a short work assignment?”
Taura nodded. “Yes, much as I love fishing and going on long walks to explore and map the valley, I’m not making much of a contribution. In the past week I’ve seen how hard every one works here, and I can’t free load in good conscience.” She patted Jadrian’s hand next to hers on the table and winked at him. “And having my own personal Badari bodyguard is a luxury. I’m so grateful, but I have to try spreading my wings.”
“You don’t have your memory back, you slept less than three hours at a time last night in between nightmares,” Jadrian recited a litany of protests.
She rested her hand on his lips. “I know you want the best for me, and I appreciate it more than I can ever say. But I may not be able to regain my memory, or only have fragments. I may never get to sleep a night through without a terrible dream. I want to stop marking time and instead take small steps toward normalcy here in the human population.” She moved her hand to rest over her heart. “I’m doing what feels right to me. It’s only one work session. How much trouble can I get in?”
“I’ll stay out of sight but close,” Jadrian said.
Megan shook her head. “Aydarr wants you to take a patrol outside the valley, along the rim. Your packmates have been pulling extra shifts to cover, or so he said.”
Jadrian fell silent, a mulish expression on his face. 
“I’m not giving you orders,” Megan said, filling the silence. “Commanding Badari isn’t my job, nor my place, outside the medical environment. I’m telling you what I was told by your Alpha. Of course, you’ll have to talk to him yourself. Maybe you can change his mind.” She pulled a handheld closer to her and keyed a screen while addressing Taura. “Which assignment do you want to try? I think not the kitchen, all things considered.”
“No.” Taura bit her lip so she wouldn’t laugh at the mere idea of entering Sandara’s domain. Spending any time there would definitely not alleviate her stress and anxiety. “I’d like to be outside.” She glanced at the small office around them. “I get anxious being cooped up in small places.”
“The vegetable garden always needs weeding or pruning or other tasks.” Megan studied Taura’s face. “I’m not sure you’re physically up to farming. Kelli in Stores offered you a job as her assistant, remember? Digging through the stacks of salvaged goods and trying to make order from the chaos might be fun.”
“The garden will be too much for you,” Jadrian said.
Driven by a rebellious impulse, tired of being told what to do, Taura shook her head. “I want to try. I’m craving the freedom of being outdoors. I have no idea what I did to earn a living in the Sectors, so let me start at the most basic job here and work up.”
“I’ll insist Walt must not be within the valley, if I’m not,” Jadrian said, frowning at Taura. “Your being in the garden would leave too much opportunity for him to approach you in my absence.”
“I appreciate the thought.”
“He gave his word not to bother her,” Dr. Garrison said. She raised a hand as Jadrian drew breath to object. “But that’s also an issue to discuss with Aydarr. I’ve given him my opinion Walt needs to leave Taura alone until she asks to talk with him and, even then, the conversation should be under controlled conditions to ease her stress.” She bowed her head slightly to Taura, her expression serious. “The needs of the patient should come first. I’m sorry I agreed to rush you before when it comes to Walt.”
“I appreciate your advocacy, doctor.” She felt no desire to talk to Walt again, or at least not yet. Wait until she’d been a free woman a bit longer. If she was allowed to set the time and the terms of the encounter, rather than having him surprise her, she might manage to glean useful information without going into a panic state. Clearly she was going to have to hear what Walt had to say at some point.
“I can’t guarantee the Alpha will agree to the demand but he generally goes along with my recommendations when the topic is human health and there’s no issue of Badari safety.” Dr. Garrison’s reassurance was calming.
 
With sweat trickling down her spine, Taura adjusted her unique hat, woven by the Badari cubs from leaves as one of their assigned tasks. She sat on her heels and checked the row of plants behind her. But the sight only depressed her all over again at how little progress she’d made on pulling the weeds. Peters, the agri-tech in charge, had shown her carefully what to pull and what to leave, and checked on her progress twice. He’d even given her tight lipped praise for her thoroughness.
Taura took a drink from her canteen, dribbled a few drops of the water on her hand and swiped her face. I’m going swimming after this interminable task is over for the day.
She had to admit the garden was too much for her in her less than optimal physical state. She’d thought perhaps she could find peace in the mindless nature of the assigned task, except she was too hot in the baking sun, and her muscles were cramped.
A shadow fell over her, and she scooted backward so fast she toppled over.
“Didn’t mean to startle you.” Walt Ezden stood there.
With a sinking feeling, Taura tried to buy time. “You’re supposed to be on patrol, aren’t you?”
He flashed a grin. “Too good an opportunity to miss, with your self-assigned bodyguard out of the valley for a few hours. I traded with someone. I’ll take the heat when Aydarr finds out. Which he will.” Walt retreated a step as if to give her more breathing room. “We do need to talk, Taura.”
Although her heart was hammering, she forced herself to nod. Remembering what Jadrian had said after the first encounter in the conference room, about Walt lying, she asked, “We’re not really a couple, are we?”
Eyes narrowed, he stared at her for a minute as if debating the wisdom of admitting the untruth. Then he shook his head. “No. But I do have information you’ll want.” He extended one hand. “Listen, why don’t we move into the shade over there to have this chat?”
Taura rose on her own, dusting off the seat of her pants and checking to see if anyone else was in this part of the garden. Peters was at the far end, and he waved as she noticed him. She waved back. Confidence bolstered by the presence of the agri-tech, she looked at Walt and shrugged. “Sure.”
Moving carefully across the rows of ripening vegetables, they were both silent until reaching the shade. Taura leaned on the tree because her knees were shaky, and her head swam dizzily. She had the feeling she might learn something important about herself from Walt and she wasn’t one hundred percent sure she was ready. Pulling the hat from her head, she fanned herself. “You wanted to talk. Go ahead.”
“If I say to you again we met on Signum Twelve under the harvest moon, does hearing the words help at all? Stir up any shards of recall?” Walt watched her closely.
Taura searched her memory and found nothing, although the phrase struck a faint chord. “Afraid not. Listen, are you a cop? Am I a criminal you were chasing?”
He laughed, a short bark of amusement. “Far from it on both questions. Why do you ask?”
“I’ve been having fragmented memories from the Sectors appear in my head at random times, and they’re a bit disturbing,” she said. There was a flash of relief, tempered by fear, to be sharing the information, even at this high level without going into details
Eyebrows raised, Walt was quick to follow up on her admission. “Care to tell me?”
Taura shook her head. “I don’t trust you that far yet. Who are you really, and why did you lie to me and the others?”
“Are you sure you’re strong enough for the truth today? You’re quite pale.” He studied her face intently and Taura had to work hard not to lower her eyes or fidget.
Annoyance at what sounded like faux solicitude made her speak more sharply than she’d intended. “Don’t act like you care. Cut the crap and tell me what you’re hiding about me. I’m so sick of being coddled. I want to know.”
He leaned on the tree trunk next to her and tapped her shoulder as if they’d been playing the game of tag and she was ‘it’. “I believe you’re Taura Dancer, an undercover intelligence operator for the Sectors. I’m a Special Forces operator sent to find you on a planet I’d rather not name even standing here off the grid entirely.” He grinned without much humor. “Operational security rules die hard.”
His words hit her like stones and were not at all what she’d expected to hear, not what she’d imagined based on the fragments of recall she’d had so far. I need to know more. He could be lying again. Wishing Jadrian was there to assess the veracity of Walt’s statements, she asked, “Why were you searching for me?”
“You’d infiltrated a dangerous group of people with ties to the Mawreg, plotting against the Sectors. I was told in my mission briefing you’d been undercover for two standard years on the job when you stopped filing reports. When you failed to check in on schedule, after a certain amount of time, I was assigned to either extract you or…take other action as needed. The harvest moon phrase was supposed to be an opening signal to let you know you could trust me, but hearing it should have stirred up more of a reaction, should have activated additional psychic triggers in your mind. I said we’d been a couple the other day because for all I knew you were maintaining deep cover still. Your branch of the government is even bigger on operational security than mine, if that’s possible. If so, you could have ‘remembered me’ at the doctor’s office once I gave you the password, and we could have teamed up. No one would have been suspicious. But obviously you didn’t have a clue what I was driving at. And your Badari boyfriend was ready to gut me for upsetting you.” He raised his eyebrows and chuckled. “I think he’s jealous.”
“Jadrian’s my friend, not my boyfriend.” Taura’s tenuous grip on reality slipped under the assault of details Walt was providing in his flat, clipped voice. A spy? Her? “Maybe I’m not this woman then, despite the name. If you never met me before, how can you be sure?”
“I’m sure. I was imprinted with your image and DNA patterns.” He shrugged. “For all Command could tell, you’d gone rogue, or turncoat, or been captured. I had a different set of orders for each possibility. I don’t have orders covering this weird setup.” He gestured at the valley around them. “I couldn’t believe my luck when word came you’d been rescued from a Khagrish lab. The last thing I expected was to find you here. Although now I have, the point is probably moot, as far as the Sectors is concerned. Whatever information you possessed is most likely outdated. Obsolete. We don’t even know how long either of us has been here, since we arrived in stasis.”
Breathing was becoming a struggle, her chest locking up tight under the tension of the conversation. She didn’t want to believe what he was telling her, but some of it made sense with the memory flashes she’d had. “What were your orders?”
Seeming unconcerned, Walt rattled off the choices his superiors had provided. “Work with you, extract you, kill you, depending on the situation and my evaluation of your behavior.”
This calm, cold delivery of his options was chilling. She rubbed her arms, trying to imagine herself as a willing player in such a dangerous situation.
Walt continued his tale. “Obviously, I was traveling under a fake identity. The civilian ship I was on for the last leg of my journey to your assumed location was hit by the Shemdylann pirates, and I woke up here. You don’t remember anything? Not even whether you got the information the Sectors sent you in for? Or how you were captured?”
Her worst, most dreaded flashback struck like lightning in her brain and she was plunged into the scene where two Chimmer clutched her in their cold, slug-like hands. The aliens dragged her screaming and fighting toward a terrifying fate she fought with all her strength, to no avail. 
Walt kept talking, but his voice became a mere buzzing in her ears, unintelligible as the vision took hold. She had to send the messages, she had to keep the enemy from learning what she knew, and she had to—
 A scream tore from her throat, and she bolted away from the tree, running for the edge of the forest as if her life depended on it. Shouts behind her only spurred her to sprint faster. The Chimmer cannot find out —a rock rolled under her foot and she fell headlong, unable to stop herself. A sharp pain cracked through her left temple and blackness swept in to obliterate the world.
 
She came awake with a jerk and a gasp, and sat bolt upright in bed. Jadrian clasped her hand in a strong, warm grip, and he rose, shifting his position as she regained consciousness, bracing her with one arm behind her.
“Not so fast, you’ve got a mild concussion, or so the doctor says.” Firmly, he prevented her from jumping off the bed in her panic.
As he lowered her to the pillows, she stared around wildly. “I’m back in the hospital? No! You promised me—”
“I was out on patrol, remember? When you had your…accident, Peters and Walt called Dr. Garrison.” The disdain in his voice for the human soldier was acidic. “She had no choice but to readmit you, not only for the concussion, but you sprained your ankle pretty badly. I roll in from my assignment and find a message that while you were talking to Walt, you had a severe flashback and were injured. You’d been here for several hours by then, unconscious, but I got here as fast as I could.”
His talons edged out on his fingers, proof of the strong emotions he was laboring under. She wanted to defuse the tension and said the first extenuating thing that came to mind. “Walt came to see me in the field. I didn’t arrange it.”
“You didn’t refuse to talk to him, however, from what Peters said. Do you not want my help any longer? Have I presumed too much?”
Confused, she tore her attention away from the knifelike talons he was struggling to control. “What? Why do you ask?”
Eyes narrowed, Jadrian was distant. “We’d agreed you wouldn’t talk to Walt unless I was there. Yet, however it happened today; you did speak with him, at length according to Peters, and suffered a severe episode. I was ready to kill him, but he swears he never touched you. You injured yourself when you fled. What did Walt say to you to provoke such a reaction?”
She put a hand to her head, touching the spot where it ached gingerly. “I don’t remember. I remember him admitting we weren’t a couple in the Sectors. Just like you’d said, that was a lie.”
Body language still closed off, as if Jadrian was determined to maintain emotional distance, he asked, “Did he at least explain the lie?”
Disconcerted by his remoteness, Taura tried hard to remember what exactly Walt had said. “I think so. I vaguely recall him telling me that was in case I wanted to get away from—”
“From me.” Jadrian rose and paced to the door, standing with his back to her.
This is bad—he’s taking my talking to Walt without him as a betrayal. Anxious to rebuild the bridge between them, Taura tried to be as truthful and complete as her raggedly memory allowed. “I don’t remember anything else. I—I lost it completely when he kept talking. I had that same vivid flashback to the Chimmer dragging me somewhere and I think in my mental funk I was trying to run away from them. Jadrian, I’m sorry I didn’t wait for you. What did Walt say?”
The Badari pivoted to study her, his face blank, eyes narrowed. “He’s not talking at all. Aydarr has him under guard, and he refuses to repeat what he might have said to you or explain himself further. To say the Alpha is upset right now is an understatement. You’re going to have to explain to Aydarr, as much as you can.”
Heart hammering at the idea of facing a justifiably angry Alpha, she stammered, “Now? Tonight?”
He gave her a look of disdain. “Of course not. Whatever is going on between you and Walt doesn’t affect the safety of the valley or the Badari, as far as we can tell. By all indications, the issue centers on your past, in the Sectors. Nothing to do with us. Aydarr agreed to wait until tomorrow.”
“Good. Can we go home now then?” She wanted a hot cup of tea, followed by crawling into the comfortable bed and making herself a nest under the blankets, shutting out the world for a while.
Jadrian raised one eyebrow. “Home?”
She blushed, realizing the unconscious assumption she’d made about her living in what was after all his cave, meant for the time he’d have a mate. She was a mere guest. “To your quarters, I mean.”
“Is that what you truly want? Do you wish me to continue trying to help you?”
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” Panic sank its teeth into her, and her pulse rose as waves of pain traveled the length of her gut. She couldn’t lose Jadrian.
“I think we made a mistake, the other night by the lake.” His voice was flat and uncompromising and like nothing she’d ever heard from him before. What he was saying cut through her like a knife. “Wonderful though it was, neither of us has been successful at keeping the emotions locked away as a one-time indulgence. I can’t anyway.” Eyes glowing, he stared at her from the doorway, as if he needed to maintain the physical distance to be able to control his emotions. 
Frightened, baffled as to what exactly lay at the root of his mood, she fastened onto the most obvious possibility. “You’re jealous of Walt?” How could he think I’d prefer any man over him? Her heart ached.
There was uneasy silence before Jadrian answered. She was relieved to hear emotion throbbing in his voice. Feelings she could work with—the awful remote, closed off demeanor he’d had before left her bereft and scared. “I want to know you and I are committed to each other and no one else can come between us,” he said. “I hate that he seems to know more of who you are than I do.” 
He gripped the door jamb and his talons sank into the wood. 
Taura wet her lips, her heart hammering. “We can find out what Walt knows, what he told me that I’ve forgotten again.”
“Will it make a difference for us? Will we be able to move forward, or to stop our attempts to resolve your traumatic stress issues?” Jadrian came to sit on the end of the bed. She raised one hand to touch him but let it drop to the covers. She’d never seen him in this mood before. 
He looked away from her. “I thought I could manage to be just your friend, to wait patiently until you finished your journey of self-knowledge and allowed me into your heart.” He drew a deep breath and she held hers, terrified what he was going to say next. “I find that although we Badari are strong enough to survive almost any physical or mental stress, this situation tears at me. It may not be my place to pass judgment on what you believe you must do, no matter how it affects me or our relationship. Maybe I’m overstepping the boundaries here because we Badari don’t understand the depths of human emotion. Maybe my reactions originate from my being part of a pack while humans are solitary. I can only be honest.” Jadrian’s hands were fisted on his thighs. “When I was informed that you’d been with Walt today by your own choice, I felt betrayed. A fool. Can you understand? We’re either in this together as we’ve said to each other from the beginning or you must proceed alone. I want the best for you and only that.”
“I know,” she said, wishing she’d given more consideration to the fact he wasn’t human and therefore might legitimately have reactions to things that surprised her. I wish we’d done more talking about our emotions but it’s too late now. She could only offer him her truth and hope the trust was enough. “And I want the same for you. I may not be good for you, once I know the facts about who I am, which is one of the biggest worries I have. Walt holds pieces to those answers. But I was wrong to break my promise not to talk to him without you. I’m sorry.”
He sat silently for a minute before reaching out to take her hand. “And I’m sorry to add to the pressures you’re under. It’s not fair of me. I just care so very deeply.”
Relief was a cool wave washing through her and now she had to tread carefully not to make him regret his apology. “I wish I could take the step and say yes, I’ll commit to you, to us. But I’m terrified when I find out who Taura really is, I won’t be someone who can be in a relationship with you. I’ll be a different person. Maybe even the kind of person you don’t want to have with you.” She brushed angry tears away. Why couldn’t life be simple? She was a woman, and he was a helluva man, and they wanted each other…but if who she was crumbled and changed when she got her memory back…well, she couldn’t take the chance. 
Badari mated for life, and she wouldn’t risk his permanent happiness.
“I don’t believe you could ever be anything other than the woman I want to be with.” His face was set in stubborn lines and his voice was firm but at least his body was no longer closed off. “I accept that you believe the possibility exists, but I’m sure—memories or not—it’s the real Taura I’ve fallen for. At the core, you’re unchanged.” He squeezed her hand then rose to his feet. “Let me get the doctor so we can get you discharged from here and go home.”
“So we’re still friends?” she asked, craving the reassurance.
He leaned down to give her a hug. “I never stopped being your friend. I think we need to talk to each other more, going forward, not make assumptions. I know opening up and discussing your inner thoughts is a hard leap of faith for you to take—I see your struggles with our daily sessions with Megan—but if you can’t trust me, then we’ll have more problems.”
“Fair enough.” She kissed his cheek and snuggled close. “Trust goes two ways though—you’ll have to be willing to explain Badari-think to me too.”
“Agreed.” He held her at arms’ length but his smile was warm. “Just don’t expect me to thank Walt for our improved understanding of each other.”
Laughter bubbled out of her and felt so good, so light hearted now he was teasing her. “Perish the thought!”



CHAPTER NINE
 
Being in her own bed in the familiar cave was a balm to her nerves after the tumultuous events of the day and Taura soon fell asleep, tumbling into a dream. She stood in the middle of an endless grassy plain, surrounded by wildflowers. Birds of all colors flew overhead, singing and chirping with abandon. Feeling something was missing, she put her hand to her neck and realized Jadrian’s amulet was gone. Spinning in a slow circle, she tried to figure out which direction she’d come from, so she could retrace her steps in an effort to find the precious necklace. In the distance a grove of beautiful, tall trees grew in a perfect circle. She wandered in the direction of the trees, deciding that was as good a choice as any and wanting to see the glade enclosed by the sturdy sentinels. In the blink of an eye, Taura found herself walking past the first tree, strolling in the welcome shade and heading for the sunlit opening ahead. Now a sense of urgency overtook her and she walked faster through the ring of trees. As she entered the clear area at the heart of the grove she caught a glimpse of a woman leaving. Taura only saw her long white hair and the edge of an elaborately embroidered lavender gown.
“Hello? Wait!” She hastened toward the spot where the other had exited but as she approached the trees, she became confused and skidded to a halt. There was no path through the grove she could see. Immense trunks blocked her progress and no matter how she maneuvered or where she stepped, Taura was unable to leave the sunlit central area to follow whoever had been waiting here.
Baffled and frustrated, she retraced her path to the center of the grassy area and perched on a smooth boulder, which was shaped as if to be used as a bench. Why am I here?
There was no answer but as she glanced at the grass surrounding her seat, a flash of bright blue drew her attention. Rising, she plucked the amulet she’d been seeking from the greenery and placed the black leather thong around her neck with a sigh of relief. The stone was cool to her touch, reassuring in its unchanging appearance.
When she raised her eyes to the trees again, she inhaled sharply. Jadrian stood there, smiling at her. She stretched her hands out to him and took a step—
And sat up in the bed, surrounded the soft glow of the nightlight and the sparkling mineral accents in the rough stone walls. A bit disoriented, Taura stretched and glanced around the chamber. At least it was a peaceful dream.
 
A few minutes later, she strolled out of the bedroom area, more rested than she’d been in months. Jadrian was making tea over the fire, and he glanced up at her approach. “A smooth night then, finally? No dreams?”
Taking the steaming mug from him, she settled on her chair and leaned against the cushion. “No bad dreams anyway. The last one I had was lovely.” Since he showed more than polite interest, she described her dream to him in detail right through to the end, when he’d appeared in her vision. Taura chuckled a bit self-consciously. Dreams never made much sense when the scenes were recited to another person. “And then I woke up.” Surprised by his silence, she glanced across the fire at him. Jadrian’s eyes were wide and glowing with golden fire. He’d risen to his feet. Afraid she’d upset him without realizing it, she set her cup on the nearby rock serving as a table and reached out to him. “What? It was a good dream, I swear.”
He seemed excited, nodding as he said, “I’m sure. I’ve had a similar dream, after my ordeal at the hands of the Khagrish. And in real life, after I was restored to the pack, I made a pilgrimage to the Grove of the Great Mother the next time we were allowed to go outside, into the area known as the Preserve, and found the stone that became my amulet, now yours.”
“The Great Mother?” The name was familiar and sounded right but she couldn’t remember any details. “I know you’ve mentioned her before, but who exactly is she?”
“She’s the one we worship, the goddess who watches over all of us.”
 And how poignant is the fact this gallant race of created men dreams of a mother? The thought made her sad for Jadrian and all his kind. “Why would I dream about her, though? I’ve been dreaming about the ring of trees at least once a night since you helped me get out of the hospital and move here, to the cave. This is the first time I was able to actually enter the grove, the first time I saw any other person.” Taura shrugged. “They’re nice dreams, soothing. Much better than the nightmares.”
He seemed unusually excited, his golden eyes becoming molten amber as they glowed. “I think I may have an idea—” He broke off and put a hand to his temple, closing his eyes and wincing.
Seeing him display the slightest hint of pain was so unusual that she was alarmed. “What’s wrong?” 
“A summons from the Alpha. I’m to appear in his office immediately.”
“That doesn’t sound good. You’d better go. I’ll be fine. I’m well rested and nothing’s upsetting me in our cozy abode.” She gestured at the cave around them. “Well, other than you suddenly being called to see Aydarr.”
“I’d asked Timtur to come talk to us about an idea I have, right before Aydarr called me. He’ll be here shortly so you won’t have to be alone for more than a few minutes. Promise me you’ll stay here?”
“You go ahead. I’ll sit by the fire, drink my tea and be a welcoming hostess to Timtur when he arrives.”
 
“Is she your mate?” Aydarr’s voice was matter of fact.
Jadrian wished he could give a straightforward answer. A twisting pain burned in his chest as he admitted the truth. “I don’t know. She might be, someday, but right now, no.”
His Alpha raised one eyebrow. “Explain. Is this a case where the human woman doesn’t recognize the mate bond as rapidly as the Badari does?”
“I wish that was the situation.” Jadrian shook his head. “I’ve been fighting the mate bond and so has she. I think she—the real person who is Taura—is locked up tight behind a lot of mental shields and barriers, traumatized by whatever she was subjected to by her captors, and also self-protective.” Because this was his alpha, the man who’d saved his life more than once, Jadrian lowered his eyes and stopped trying to avoid the truth. “I desire her to distraction and I—I have reason to know she feels the same.”
Aydarr merely nodded, although his lips quirked. He made a motion for Jadrian to continue.
“I’m afraid to let myself form a deeper bond, other than friendship, because what if she comes back to being her old self and isn’t the woman I—”
Aydarr finished the sentence where Jadrian failed to supply words. “Feel an attraction to?”
“More than an attraction. But I don’t wish her to remain broken so we can be mates. I think I’d experience the pull of the mate bond regardless—Taura will always be Taura to me—but she might not match my feelings as she does now, when she’s herself again. I can’t make my claim before she knows her own mind. And she’s adamant she can’t make any commitment beyond friendship until she has her memories sorted out. I’ve had to accept her demand or let her go entirely.” He took a deep breath. “And relinquish her I cannot do.”
There was silence and then the Alpha let out a gusty sigh. “You’re one of my best soldiers. We’re stretched thin, trying to find and rescue the other humans, trying to wage war against the Khagrish, working to be ready if they or the Chimmer attack us. While I respect what you’re trying to do and your dilemma with Taura’s lack of memory, I can’t afford to have you sidelined. We only have so much time to prepare and then inevitably the end game will be forced upon us. I know Gabe hopes to get his hands on a ship, any ship, even MARL’s old sunken hulk in the lake out there, and set off for the Sectors to get help.” Amber eyes glowing, Aydarr stared at him. “I needn’t tell you what a thin hope I believe that is.”
Jadrian shook his head.
“If she was your declared mate, then yes, I hold the mate bond inviolable, and I’d prioritize your time with her, trying to help her. No Badari lucky enough to find his mate should ever be denied the rare chance at happiness. More than anyone, I understand the power of the bond. Jill changed my entire life, all of our lives. But I can’t afford to have any Badari soldier spend fulltime with one human female who’s not his mate. There are too many of them, not enough of us, and the stakes for all of us to survive don’t permit the indulgence. I gave you the time I promised and more, and she is to all appearances functioning better. She’s managed not to have any incidents in public for a while now, other than the one triggered by Walt, and no one other than Taura herself was hurt as a result. I understand she’s going to work in the stores, with Kelli, who’ll keep a close eye on her. I’m willing to allow Taura to continue to live with you—even unmated—for purposes of controlling the night terrors she suffers, but you cannot remain in the valley to watch her during times I need you to be functioning as a Badari soldier. Do I make myself clear?”
Jadrian couldn’t find any reason to object to Aydarr’s edict. “Yes. You’ve been more than fair.”
“I’ll expect you to take the next assignment Mateer hands you.” Aydarr reached for his personal AI, flicking the interface into existence. When Jadrian didn’t move, he glanced up. “That’s all unless you have something else to report?”
The Alpha’s tone wasn’t inviting, but Jadrian fought against the wave of dominance coming in his direction and steeled himself, thinking of Taura. “A request.”
Eyebrows raised to his hairline, Aydarr’s expression was one of complete astonishment.
Jadrian kept talking. “There’s one last thing I want to try. I’d asked Timtur over to our cave today to see if he’d agree, so I can’t speak for him yet. But if you give permission—”
“Permission to do what?”
Jadrian took a deep breath and dug in to explain his wild idea.
 
“It’s not a good thing to be summoned to see the Alpha, is it?”
Pacing restlessly from the fire pit to the cave entrance and back, Timtur glanced at her. “Not in this case, no. From what you told me and the brief message I had from Jadrian, Aydarr didn’t sound happy.”
Taura pondered the flat statement. “Because Jadrian’s been spending so much time with me?”
“He’s been turning down assignments, refusing the tasks Mateer asked him to undertake if it meant leaving the valley, or leaving you for more than a couple of hours, other than the most recent patrol he did undertake. When you—”
“When I had my little chat with Walt.” Which didn’t turn out so well. No wonder he’s refusing to take on more assignments right now. “I wondered about his being so available to support me all the time. I thought maybe he was on modified leave or vacation.” Dismay hit her hard. She hoped Jadrian hadn’t gotten in trouble with his superiors because he was so dedicated to her cause. Another thing we ought to have discussed. She’d been so grateful to have his company pretty much full time, she hadn’t wanted to ask questions, to be honest.
“We just escaped the Khagrish labs where our kind were held captive for centuries. We’re searching for all of you humans, we expect the enemy to launch an offensive against us sooner than later—they’ve already stepped up patrols in a few sectors—how would any Badari have time off?”
Timtur sounded so accusatory she was shocked into silence. 
“And you’re not mates,” he added.
We could be. She bit her tongue to keep from uttering the wistful remark. Her feelings were strong and unmistakable, but she’d never ask Jadrian to tie himself to her when she was so brittle and unstable. And with gaping holes in my memory. “I’ve been making progress, though, don’t you think? The attacks are less frequent.”
“If your stability depends on having Jadrian around every single hour of the day, waking or sleeping, then no, this isn’t progress. And the episode with Walt in the garden was near disastrous.” Timtur took a deep breath, and she could tell he was consciously softening his tone. “You’ve substituted Jadrian for the doctor’s sedatives and not addressed the issues in here.” He tapped her forehead then her heart.
“We’ve talked. We’ve tried to identify what triggers the episodes.” Her protest was immediate. Rising to her feet, she walked away from him, going to the food preparation area for a glass of water just to have a distraction from processing Timtur’s disturbing assertions. “He helps me focus on staying in the present, on breathing—”
“Proving my point. You need him to help you manage, and Aydarr needs him to fight the Khagrish so we can all have hope for a future.” Timtur gazed over the lake. “When we were prisoners, I thought freedom was the ultimate dream. Now that I’m free, I find there are new dreams.”
“I understand.” She headed for the cave entrance.
The healer took three quick steps to intercept her, touching her elbow. “Where are you going?”
She tried to sidestep him but Timtur shifted position with the amazing speed the Badari possessed. “I’d like to be alone,” she said, wondering how far he’d go to prevent her leaving the den.
“I promised Jadrian I’d watch over you in his absence. I must honor my promise.”
Hands on her hips, retreating a few paces, she glared at him. “We have an impasse then, don’t we?”
“I leave you two alone for an hour and now you’re challenging each other for dominance?” Jadrian’s voice was amused as he came up the final few feet of path and into the cave. “I need to talk to you both, so let’s declare a truce.”
“What did Aydarr want?” Taura asked.
“As we expected, my name restored to the full time duty roster. He did agree we could continue to stay here in these quarters, since you still have nightmares. Megan apparently recommended strongly you not be reassigned to the women’s dormitory yet.”
Relief mixed with anxiety over the idea of having to move into a cave full of other women, including Sandara no doubt, bubbled up in her mind. Bless the doctor. “Well, that’s a concession I appreciate. I’m doing so much better during the day, but I can’t answer for my behavior at night.”
“Which I told the Alpha.”
“And I’m sure I’ll like working with Kelli at Stores. Not that I expect your Alpha to care about my personal happiness,” she added hastily. “But the situation wouldn’t be stressful there, I don’t think, so my new assignment works to everyone’s advantage.”
Timtur took a few steps toward the cave’s entrance. “I’ll leave the two of you alone then, if I’m not needed.”
“But you are, my friend.” Jadrian sounded light-hearted. “I got Aydarr to agree to one more thing I believe will be the answer to Taura’s dilemma, but the plan hinges on your help.”
“I heal Badari, not humans, with rare exceptions,” Timtur said pointedly. “And certainly not their minds.” He glanced at Taura and his attitude wasn’t unkind but he shook his head. “I can’t help with her broken memories.”
Jadrian wasn’t dismayed at all, obviously in an unusually buoyant mood. “I think you can. Hear me out?”
“If you’ve already got the Alpha’s permission for whatever your wild scheme may be, who am I to say no?” Timtur grinned as he capitulated. “I’ll always have your back, my friend.”
Taura raised her hands. “Hey, remember me? If you got Aydarr to agree to do something for me, or affecting me, I need to know about it.”
He caught her in a hug. “We’re going to take you to the sacred grove of the Great Mother and perform a healing ceremony.”
Mouth open, Timtur looked as shocked as she felt. Taura swallowed hard. “We’re going to what?”
“Your dreams gave me the clue.” He addressed Timtur next. “She’s been dreaming of the grove and, last night, she caught a glimpse of the Great Mother. A clear sign to me of what we must do.”
“Aydarr agreed to this?” The healer sounded so astonished that Taura gaped at him.
“Why, what’s so scary about the idea?” she asked.
Jadrian gave her another squeeze. “The grove is located at the lab where we Badari were created.”
“But you destroyed the lab when you escaped, right? So there aren’t any Khagrish there anymore?” She looked from one man to the other.
“Theoretically, no. But we don’t know what the Khagrish may be doing, what kind of surveillance they might have set up. The scientists obviously knew the grove was important to us but, since no one has gone back, they might not think to ambush us there.” Jadrian said, releasing his affectionate hold on her. He took her cup of water and drank thirstily before saying, “But first things first. You have to describe your dreams to Aydarr and Timtur.”
Shaking her head, Taura raised both hands and made a pushing motion as if to slow him down. “I’m sorry, I know you’re trying to help, but circle back for a minute. Why would your goddess care about me?”
Jadrian was undaunted by her open skepticism. “Why would she send you dreams of the sacred grove if she didn’t mean for you to come there to seek her help? I certainly never described the grove to you. I didn’t tell you where I found my stone amulet. So how did you know?”
Taura was torn. Deep inside she had no expectation this trip to the Badari place of worship was going to yield any results, and she hated to waste the pack’s time and energy. Besides which, there was an element of danger in the scheme, and she didn’t want anyone putting themselves in harm’s way on her account, especially not on a wild scheme like this. But she got goose bumps thinking about the last dream, which had seemed so real…
Jadrian seemed so enthusiastic and happy he’d found what he viewed as a way to help her solve their mutual problems. She didn’t have the heart to object further. “All right, I’ll go talk to Aydarr but don’t be surprised if he changes his mind after he hears my description. Dreams are just wisps from the subconscious, at least in the world I live in. Not messages from—forgive me—alien goddesses.”
Not upset in the least, radiating good humor, he nodded. “I’d expect such a reaction from a non-Badari. It’s fair to have the Alpha make the decision.”
She glanced at the healer. “And how exactly does Timtur figure into this?”
“He’s the man in Generation Eight who stands closest to the goddess, in part because he’s our healer, with special psychic talents. Also because the ancestral memory says one man in each generation would be chosen by the Great Mother to assist his packmates in preserving their link to her. As the Badari grew more distant from their origins we might forget important commandments. So he must take his place in the Grove with you, to approach the goddess properly. To let her know the Badari support you.” Jadrian hugged her tight. “I’d do anything to be by your side there but, in this case, it must be Timtur. Now, Aydarr is waiting for us so we need to get a move on.”



CHAPTER TEN
 
Before dawn the next day, Taura sat in one of the Badari’s captured Khagrish flyers, surrounded by soldiers from both packs, armed to the teeth and as deadly serious as if they were going on a combat mission deep behind enemy lines. Which in a way she guessed they were, since no one knew what to expect from the Khagrish. Aydarr was leading the expedition himself. After hearing a recitation of her dreams about the grove he’d made a pronouncement attesting the message from their goddess was unmistakable and not to be ignored. Mateer had been left behind to take command of the forces remaining in the valley.
Jadrian sat beside Taura, scarcely recognizable in his fatigues, equipped with a pulse rifle and a hand blaster. And, of course, she reminded herself, all the Badari had their fangs and talons, should close quarters combat be required.
Timtur sat across the aisle from them. He’d deferred to the Alpha as to whether the dreams had been sent to Taura from the Great Mother or inferred by her subconscious from scraps of information she might have overheard in her time at the sanctuary valley. Taura advanced that theory to the alpha, trying to be scrupulously factual. But, once Aydarr gave the command to proceed, the healer kept his own counsel.
Timtur and Taura were the only two people in the flyer not armed. He was wearing camouflage fatigues like all his pack mates, but carried no weapons. She’d asked for a hand gun or a knife and been refused.
“Our ruling isn’t from a lack of trust,” Jadrian said regretfully. “But as the person going to ask the Great Mother for a boon, it’s not appropriate for you to come before her carrying instruments of death.”
“Easy for you to say—you have all those lethal claws.” She held up her hands, wiggling her fingers to display her close-cropped nails. “Humans aren’t so fortunate. I could at least have a weapon while I’m in the flyer, couldn’t I? Just in case of—of unforeseen developments?”
“Fair point.” Relenting, Jadrian handed her one of his own finely honed knives.
Apparently Gabe, a human ex-Special Forces soldier, was the best pilot among the survivors and the person Aydarr trusted most to fly special missions. Taura had met Gabe briefly at the landing field in the valley, shook his hand, and considered how much he resembled Walt in demeanor and attitude. Definitely cut from the same cloth. 
I wonder if he resents my being the cause of Walt getting in trouble with the Badari?
But the pilot hadn’t said anything personal to her, entering the cockpit and remaining there.
 “Circling the abandoned lab now,” Gabe said over the com as the flyer banked to the east.
“I wish MARL had been willing to come with us,” Jadrian said. “His scanners can detect things no other equipment can find.”
“Couldn’t Aydarr order him to come?” she asked.
Jadrian shook his head. “MARL answers only to Jill, the alpha’s wife. As you heard her say yesterday, she wanted to join the expedition—she’s a soldier by training—but Aydarr refuses to risk her outside the valley unnecessarily. The leader of the Khagrish has a pathological hatred for Jill because she almost killed him and did leave him seriously impaired. She’s probably the single human the Khagrish would do anything to capture. Hence Aydarr’s caution. No Jill means no MARL.”
“No sign of enemy presence. Proceeding to the grove.” Gabe’s voice was matter of fact as the flyer’s path straightened again.
The Badari stirred, preparing to disembark as soon as Gabe landed. Aydarr worked his way toward the flyer’s stern, where the exit ramp was located. He paused beside Jadrian and Taura. Hand on the headrest attached to her seat, he addressed them and Timtur. “We need to keep the time on the ground minimal. At the first sign of approaching Khagrish, we pull back and make our escape. You two will have to be focused and efficient inside the grove.”
“If the Great Mother wishes to communicate with Taura, or show any other sign of her grace, as Jadrian believes, surely she won’t put us all in jeopardy by prolonging the encounter.” Timtur sounded calm.
“Setting down now,” Gabe announced, followed immediately by a slight jar as the flyer landed.
The door opened, and the ramp extended. The first wave of Badari moved out. Taura and Timtur were in the middle of the second wave, with Aydarr and Jadrian directly in front of them. The sun was barely peeking over the horizon, and a cool mist blanketed the area. The flyer lifted off behind them, and Timtur drew her forward, toward a ring of huge trees.
“Exactly like my dream,” she said, to herself.
Jadrian caught her eye and nodded as if to say, I told you so.
The soldiers deployed smoothly in all directions, moving so efficiently she could hardly see them, even knowing where they’d gone. Aydarr and Jadrian continued to lead the way. Taura checked over her shoulder to find Reede, the other enforcer, covering the rear, flanked by Darik from the other Badari pack, who she knew slightly from the dining hall. The Badari squad took her to the edge of the grove then Aydarr waved her and Timtur on.
“We’ll be right outside the first ring of trees,” he said in a low voice. “Get this done so we can go home.”
“I’ll do my best, but the resolution is up to the goddess.” Timtur’s tone was respectful but adamant.
Aydarr caught Taura’s arm as she stepped toward the grove. “I hope the Great Mother blesses you this morning. Good luck.”
Jadrian brushed her cheek with a kiss then the two men were gone into the mist.
Timtur drew her past the first pair of trees and conducted her through the ring into the wide open grassy space in the center. He paused, drawing a deep breath and staring eagerly at their surroundings. “I’m grateful the Khagrish haven’t tried to destroy our sacred place. Being here restores my inner peace, refreshes my healing energy. I hadn’t realized how much I missed this.”
“It’s beautiful. Just like in the dreams.” Taura moved away from him, heading unbidden toward the center, as if she was being directed to do so in some fashion. The grass was thigh high in spots but she didn’t hesitate until she stubbed her toes on a stone ring, blackened by generations of fires. “Will we need to light a fire?”
“Not today.” Timtur shook his head emphatically. “We’re not making our presence here so obvious.”
“It must be hard for you to have your most sacred place located where you can’t safely visit,” she said.
“Yes, but we’ve no time for idle discussion.” The healer guided her to take a seat on a low, rectangular stone close to the fire ring and took up his position next to her.
“What am I supposed to do? No one’s explained the ritual to me.” The Badari were treating this visit with so much gravity and respect but she couldn’t imagine anything was going to change for her as a result of all the effort being undertaken to help her. She wished she’d never mentioned the dream to Jadrian and prayed to the Lords of Space no one would be injured or killed as a result of the day’s journey. 
Rubbing her forehead and smiling ruefully, she realized she’d just invoked her own religious beliefs in a space dedicated to the goddess venerated by her Badari allies. I guess my faux pas’ll put the kibosh on any help I was going to get here, insulting my ‘hostess’.
“I’m going to sing a sacred song passed down to us from our forefathers,” Timtur said. “I’m thanking the Great Mother for her care of us. I have no idea what you’d need to do to ask the goddess to look with favor on you. One of my own people would instinctively know how to call her, but if you have any link to her at all, she might choose to reach out. We can only hope.”
“I’m sorry Jadrian set the events in motion for today,” she said.
Eyes wide, Timtur gaped at her. “Why?”
She gestured. “All this risk, all this effort and manpower, probably for nothing, just because I had unusual dreams.” Rubbing her arms because the morning air had an edge of chilliness, she added, “Even if I am having a strong case of déjà vu now I’m here.” The whole scheme felt unsettlingly like a dream. She pinched herself to make sure she was awake.
“On the contrary, nothing could be more exciting and reaffirming for us than to know the Mother reached out to you, even if she doesn’t grant you any grace today. Just to have her send the dreams to ease your sleep and torment is a blessing in our eyes. I apologize if I made you feel ill at ease. That wasn’t my intention.” He frowned. “It’s hard for me to stand here unarmed. I know I need to concentrate on the ritual, but all my instincts are to be with my fellow Badari, on the alert, ready to fight.” Smiling again, which made him look years younger, Timtur said, “A test of my own faith, in my packmates and in the goddess. Do you have any other questions for me?”
Taura shook her head and closed her eyes. She found she didn’t want to talk any more either. As Timtur launched into his song, she had the vivid mental picture of Jadrian in her mind’s eye. Although thinking of him made her happy, she decided it was important to clear her head of conscious thought as much as possible. 
She worked through mental exercises which came to her, probably from past training in the Sectors. Concern for Jadrian and memories of him faded in her mind’s eye, to be replaced by a vision of the huge tree circle instead. She heard Timtur singing but faintly, as if he’d moved far away from her. She concentrated on the breeze in the ancient trees and a sudden trill of melodic bird calls. A faint floral perfume drifted into her awareness. Dawn blooming flowers perhaps?
Her frazzled nerves relaxed, and a sense of utter calm and peace flowed over her, which was a sensation she couldn’t recall enjoying since waking up on this planet. She couldn’t hear Timtur’s song any longer, and she worried that their time might have elapsed already. Opening her eyes, she found herself alone in the grassy circle, no sign of the healer.
Rather than feeling alarmed, not even wondering where Timtur had gone, Taura rose to her feet and pivoted slowly on her heel, admiring the huge trees, enjoying the quiet and peace of this special place. She couldn’t remember ever experiencing anything like it, although given the sad state of her memories, that wasn’t much of a declaration. “Thank you,” she said softly. “For inviting me here.”
The breeze rattled the branches, then became a voice, speaking from thin air. “You are linked to one of my own children, for the Badari remain mine, no matter how many millennia pass. It is for his sake I offer to help you.”
Taura held her breath as a vision of Jadrian appeared in front of her, unsubstantial, yet unmistakably the man who’d rescued her from the lab and who was still doing his best to help her. A golden thread of light flickered in the sun, emanating from his heart and flowing to hers. “We’re not mated,” she said, sad feelings moving into her heart like a gray cloud. Raising one hand, she tried to touch the glittering light. Her fingertips tingled but passed through the illumination and the thread remained unbroken.
“Only because you fear who you were, and so both of you foolishly resist the heart’s claim,” said the voice. 
Feeling a bit guilty, Taura said, “I’m trying to remember who I am, trying to regain my whole self. It’d be unfair to him to ask him to commit to me the way I am now.”
“The core of you is immutable, solid, trustworthy,” her unseen companion said. “Unchanging and true. Jadrian knows this even if you don’t. I wish my Badari to continue in this universe and to exist and go on they need mates. Jadrian needs you, for he will have no other.”
“I have to do this for myself.” Goddess or no, Taura wasn’t budging from what she stubbornly believed. There was no point in doing any of this if she didn’t remain true to herself. “I have to have peace of mind before I can truly be a good partner. I have to know I won’t break and leave him tied to a woman who can’t cope with life.”
“Have you broken? Did you give your enemies what they so desperately wanted from you?”
Taura straightened her spine. “No. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.” Unbidden, the scene between her and Walt flooded into her head, and she regained her memory of all the details the human soldier had shared with her in the garden. “But I’m not the person I was. What Walt told me about myself—I don’t recognize that version of me. How did I get to be her? Why did I do what he described, the spying, working undercover—my entire life apparently, before I was kidnapped and brought here?”
“Do you need to know these things to go forward? That Taura’s time is over. Time for new beginnings, a new life on this world which has become your home.”
“It’s not so simple.” Am I disagreeing with a goddess? The sheer unreality of the discussion swept over Taura and she stifled an urge to laugh at herself and the situation. Nervous laughter wouldn’t be a respectful reaction. I must be hallucinating, or having another dream. Maybe Timtur hypnotized me with his song.
“So much doubt,” said the gentle voice in the wind. A breeze ruffled her hair and caressed her cheek. “Very well, since you crave these memories of times past, times before you met my Badari, I will open the door for you.”
A crack of thunder boomed, and an involuntary scream was wrenched from deep within her. Taura crouched low in the grass. As if blown by a wind she couldn’t feel, the green stalks parted directly in front of her and became a path, leading to a spot between two of the trees on the perimeter of the grove. Moving slowly, Taura rose and stepped into the newly created walkway. 
Ahead flickering images awaited, as if she was approaching a trideo screen. The closer she came, the clearer the picture grew, until she realized she was watching herself, standing in front of the closet on that unknown Sectors world, debating her clothing choices as she prepared to seduce…Farsriu, the leader of the terrorist cell, the man who was rumored to have direct communications with the Mawreg. Tonight would just be the first step, making a chink in his armor, trying to build his trust…
About to leave the glade and step into the scene in front of her, Taura paused, believing she’d heard her name called. Turning, she saw the image of Jadrian in the center of the circle, staring at her with so much longing, his golden eyes glowing, that she was compelled to take an involuntary step in his direction despite her resolve.
Reaching out to grab at the nearest tree to steady herself, she said, “If I go, can I return? Will he be here?”
“His heart is true. Will your steps lead you along the same path and bring you full circle to where you left? Who can say? Life is risk.”
Hesitating, Taura was torn. She could commit to life here on this planet and stop chasing her memories. But was that a fair choice? To be unsure who exactly she was? “Not fair to me or Jadrian. I’m doing this for both of us and he knows it.” Taking a deep breath, she wrenched her attention away from the vision of Jadrian and crossed the threshold into her bedroom on Dardanel Three.
 
“You all right, babe? You’re as pale as if you saw a ghost. Here, have a drink.” Farsriu stood in front of her, holding out a serious feelgood from the dark color of the liquid in the crystal goblet and the fizzing sparks of other intoxicants leaping from the surface.
Taura blinked, glancing at the party goers around them. How did I get here? Was all that other stuff real or is this? Confused, she took the glass without thinking too much and drank a large swallow. The liquor burned her throat, with an odd aftertaste, but cleared her head to some extent. Farsriu pulled her close for a sloppy kiss.
“That’s my girl. Are you ready to meet my, uh, special friends? I’ve told them all about you and how much I think you can help us with the work—they’re eager to discuss the possibilities.”
She ran a hand down her elaborately embroidered bodice and smoothed her skirt, finding the beading and colorful stitching oddly captivating. Much more her style than the beige jumpsuits…beige jump…beige…she never wore beige anything. Disoriented, Taura fluffed her hair. “Sure. Let me just run to the ladies room for a sec then I’m ready. I’m so excited to finally meet your friends.” 
After a year spent in this hellhole setting you up to give me access to them, yeah, you can say I’m ready. She ignored his fleeting frown, set the glass on the nearest table and made her way through the crowd to the deserted lounge area. 
Taking a deep breath, she scolded herself for giving in to whatever that weird daydream was about. Checking her appearance in the mirror, she pulled out her makeup applicator and repaired her chosen palette for this evening. Stay frosty, don’t blow this. 
Tonight would be the biggest coup of her entire, long career in the undercover service, with more to come once she was fully embedded in the core of the operation. It’d been a twisting path from her childhood in the Star Guard Orphanage, but all the sacrifices were worth it to help take down an operation benefitting the Mawreg. The Mawreg who’d destroyed her colony and killed her family. Revenge long delayed but sweet.
Oh yes, her message to her Sectors handlers tomorrow was going to astonish and delight.
A knock startled her, and Farsriu poked his head into the room. “Babe, you look totally glam, which I appreciate, but my associates don’t care about appearances the way you and I do.” He walked over to her, catching her close.
Taura had to fight not to shove him away. Farsriu was a pig at the best of times, but she’d made peace with the sacrifices her job entailed. Hadn’t she? Why was a man with glowing golden eyes hovering at the edge of her mind’s eye? “I think the feelgood you gave me was too strong for this girl,” she said, laughing. “My head’s spinning.”
He took her hand and tugged her toward the door. “They’re getting impatient. I’ve told them so much about you.” 
The statement had a strange emphasis, as if there was a double meaning and his derisive laugh worried her, but she walked with him, although her nerves were keyed up. The corridor was deserted, and he guided her to the left, away from the crowded ballroom where the party was being held.
Farsriu led her into another cross corridor and stopped in front of a door, knocking on it in a stylized rhythm. He held her hand tightly.
As the portal opened, he dragged her inside the room and slapped the controls to close the door. 
The whole setup felt off. “Maybe I’d better take a raincheck tonight. My stomach is upset from the drink, and I don’t want your friends to think I can’t hold my feelgoods.” Taura attempted to free her hand but his fingers were like a manacle.
“No retreat now, babe.”
She heard a sound behind her, as if something sticky had slapped the floor and been pulled loose. Adrenaline spiking, she hit Farsriu and broke his hold, running toward the door. A thick, cold tentacle wrapped itself around her ankle, sending her crashing to the floor. Twisting, she kicked at it with her other foot, trying to drive the spike heel into the flesh, but her blow had no effect.
More tentacles slithered their way across her body as she writhed and fought, including one over her mouth. The slimy taste made her gag, and she fought her instinctive revulsion so she wouldn’t throw up and choke herself. She was hauled to her feet to face her captors. Two Chimmer stood there, surveying her with their dead black eyes. Farsriu stepped in front of her, slapping her across the face so hard she saw stars and would have fallen but for the merciless grip the Chimmer had on her.
“Sectors bitch. Thought you had us fooled, but we turned the tables.”
How long has he known? What gave me away?
Farsriu continued his rant. “Yeah just too bad for you one of my guys met you before when you were undercover on another operation and tipped me off last month.”
“Silence, human,” the Chimmer on the left said, his voice a gurgle, like water flowing over sandpaper. “No need to tell her anything.”
“Hey, I gotta get my satisfaction before you take her away and cut her open to spill all her secrets, let the bitch know this so-called fool played her for a fool.” Farsriu laughed.
A green tentacle lashed out from the alien’s body, forming in an instant, wrapping around the terrorist leader’s throat like a striking snake and squeezing mercilessly. “You talk too much, to her, to others. We have no further need of you.”
Eyes bulging, tongue protruding and blackening, Farsriu fell to the floor bonelessly. His body lay twitching in death throes.
The Chimmer lifted Taura into an obscene embrace, holding her close to its gelatinous body, tangled in tentacles. Her mind was growing fuzzy. What was in that damn drink Farsriu gave me?
Fighting hard not to panic as the aliens carried her outside and toward a waiting flyer, Taura reached deep inside her mind for the checkout code, the ultimate solution for any Sectors operative caught in a situation from which there was no escape possible. The numbers and symbols flickered but refused to solidify and line up properly in her head.
As the Chimmer holding her glided up the ramp into the flyer, it said, “Trying to kill yourself? We’ve taken precautions against the fatal outcome this time. You will give us your secrets, human. We’ve hired experts who’ll enjoy the process of peeling your mind open for us. Our allies take pleasure in what they do.”
Frantically, she realized she wasn’t going to be able to defeat the enemy in the standard fashion. She defaulted to the next level of security and deployed a mental shield, unbreakable according to the Mellurean Mind who’d created it for her. “Even you won’t remember,” the alien had said, “Not until the right code words are uttered to release your memory.”
Taura took a deep breath as her mind went curiously blank. 
 
She was floating in a sea of green, no memories, no cares, nothing.
“A powerful and ancient magic indeed was gifted to you by the one who hid your memory, with hints of energy known to me,” said a voice in her head, sounding like a rush of wind. “Well crafted. Yet nothing capable of prevailing against me in my own place. The past shall be restored to you, make of it what you will.”
“Wait!” The cascading memories jostled in her mind, filling her consciousness with dizzying images, thoughts, and concerns. The peace of the moment was gone, replaced by mundane human cares. None of that is relevant now. Ruthlessly, she shoved all of the chaos aside. There was something—someone—from the present she wanted more than anything from her turbulent past. “Please, is Jadrian here?”
“Do you wish him to be, now you’ve obtained your objective? Does he still matter to you?”
“Nothing is worth losing him.” Taura knew that with stone cold certainty. Her previous life was dead and gone, over. Jadrian represented promise, everything she never had, never dreamt she could have, in her single-minded pursuit of revenge back in the Sectors. He was hers…if she was brave enough to reach for him. Unless this goddess intended to break the bond. “He’s meant to be mine—we belong to each other, you said so.”
Gentle laughter, like a quick patter of rainfall on a sunny afternoon. “You didn’t wish to believe me before.”
“I had to find out who I was, to be fair to us both.” Taura harbored no regrets about her decision, especially because now she had a lightness of spirit, knowing all the good and bad in her past. No more fear of lurking secrets.
The unseen goddess appeared to be in agreement. “True, as you perceive the world to be, you did. Since you petition me directly, let no one put you asunder from your mate. But I warn you, there must be a mutual claiming to ensure the bond remains seated in your human nature, as it would for a Badari. For Jadrian.”
“I’d do anything for him.” The vow came from the core of her being and she had no slightest doubt she’d take any action required to make Jadrian happy, keep him safe, make sure he knew he was loved.
“Go in peace then.”
The wind ruffled her hair. Taura closed her eyes and thought of Jadrian.
 
She crouched in a corner of the Khagrish cell, coughing violently as the smoke continued to spiral into the closed room via the air duct high above.
A soldier with golden, glowing eyes knelt beside her.
“You came,” she said, reaching for him.
“Always.”
 
She stood in the center of the Great Mother’s circle, the grass tickling her knees, Timtur’s song filling her ears. A faint, sparkling golden ribbon the color of the soldier’s glowing eyes extended from an aura surrounding her, threading outward through the trees. Jadrian?
Taura?
“I remember everything,” she said as she slowly slid to the ground and rolled over to stare at the sky.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
“I’m hungry.” Her empty stomach was her first concern when she awakened in a cave bedroom she didn’t recognize, but obviously on the Badari planet. Finding Jadrian was more important, however. Food could wait. The room was empty, but voices came from the next chamber. She rose, grabbing a robe lying across the foot of the mattress, slid her feet into waiting slippers, and walked to the door. “Hello?”
“Oh good, you’re awake!” Jill, the Alpha’s wife, left her chair by the fire and came rushing to her. “Let me help you to a seat, you must be woozy. How do you feel?”
“I think as her doctor, that’s my line,” Megan Garrison said in a joking tone as she came to join them and support Taura on the other side. “Nice of you to wake up while I was here anyway.”
“How long have I been asleep?” The smell of tea and freshly baked bread was nearly irresistible as she placed herself in the low slung chair. She glanced around, faintly alarmed not to immediately see her mate. “Where’s Jadrian?”
“He’s been sent out on a time critical mission,” Jill said. “You’ve been asleep for three days since the trip to the grove. You don’t remember him saying good bye? Or us waking you up enough to force you to eat and drink a few times?”
 “Not really.” Taura took the cup Megan handed her and gulped half the tea before reaching for the rolls on the table. “I remember everything else, though. All about myself, all the way to childhood. And the mission I was on when the Chimmer captured me.” An involuntary shiver ran through her as she recalled the moment Farsriu betrayed her to the enemy. She closed her eyes, swallowed hard, and took five deep breaths. I will not freak out over anything in the past.
“Did you see the Badari goddess, if I may be so bold as to ask?” Jill poured herself more tea and leaned forward, eyes wide.
Taura shook her head. “I heard a voice, a breathtakingly beautiful voice, like the wind calling to me.” Words failing her, she realized she wasn’t going to share the further details of her experience with anyone. Except Jadrian.
“Timtur said he got through the third verse of the blessing song, and you suddenly said you remembered everything, then fell over in a dead faint at his feet,” Megan said. “The Badari rushed you back here, and I was waiting at the landing field, fearing the worst, but you were in a genuine deep sleep as far as I could tell.” 
Megan took another roll and added jam. “Thank you for not readmitting me to the hospital. I’m sorry, but that place has bad associations for me.”
Megan shrugged. “Jadrian insisted you had to be cared for in a different location.”
“Aydarr’s half-annoyed, half-amused at how pushy Jadrian’s become over matters to do with you,” Jill said. “He’s a senior soldier but in the pack structure he ought not to be able to withstand direct orders from Mateer, much less Aydarr himself. To break the impasse, I offered to take care of you here, since we have extra chambers, and Megan drops by daily anyway. None of us wanted you alone in Jadrian’s cave quarters while he was out on deployment, and it’s yet to be seen if you’re ready to move into the women’s dorm.”
She was warmed by the information her warrior had been watching over her, even to the point of again challenging his Alpha. Now if he was only here so they could talk. The need to be with Jadrian was like a restless twitch under her skin. She wouldn’t be able to relax until she was with him and told him all the details of what she’d experienced, as well as the words the Great Mother said. Looking at the friendly faces around her, she sighed and said, “No one was afraid I’d attack you during a flashback?”
“I take great care to ensure Jill’s safety.” The confident voice emanated from a glowing metallic ovoid as it floated into view from the other side of the fire. “Had you any antagonistic intent to harm Jill, you would be neutralized.” An aqua blue ray shot from the top of the ovoid, vaporizing the tip of first one stalactite, then another, before dissipating. “Demonstration.”
Jill laughed. “He loves to give demonstrations. Anyway I was in the Sectors Special Forces—I can take care of myself.”
“Okay, I consider myself duly warned by both of you.” Taura accepted a plate of scrambled eggs from Megan. “You must be the wise and powerful MARL I keep hearing about.”
The ovoid floated closer, emitting a pale pink sheet of color washing over Taura in the blink of an eye and vanishing. “Are you and Walt related?”
Surprised by the non sequitur, choking on the eggs, Taura took a minute before she could answer. “No, we’re certainly not. Why do you ask?”
“You and he have identical, highly sophisticated technology embedded in the same generally inaccessible area of your brains. What is the purpose of this enhancement?”
“Who has an enhancement?” Aydarr stood in the entrance to the cave, Mateer looming behind him. 
“I do,” Taura said, her memory on the point crystal clear. “And Walt.”
“Glad to see you awake,” the alpha said to Taura before moving to greet his wife with a kiss. Mateer likewise moved to hover next to the chair where his wife Megan sat. 
“Thank you for taking me to the grove,” Taura said fervently.
Aydarr seated himself next to Jill. “The Great Mother willed it, so the task became mine to accomplish. Your memories were returned to you?”
Taura saw no reason to lie. “Everything, all the way to childhood. I think I can recall every single day of my life now, if I was foolish enough to want that.”
Golden eyes glowing, Aydarr seemed to understand. “There are always things best left deep in the unconscious mind. Otherwise it can be a challenge to function.”
“I agree.”
“I’ve no wish to pry into what happened between you and the goddess,” he said to her relief. “Such curiosity isn’t my place. I would like to have a general report of who and what you are, though. I need to know who lives in the sanctuary valley, as well as what capabilities they may possess to help our cause against the Khagrish. And now you raise intriguing questions for me regarding Walt, to add to the ones I already had—he’s been quite close mouthed on his background—so I’ll need to ask more on the topic.”
Hesitating, Taura voiced her concern. “I’d like to tell Jadrian first, if you don’t mind.”
Aydarr stared at her. Mateer seemed to be hiding a laugh behind his hand. Taura kept her gaze focused on the alpha with difficulty, stubbornly resisting his influence. Finally, he nodded. She blinked and allowed herself to look away from his face as he won their staring contest but did concede on his demand to a degree. “Fair enough,” he said.
“I can promise you I didn’t learn anything about myself which poses a danger to the Badari or this place,” she said after rapidly reviewing her past. “Depending how long I’ve been here on this planet, anything I was doing before I was captured is moot now anyway. But I owe it to Jadrian to share who and what I was with him. Where exactly is he, by the way?”
“He and a small team have returned to the lab where we rescued you, actually. His review of the intelligence on the captured handhelds made it clear there was a high priority project being conducted there, specific research the Chimmer had asked for and wanted very badly. Since we believe the Badari were the Chimmer’s most critical assignment for the Khagrish, it’s vital we find out whatever we can. I sent him in to search for more information, other records, any related materials in the ruins. Even though the place was partially burned, it’s surprising what survives. A risky mission because we’ve had reports of sporadic Khagrish activity on the ground near there, but we need to know.”
“Seven hells.” She blinked, her gut swooping with unease as a sudden realization swept over her. “The Badari aren’t the subject of the special research. I am.”
Eyes narrowed, Aydarr did a double take. “And what leads you to this conclusion?”
So much for waiting for Jadrian to discuss my past with him privately. “I was a Sectors undercover agent, about to infiltrate a ring working directly with the Chimmer and possibly even the Mawreg overlords. I was betrayed—the details don’t matter right now. I wasn’t a random colonist abducted in the middle of the night or a passenger plucked off a ship by pirates, okay? I was handed over to the Chimmer, who told me they were going to give me to people who were quote experts in what they do unquote, who would peel my mind like an onion. And here I am. I wasn’t the pet project of a mad Khagrish scientist—he and his team were deliberately trying to break open the mental safeguards a Sectors’ operative like myself has implanted. Which have never to my knowledge been broken before. The Chimmer were able to keep me from carrying out my highest priority order, to kill myself on the spot, so I retreated to the next tactic, which was a near total block on my memory.” Taura took note of her listeners’ body language, evaluating how they were reacting to her information. 
Jill was nodding. Eyes narrowed, Aydarr was leaning forward in his chair and showed every sign of being highly interested in her tale. “Yeah, I wasn’t high enough in the Special Forces to get those kinds of implants, but I sure heard about them. Gossip in the ranks.” The Alpha’s wife touched her husband’s arm. “Her story hangs together, Aydarr.”
“If you need more corroboration, get Walt in here,” Taura said, although she didn’t sense any disbelief in her audience. “He said he was on his way to search for me when his ship was swept up in a pirate raid. I bet he has the same psychic implants I do.”
Aydarr crossed his arms, his face unreadable. “I’m relieved to hear he has a valid explanation for his behavior toward you, although he’s still in trouble for circumventing my direct order not to approach you without permission. Walt has been a valuable military resource for us. I’d hate to lose his support.”
“And a good friend,” Mateer added. “We’ll have to interview him, of course, in light of the new information, but if his only infraction was talking to Taura—”
“He was trying to carry out his orders from our Command,” Taura said. “Those predate yours. Can you recall Jadrian and his team?”
“Surely if these mental implants are so important to your people, you want us to find out whatever we can about what the Khagrish were doing?” Aydarr sounded surprised by her request. “We can transmit an update of what Jadrian should be looking for.” 
“Although it may be years if ever before we can pass the information he finds along to your people,” Mateer said.
“I have a bad feeling.” Taura rubbed her arms as if a cold breeze had blown through the cave. “You said there’d been Khagrish activity in the area recently. Finding out any more details of what was done to me isn’t worth risking Jadrian, or any Badari.”
“Your concern does you credit, but the team is due for extraction tonight,” Aydarr said in a tone of voice signaling he wanted no argument. “The squad leaders are experienced soldiers.”
Taura wasn’t convinced, but the Alpha was the supreme military commander here. She’d said as much as she could on the subject of how and where he deployed his troops. She only had a prickling in the back of her neck to go on, after all, an agent’s superstitious sign to be on the alert for an operation to take a bad turn. Intuition which had certainly failed her spectacularly on Dardanel Three. “Will I be able to talk to Walt tomorrow maybe? I’d like to close the loop with him on what I’ve remembered from the Sectors.”
“I’ll give the order. You can meet with him in my office, and I’ll sit in on the briefing as well,” Aydarr said. 
Megan touched her hand to get her attention and her eyes sparkled with happiness for her patient. “Just based on casual observation, you seem much calmer.”
“More in control, less likely to be triggered by events,” Taura agreed. “Not to say I won’t have any more flashbacks or nightmares, but I think I can handle them better, stay on top of the panic, knowing what events are at the root of the problem.”
“You slept peacefully for the last three days and two nights.” Jill chuckled. “Too peacefully maybe.”
“Catching up after all the bad dreams.” Rested and serene overall, Taura was anxious to see Jadrian and have a long talk. Any other time she might have been alarmed to sleep for such a long stretch of time but she’d been debilitated and needed the healing slumber. “Am I free to go to my own quarters now? I’d like to wait for Jadrian there.”
Put on the spot, Megan hesitated. “Speaking as your physician, I hate to have you alone just yet. Jadrian’s cave is a bit isolated too, as I recall.”
“We have plenty of room here,” Jill said, gesturing expansively at the large cavern. 
Taura had the feeling her preferences weren’t going to be honored in this discussion and she didn’t want the Alpha to weigh in with an ultimatum. Clearly, no one was going to allow her to be completely by herself yet. 
Briefly, she pondered invoking their Great Mother’s intervention, but even she wasn’t sure the regaining of memories would insulate her from the debilitating flashbacks. The voice in the wind hadn’t addressed that issue, only the memory loss itself. “Thank you for the invitation. I’ll be happy to hang out here then, unless Kelli needs me at Stores.” She had a pang of guilt. “I was supposed to start working there days ago, wasn’t I?”
“Don’t fret; she hasn’t had time to organize it all without you. Your job is safe.” Jill chuckled. “We’ve kept her updated at a high level. She’ll be happy to have you helping her whenever it’s possible.”
“I think I’m going to go lie down again.” Taura rose, planning to take her plate into the food preparation area before heading back to bed. Annoyed with herself, she realized her pulse rate was accelerating and the demented butterflies were fluttering in her gut, both of which signaled an anxiety event. Why now? Why couldn’t she catch a break? “Just a bit woozy. Probably ate too fast or something.”
She felt the four pairs of eyes trained on her as she walked briskly to get rid of the remnants of her breakfast and the dishes. She walked toward the entrance to her guest bed chamber, trying not to rush or show her keyed up state. 
Suddenly, an agonizing pain erupted in her right arm, starting at the wrist and traveling toward the center of her body, burning its way through her nerve endings. She screamed and collapsed in a heap on the rocky floor, clutching her wrist. 
Megan was first to reach her, falling to her knees and trying to prevent Taura from moving. “What is it? What hurts?”
Taura attempted to speak, but the pain was excruciating. She clenched her teeth and rode the waves of agony as she’d done in the lab when tortured. 
“If I didn’t know better, I’d say someone was using a neurocontroller on her,” Aydarr said as Mateer rushed up with his wife’s medkit. “But she’s not wearing one, and even if she was, we’d never do such a thing.”
Dimly, Taura was aware of the enforcer pausing in midstep, staring at her. “You’re right.”
“Give me the medkit.” Megan’s tone was sharp and she made an impatient gesture, spurring her mate to action. 
Taura pushed on the doctor’s arm. “Don’t put me to sleep. I need to be conscious. Fully functional.”
“All right, for now.” The physician pressed an inject to Taura’s skin. “Local pain blocker.”
Cool relief spread from the site of the inject. “Jadrian,” Taura whispered as her body relaxed. “Something’s happened to Jadrian.”
Megan smoothed her hair away from her face. “Ssh now, I’m sure he’s fine.”
“His pain,” Taura forced out the words. “Not mine, not truly.”
“Are they mate bonded?” Jill asked from outside of Taura’s limited field of vision. “Are they linked? Could she be right?”
“I’m trying to reach Jadrian,” the Alpha said. “He’s outside our range for direct telepathic contact.”
“Then how would she be able to receive anything from him either?” Mateer asked. “They’re not even—” 
“Mates?” Taura finished the sentence for him. “I’ll scream if I hear one more person say that to me. It’s none of your business, people.” The shock on the faces surrounding her would have been amusing at any other time. “I’m telling you I know in my bones this pain is a reflection of whatever Jadrian’s trapped in the middle of. We have to go help him now.”
“I’m talking to Pratym in the coms room right now.” Mateer exchanged glances with Aydarr. He shook his head. “The report isn’t good. She may be right.”
“Can you please get her off this cold stone floor?” Megan asked.
Despite his distracted expression, her mate obligingly lifted Taura from the cave rock and carried her to a comfortable chair next to the fire ring in the main living area of the cave.
“Thank you.” Taura settled on the cushions. “The pain is easing. I think maybe he’s blocking it. What’s going on?”
Face set in grim lines, Mateer gave a concise report of his telepathic conversation with the Badari command center. “Cadet Lieutenant Evgan reports via com they were ambushed by a sizable Khagrish security force. Jadrian ordered him to take the cadets into the wilderness surrounding the lab and go to ground, which he’s now done. He states Jadrian remained behind to provide covering fire for the retreat and has been captured. Pack soldier Ulmar has been critically wounded, and the cadets are attempting to keep him alive long enough for his Badari healing abilities to kick in.”
The other two women gasped. 
“You sent cadets on this mission?” Taura asked, remembering the fresh young faces of the Badari teenagers who usually sat at the table with them in the dining hall.
Mateer flicked a glance at her. “Cadets must learn their combat skills in the field. Jadrian is an excellent mentor and teacher, one of our best. And the danger of attack was deemed relatively minimal. Clearly, we failed to take all the critical factors into account.”
“The Khagrish are probably hoping to find me lingering in the vicinity. Or my body. They need something to give the Chimmer.” Taura’s gut roiled with fear. Jadrian would never allow any Badari cadets to be captured, not while he had breath in his body. So she wasn’t surprised to hear he’d made a valiant stand to ensure the boys got away. She shoved away her panic and worry over his being tortured. Time to be the cool operator right now. Fall apart when he’s safe. “When do we go?”
“We?” Aydarr raised his eyebrows in surprise.
She rose to her feet, puzzled by the response. “We have to go rescue him—you can’t leave him there to be tortured by the Khagrish.”
“Don’t lecture me on my responsibilities, human. Mission planning is ongoing as we speak, and the strike team will be leaving in half an hour, under my personal command.” Aydarr pointed at her with the talons that had appeared on his hands during the discussion. “You will not be with us.”
Taura ground her teeth, fighting to hold her temper. “I can help. I may not have combat experience per se but I’m a trained operative. I can be a distraction for the Khagrish when you’re ready to launch your attack. I know the enemy is desperate to recapture me—they won’t kill me, at least not immediately. While they’re dealing with me, you can take them by surprise.”
“You’d give yourself up to them?” Mateer’s voice held grudging respect.
She looked him right in the eyes. “To save Jadrian? Of course I would.”
“Admirable, but no.” Aydarr’s voice was vehement, his stance aggressive, hands on hips as he enumerated his objections. “You’re not fully recovered, you’re an unknown quantity to me—”
“I’m fully trained,” she said again. “Thanks to your goddess, I’ve regained all my memories and skills. Maybe that’s why she agreed to help me, so I could be useful now.”
“Thank you for the offer, but again no. It’d be too much of a risk. You’ll have other chances to participate in future operations if your skills are what you claim.” Aydarr checked with Mateer. “Time to go.”
There won’t be other chances to save Jadrian. Taura fisted her hands on her chair arms to keep herself from attacking either of the two senior Badari in the room. She bit her tongue to keep from yelling but was compelled to blurt out one more question. “Is this reluctance because I’m a woman?”
Aydarr seemed genuinely stunned as he swung to stare at her. He gestured at Jill. “My mate is the fiercest warrior I know, if not in stature, in intensity and skills. We’ll be taking a member of Gabe’s crew, Flo, with us as part of the ground forces. She’s proven her worth in combat many times. There are other human female fighters in the valley and you can join our ranks, once I’ve assessed your skill level for myself. We perform an evaluation of each new member of the group, male and female, before they are allowed to serve in an armed capacity.”
There was an uncomfortable silence in the cave when he finished speaking. Jill moved to Taura’s side and touched her arm. “I know you want to help Jadrian. We believe you’re a person with training and resolve. No one doubts any of what you say but be reasonable for a moment.” She raised one hand to forestall Taura’s objections. “Badari fight as a pack. They’ve integrated Flo, me, other humans including women as my mate said, into their ranks but such a sensitive mission is hardly the best place to test your combat readiness after all you’ve been through. You can trust Aydarr and the others to retrieve Jadrian or die trying. All right?”
Clearly this was a battle she wasn’t going to win. Concealing her smoldering anger by putting on a calm face, Taura waved the Alpha’s well-meaning mate away. “I’m fine. Go, do what needs done. We’ve wasted enough time now and I get the picture. Don’t worry about me.”
“I’ll walk with you.” Megan stood and linked arms with Mateer. “I should alert the clinic staff in case there are any casualties we can help Timtur with when you get back.” Megan paused to check on Taura. “Doing ok pain wise? Com the clinic if you need me.”
“Will do.” Unable to formulate more words past the mixed emotions clogging her throat, she gave a thumbs up signal.
Hand in hand, deep in discussion, Jill accompanied Aydarr, MARL floating in her wake, the three of them debating what long range scans MARL could perform to support the rescue mission.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Taura took a deep breath as the cave grew silent, everyone else having departed. The pain traveling along her bond with Jadrian was a dull throb now, either because he was blocking it, as he’d blocked the other Badari on their link when he was younger and being tortured, or else the pain killer the doctor had given her was working. Taura didn’t much care which reason was right. I’m not fucking staying here while Jadrian’s a Khagrish prisoner. Aydarr needs me, whether he’ll admit it or not. She got dressed in a rush and hastened from the cave, relieved no one had posted a guard to watch over her. 
There was one person left she could request help from.
The valley was in an uproar due to the emergency deployment of most of the pack, with small groups of people clustered here and there, talking in tense tones. Taura found it easy enough to snag a passing Badari cub and get directions to Walt’s quarters. Apparently, he’d been given his own small cave in deference to his superior military skills and presumed rank in the Sectors. With a smile, she wondered what exactly he’d told the Badari initially about his background.
No guard stood at the entrance to Walt’s cave, which did surprise her since Jadrian told her previously the Alpha was upset at the human’s disobedience. Maybe Walt had gotten back into Aydarr’s good graces to some extent since the incident with her in the garden. She knocked on the wooden nameplate bolted to the rock face of the cliff. “Walt?”
“Come in.” 
As she walked into the single, huge room he emerged from the rear of the cave, blinking in surprise. “I didn’t expect to see you today. Rumor is you got your memory back?”
“No kidding. You can talk to me all you want about the damn harvest moon on Signum Twelve, and I’ll sing like pop star Karissa.” She shook her head and gripped his arm. “None of that matters now. I was afraid Aydarr’d taken you with him.”
Walt frowned. “He should have. He needs all the firepower he can get for this raid. But I’m the designated backup pilot for Gabe, and I was detailed to stay here in the valley. Aydarr’s still pissed I disobeyed orders and talked to you in the garden. He let me sit in on the briefing he did for Gabe. Very rapid-fire I might add, but I got the gist.” He headed for the tiny food preparation area. “Want a drink? The Badari don’t do alcohol or serious intoxicants but I liberated a few choice human beverages from the cache of pilfered goodies at the main Khagrish lab, when we were scavenging. Got nice cold, lite beer here.”
“I’d love one.” She took a chair and accepted the cold container he handed her, examining the label with appreciation. “Hmm, the pirates have good taste. High end.” 
“Probably off one of the passenger vessels the Shemdylann nabbed to fill their quote of human experimental subjects.”
The beverage rolled down her throat like liquid silk and the mild effect of the feelgood spread through her body, reducing the ache deep in her bones from Jadrian’s pain, making it easier to think. She knew she had a high tolerance for intoxicants so one drink wasn’t going to affect her combat readiness. The minor indulgence was a luxury.
Walt came to sit and they clinked containers. “Here’s to living dangerously,” he said as he raised his own drink to his lips. As if sensing the urgency vibrating inside her, Walt didn’t waste any more time after his first long swallow. “What brings you here?”
“I did tell Aydarr you’d been following your previous orders, from Sectors Command, when you tried to talk to me, by the way,” she said, figuring beginning with her attempt to do him a good turn with the leader of the valley couldn’t hurt. “He took the information well.”
Walt shook his head. “Yeah, you try disobeying one of his orders and see what happens to you. Aydarr was literally born to run his pack of skillful and deadly killers, and he doesn’t tolerate infractions. It’ll take me a few squared away missions run by the book to get back on his good list.”
“You’re not going to like what I’m here for then.” Taura set her nearly full drink on the cave floor. “I realized I was the special experiment the Khagrish were working on at that damn lab. The Chimmer wanted them to break my Mellurean memory block.”
Walt whistled. “Good luck with that.”
“Yeah, well the Badari Great Mother zapped it in nothing flat so good thing she’s on our side. Or the Badari side anyway. But I’m sure the Khagrish have been keeping an eye on that lab site in case they can recapture me, if I survived. I suggested to Aydarr I should go on this mission to serve as a distraction—”
Raising one eyebrow and pausing before he took his next swallow, Walt made a guess. “And he said no.”
“Politely but emphatically. But he’s wrong—you and I both know he’s being overcautious. Extra firepower or a good diversion at just the right time could be the difference between success and failure. Between saving Jadrian’s life and losing him.”
Walt pointed his beer bottle at her. “You could wind up dead.”
“I’ll take that risk in a heartbeat. Aydarr said I’m debilitated and, of course, he doesn’t know what I’m capable of so he said no.” The refusal burned in Taura’s craw.
“The Badari accept the fact human women can be kickass fighters,” Walt said. “There’s Jill herself, of course, and Flo from Gabe’s crew, plus some others. But even you have to admit your track record on the ground here hasn’t been too good, with all the flashbacks.” He drained the final drops from his own drink. “So if he said no, and you’re here, I can guess what you want.” He pointed at her then himself. “Are we about to become a two-person rescue team?”
“Will you fly me there? Is there a flyer we can get our hands on?” She held her breath.
Leaning back in his chair, Walt pitched his empty container in the direction of the small food prep area. A muted clang as container met trash bin testified to the success of his throw. “When I was assigned by Sectors Command to find you, I was shown your service jacket. Not all of it, of course—a lot was redacted—but enough so I know what a good agent you were, how deadly you could be. So I don’t question the assumption you can do what you’re proposing. But going rogue on someone else’s mission, especially a rescue op, isn’t a good idea. What if we fly in and get crosswise with what Aydarr has planned? It could be a disaster, Jadrian could end up dead anyway, and you and I might as well trigger our own checkout codes because Aydarr would never forgive us.”
“I’d never forgive myself if I sit here and don’t go out there myself to help Jadrian.” She rose from her chair and paced, needing to use her excess nervous energy. “I know this will work. It’s the extra boost Aydarr and the Badari need, whether he’ll admit it or not. Aydarr doesn’t understand how qualified I am and there wasn’t any time to prove my skills to his satisfaction today.”
“Yeah, he’s hard headed. Comes with his job, running everything.” Walt sounded approving to Taura. “He also probably promised Jadrian to keep you safe while he was gone.”
 “Which makes me even more angry—who the seven hells are they to decide what’s best for me?” She ran her fingers through her hair in an effort to calm down a bit and refocus on the most pressing issue. “Time’s running out—if you won’t fly me there, at least don’t turn me in. I’ll steal the damn flyer and get myself there.”
Walt stood as well, heading for the corner of the cave where his bed sat. Over his shoulder he said, “I didn’t say I wasn’t going. Old soldier like me, I hate to miss out on a good fight. Let me get my weapon, and we’ll head for the landing field. I can get us past the guards if Aydarr left any. We can strategize on the way about how not to muck up Aydarr’s strategy for rescuing Jadrian in one piece.”
 
The flight to the lab where she’d been held was longer than she expected, but Taura had to admit she’d been in no condition to judge distances when she was rescued initially.
Walt flew at a terrifyingly low height across the landscape but with consummate skill. “We might actually arrive before Aydarr does, by the way. This is a faster flyer, and he’s going to have to link up with the cadets first and take care of the wounded man they have with them before he can go after Jadrian.”
Taura was in the co-pilot’s seat. “We need to find where the Khagrish are holding Jadrian. Let Aydarr know we’re here and give him our scout report—you can do that, right? You have the com frequency? Then we’ll take position to support the attack when Aydarr launches his offensive.”
“Yeah, I can contact Aydarr. The Badari communicate telepathically with each other, but now since the pack now has human allies, there’s a com setup too. A special rig MARL created and swears the Khagrish can’t detect.” Walt scanned the readouts. “Getting close. I’m going to land in a different place than the Badari used last time they came here. We’ll have to hike in. Are you sure you’re up to this mission? Not too late to call it off and fly home.”
“I’ll be fine. “ She laughed without much humor. “I slept for three days—I can’t imagine what it’d take for me to feel any better.”
Walt set the flyer down in a small clearing. As soon as they descended the ramp and Walt had sealed the flyer, Taura set off into the forest, weapon at the ready. The soldier hastened to catch up. 
“How do you know where you’re going?”
“I can sense Jadrian—I know where he is.” She felt as if she had a cord wrapped around her hand and all she had to do was follow the tug. Even more than before, she knew to the core of her being she was doing the right thing to disobey Aydarr’s orders and be here to participate in the rescue of her mate.
“At least he’s alive.” Walt fell back to guard her six, treading silently in her wake.
After about a half an hour of working her way through the dense forest, Taura reached the fringes of the forest surrounding her former prison and took cover. “Viewers?”
From his position in concealment beside her, Walt handed her the requested item.
The Khagrish had established a makeshift camp on the fringe of the ruined lab since ambushing the Badari salvage team and capturing Jadrian. Several of the black-uniformed security officers stood guard on the perimeter, watching the forest intently, while two more were clustered with a pair of Khagrish scientists, unmistakable with their elaborate red and yellow hair. The latter were dressed in fatigues but had no body armor and no visible weapons Taura could see. All of the security troops were armed to the teeth. The group with the scientists stood off to the side, studying something which Taura guessed was either a motion tracker or a map, probably trying to figure out where the other Badari had gone in the vast forest.
She bit her lip to stifle a gasp when she found Jadrian. Half naked, he was strung up by the wrists between two columns. A blood splattered black neurocontroller was locked onto his right wrist, just below the ropes. His back was a bloody mess and his head lolled to the side as if he was unconscious. Only the fact she sensed the psychic cord taut between them reassured her he was alive.
Handing Walt the viewers so he could make his own assessment, she hunkered down further in the brush as another team of Khagrish security guards passed by about ten feet away from where she and Walt were hiding. The guards joined the rest of their party in the ruins.
“No sign of the escaped prisoner,” said one in Khagrish, which she’d learned during her captivity.
“No more Badari either. Whoever he was protecting got away. Tracks indicated juveniles, maybe one badly wounded adult.” The other guard reported to the person Taura guessed was the senior scientist, as his crest contained a preponderance of high status red hair.
“Aydarr is mad as hell,” Walt whispered, one hand to his ear where the tiny com device was embedded. “But since we’re already on scene and I’ve described the numbers we’re dealing with here, he’s agreed to add us to the plan. The Badari aren’t picking up anything from Jadrian—he’s got them blocked. We’re to wait for the Alpha’s signal before going in.”
“Fine, whatever he says.” Taura kept her focus on the scene playing out in front of her. One of the security guards strutted to Jadrian, lifted his head by the hair and swore at him before punching him hard in the gut.
A second man joined the first, holding a neurocontroller. Laughing, he thumbed the switches and a spasm tore through Jadrian’s frame.
Taura caught a renewed surge of pain through the bond. Hold on, don’t give in, we’re coming, she said in her mind, trying to send her lover encouragement and strength.
The other guards joined the first two, ringing the helpless Badari, watching him react to the torture, encouraging the one with the controller to ratchet up the power. Another man took a force whip from his belt and lifted it to inflict a blow.
“They’re going to kill him,” she said, taking aim at the man with the neurocontroller. Her first shot went a bit wild but she drilled the Khagrish through the heart with her second. Picking out her next target, she downed another guard. Beside her, Walt was firing as well.
“We need to move,” he said. “We’re outnumbered and Aydarr won’t be here for at least ten more minutes.”
She kept firing but now the enemy had taken cover and was returning fire with ferocity. “Lead the way. I’ll be right behind you.”
Walt slid away into the brush but before she could follow him, a squad of six Khagrish came up on her from the forest behind her position. The first inkling she had of their arrival was a pair of energy bolts blasting the tree trunk on either side of her.
“Drop your weapon, human, and turn around slowly,” said the black-clad officer leading the group. “Or I’ll kill you right here.”
Angry and nauseous over being captured so easily, she raised her hands and did as he demanded. Two men came forward, grabbing her by the arms and hauling her to her feet. The officer ordered the others into the forest to search. “She can’t have been here by herself. The shot pattern indicated at least two shooters,” he said. Walking over to her, he looked her up and down, retracting his visor so she could see his sneer. “Kind of a small and ineffectual rescue team, aren’t you?” he said. “Don’t worry, we’ll find your companions soon enough. “
I hope Walt relocated. But the soldier wasn’t her concern. Saving Jadrian was. And right now all the Khagrish attention had redirected to her. Good.
Their grip on her tight and punishing, the two Khagrish guards brought her to the scientist, who wasn’t anyone she’d ever seen before during her captivity. He and his colleague stared at her with unnerving attention while the female scientist ran a scanner over her. The two Khagrish conferred over the readings and repeated the procedure.
Excitedly, the junior scientist said, “This is her, the human the Chimmer wanted to have broken at this lab. The DNA signature matches exactly.” She clutched her senior’s arm, practically weeping with relief. “We’re so blessed to have found her—the customer would never have forgiven our losing her. But now they won’t ever have to know.”
“Maybe we’re a little too blessed.” The senior scientist didn’t act thrilled. He studied Taura’s face and body, reached for her right arm and rubbed the spot where the red mark from the neurocontroller stained her skin like a brand. He spoke over his shoulder to the waiting guard officer. “Seems you were right, captain, that the animals would be drawn to our trap, using their captured comrade as bait. I never expected to be lucky enough to find this woman, however.” Eyes narrowed, he studied Taura for an unnervingly long time. “I’m Dr. Ingglimmer and you are obviously the escaped prisoner.” His Basic was fluent. “I think you have much explaining to do. Many things to tell us, including what the Chimmer want to know, but now I have my own, more pressing questions.”
Breathing hard, Taura tried not to allow her stress to seep into her voice. Buy time for Aydarr to get here. “My mate told me to hide until you left, but I couldn’t let you kill him. You leave him alone, you hear me? Take me, let him go.”
“Mate? They’re mated?” The younger scientist sounded awed, and her bushy yellow-pink eyebrows rose. “We’ve got ourselves a mated pair? Do you think she’s breeding? Oh, this gets better and better. I’ll go get the deep tissue scanner.”
“You do that.” Dr. Ingglimmer kept his focus on Taura as his excitable colleague hustled to the pile of crates and instruments. “You expect us to believe this man and his band of juveniles broke you out of this lab, killed the entire contingent of Khagrishi, did all this damage to our facility—” He waved his hand in the general direction of the burned ruin, “Took you for a mate and stayed in this vicinity until we arrived to search for you? Perhaps the majority of my colleagues are more skeptical than I am when it comes to the intelligence and abilities of their former test subjects but I believe the animals and the escaped humans have become a dangerous fighting force on this planet. A threat to Khagrish.”
Taura tossed her hair. “Believe whatever you want. I won’t betray my friends.”
Ingglimmer didn’t answer, clasping his hands and tapping his thumbs against each other while he studied her. He gave a brisk nod and pointed to Jadrian. “Captain, kill the animal.”
“No!” Taura kicked out, toppling the guard on her left, whose hold had grown lax. Whirling, she ducked under the man reaching for her, grabbed the weapon from the man she’d knocked over, and sprinted toward Jadrian, determined to protect him.
“Stop her!” Ingglimmer yelled.
She shot the closest guard, right through the middle of his forehead, and winged the next man before she was tackled from behind by a third, who broke her hold on the weapon.
Hauled to her feet, she was still fighting.
“So part of your story is apparently true—you do have feelings for this animal.” Ingglimmer, who hadn’t stirred from his original spot, raised a hand. “I’m cancelling the kill order for now if you stand down at once.”
Taura relaxed her stance and sought to give off an air of cowed compliance.
“Good strategy, sir.” Enthusiastically the guard captain endorsed his superior’s chosen tactics. “Since she’s so invested in his wellbeing, we can sure use the animal as leverage on her. She’ll talk before we’re through.” He leaned closer to Taura. “You’ll be amazed how much punishment these brutes can take. It’ll add to the amusement to make you watch.”
She spat in his direction and tried to kick him. He reacted by slapping her across the face. 
“None of that now,” the officer said with a laugh as she doubled over in pain and shock. “Show a little more respect or your so-called mate will pay for every insult. Corporal!”
“Sir?” The guard whose weapon she’d stolen stood straighter. 
“Administer a reminder to our captive there.”
Apparently eager to inflict pain on their helpless captive, the guard wasted no time in pulling a controller from his belt, aiming it at Jadrian, and ostentatiously flicking the switch.
“You bastards, you’ll be the ones paying,” Taura said as the shared pain rippled through her, and Jadrian convulsed against his bonds. She didn’t know if he was fully conscious or not. She hoped not.
“Enough.” Ingglimmer snapped his fingers, and the guard flipped the device off. “Is she breeding?”
“Oh. Right.” Recalled to duty, the assistant stepped forward warily and ran a fast scan. “Apparently not.”
Head tilted, pointing his finger at her, Ingglimmer laid down his terms to Taura. “I think there’s much, much more to you than my late colleagues suspected. I think the Chimmer forgot to share a few details, but I intend to learn it all now. Co-operate and I’ll let the animal live a little longer, at least until you’ve given up all your secrets. Put her in restraints, captain, post a guard, and let’s finish our business here so we can leave before dusk. There are records we need to find, if at all possible, so I don’t have to recreate protocols from scratch at my own lab. Once we’ve secured those we can devote full attention to interrogating this pair of rebels here on site. I’m not sure we need to take them both with us. It may be better to kill the male as an example for any others lurking nearby.”
“Your kind didn’t manage to break me before,” Taura said, full of hatred that lent her strength. 
“My colleagues didn’t have the tools or knowledge of your emotions at their disposal that I have.” Ingglimmer hooked his thumb in Jadrian’s direction. “I’ve got your fatal weakness in my control, I believe?”
“What do you want to do about the escaped Badari juveniles whose tracks we found?” asked the guard officer. 
“Leave them for a future excursion. They’ll be easy enough to find, I’m sure. The new detectors should be in beta test mode soon, and we can scan vast swathes of the cursed forest and root out this troublesome resistance before the Chimmer ever hear so much as a whisper of the trouble going on.”
I hope I get a chance to warn Aydarr about the new scanner capabilities. Taura’s wrists were secured in front of her, and the guard dragged her to the columns where Jadrian was suspended, his toes barely dragging on the ground. The captain forced her to kneel before linking her bound wrists to a handy metal protrusion on the broken portal. She was achingly close to Jadrian but unable to touch him.
“Sorry we’ve left your boyfriend unconscious and unable to talk right now.” The Khagrish’s tone was jeering. “You’ll both be begging to share information with us soon enough. My men and I are considered top notch at wringing information from unwilling sources. On my last tour of duty here, I worked closely with the scientists in the lab where the animals were created so I’m well versed in the best techniques for making them suffer. Personally I’m going to enjoy this.” He leaned over and rubbed the red mark on her right wrist. “I’ll bring a bracelet from the flyer for you and that’ll be the end of your disobedience, human.”
He walked away with a swagger, and Taura sat on the ground to be as comfortable as she could with her hands cuffed to the door frame. Aydarr better hurry up.
 
Jadrian had blocked the pain from transmitting to his packmates from the instant he was shot, and he kept his telepathic power locked down as the Khagrish beat and tortured him. The others had no need to share this. He’d been through similar situations before, and he retreated to the tiny corner of his mind he’d created as a boy, where the pain couldn’t touch him. 
While he waited to die, he felt as if there was still an open link somewhere. Despite his best efforts his suffering was being broadcast. And whoever he was touching was trying to send him strength, much as Aydarr and Mateer had done when they were boys.
This touch had a different feel to it, just as fierce and angry at what he was enduring, but not Badari.
In his tiny space of safety, he thought of Taura with deep longing and regret.
Blacking out under the merciless onslaught, he regained consciousness slowly, aware the Khagrish were ignoring him all of the sudden. His head buzzed after the beatings, so he didn’t trust his own ears at first. But no, her voice was unmistakable. 
Craning over his shoulder despite the waves of pain any movement brought, he caught a glimpse of the guards and the scientists…and Taura.
Furiously angry, he threw open his mental link and roared at Aydarr. What the fuck were you thinking, allowing her to give herself up? She should never have been risked in any attempt to rescue me. Adrenaline surged inside him and, if the alpha had been in front of him, he would have attacked savagely with fangs and talons. Terror for Taura broke the control he’d been maintaining. I trusted you not to endanger her. He tried to get a better view of what was going on with Taura, but he was bound too tightly, practically cutting off his circulation.
Peace, brother, your mate is one determined woman. Aydarr’s reply was mild as he sent a wave of strength through the pack bond. The pain rampaging through Jadrian’s body retreated to manageable levels under Aydarr’s mental influence. She defied my direct orders to remain at the valley and instead came to your aid. We’re taking up positions now, snipers are waiting for my signal, and we’ll launch our attack. Hold on.
A new wave of fresh agony spread from the bracelet on his right arm. Caught off guard, he had to battle to remain conscious while his muscles contorted again in response to the Khagrish device’s signal. He passed out for a few seconds. Without Aydarr’s recent infusion of energy, he’d have been unconscious for much longer.
Jadrian? Taura’s voice rippled in his head, faint and uncertain.
She sat at his feet, but the bastards had fastened her restraints in such a way that she and her lover couldn’t touch each other. He couldn’t hope to protect her, and the knowledge tore at him, a worse pain than any physical torment. He stared at her, assessing how badly she’d been hurt. I might have to kill Aydarr for allowing you to insert yourself into this situation, for risking your life on my account. He was curious to see if she’d be able to hear him. If, as he suspected, he and Taura now had a telepathic link of their own, courtesy of the Great Mother.
She tossed her head. I’m here on my own. I wasn’t going to let you die. But Aydarr better hurry up with the extraction. 
He says snipers are selecting targets now. 
Good.
She was working surreptitiously to pull an item from inside her torn jumpsuit. Idiot Khagrish didn’t bother to body search me once they took my pulse rifle. I have a laser knife, but the way I’m tied up here I can’t get a good angle to cut myself loose. Ever so carefully she reversed the blade and worked on severing her bonds. He was afraid she was going to injure herself and clenched his fists anew when he saw blood on her wrists but he held his tongue. This had to be done, she had to get free.
Tense and strained, Taura’s voice rang in his head. Almost done. Can you see if they’re paying attention? 
No one’s watching us. The captain and the scientists are conferring. The guards are carrying boxes to the flyer. They’ll be turning their focus to us soon enough.
 Keep an eye on them. Moving with determined speed, Taura broke through her bonds and surged upward to slice the restraint on his right wrist. As soon as she’d done that he extended his talons and ripped the other binder open with his now free hand, falling to the ground. 
Simultaneously the whine of a pulse rifle sounded and a guard dropped the box he was carrying. In slow motion, the Khagrish folded bonelessly to the ground, a surprised look on his face, followed by several more of his companions standing in the immediate area as more shots targeted the alien force. With a scream as he was struck by several blasts, Dr. Ingglimmer put his hands to his now charred chest and toppled onto a pile of instruments. 
Acting on instinct, Jadrian placed himself between Taura and what had become a field of battle as his roaring packmates charged. He grabbed her, ignoring her protest, and took two steps toward what shelter the broken portal provided, when the agony emanating from the bracelet hit again with killing intensity.
Collapsing to his knees, he tried to shove Taura to safety.
The guard captain sprinted toward them, aiming his neurocontroller at Jadrian with one hand and shooting wildly at the oncoming Badari with the small weapon he clutched in the other.
Taura charged the Khagrish, slashing at his face with her force knife. “I’m not going to let you kill him.”
The fury of her assault forced the captain to drop the neurocontroller to defend himself, but he recovered, attempting to disarm while grabbing at her. “You’ll be the key to my escape, bitch.”
Screaming curses, she stabbed at the vulnerable points in his body armor but it was a one-sided fight.
Jadrian got to his feet shakily, extended his deadly talons and launched himself at the captain, slashing the man’s legs out from under him. The enemy fell, dragging Taura with him. Before the Khagrish could make another move, Jadrian summoned every ounce of strength left in his body and ripped across the guard’s belly. Jadrian’s claws sliced right through the body armor and pierced vital organs. As his erstwhile enemy contorted, screaming, Jadrian rose to his feet with Taura’s help, grabbed the guard’s hand weapon and together they retreated to the scant cover provided by the ruined building. He placed her behind him despite her demand to take cover where she could fight, and took up a defensive position, ready to give his life if necessary to save her.
The volleys of shots were sporadic now.
Chasing a few stragglers trying to make it to the flyer. Jadrian heard the report from Mateer and relayed it to Taura.
“All clear,” Aydarr said verbally and mentally from an unseen position in the main field of combat.
Cautiously, Jadrian checked the area and saw his packmates were indeed in command, with no Khagrish left standing. Suddenly drained of the adrenaline-fueled strength that had sustained him for the last few minutes, he sagged against the broken wall. Careful of his injuries, Taura embraced him, head on his chest. Heart full of emotion, Jadrian drew in her scent and raised one hand to stroke her hair.
“When the Khagrish forces ambushed us and I was captured, I thought I’d never see you again,” he said. “So many things I wished to tell you, but most important is how much I love you, how grateful I am to have had you in my life, like a gift from the Great Mother.”
She raised her face to his. “There’s no time right now to say everything I need to, about who I am or my past life, but I promise you’ll never lose me. I love you and I won’t be foolish enough to let anyone or anything get in the way of us being together.”
She went on her tiptoes to kiss him, and he pulled her close for the passionate embrace he needed, to hell with the pain wracking his body.
At the sound of someone clearing his throat, he broke off the kiss. 
“Seems you’ve both forgotten all about situational awareness,” Aydarr’s voice was amused as he chided them. “Lucky for you my troops are in control of the area now. Let’s get you two out of here and on your way home.” The Alpha gestured, and a pair of the pack soldiers moved in to support Jadrian, while four more took positions to protect Taura. “I’m glad to see you more or less in one piece, old friend.” He made quick work of removing the neurocontroller bracelet from Jadrian’s wrist. 
Suppressing a groan as his comrades took the brunt of his weight and moved away from the building, Jadrian voiced his next most pressing concern after Taura’s safety. “The cadets?”
Picking his way through the rubble, Aydarr sounded pleased, “The cadets have had their first combat blooding. You taught them well. Lt. Evgan kept his head and did everything by the book. His squad took their lead from him. You can get a debrief later. I want to clear this area.” Aydarr glanced at Taura as he helped her over an obstacle and shook an admonitory talon at her. “You need to get it through your head no one disobeys my orders.” Retracting his claws, Aydarr changed the gesture to an open handed invitation as he flashed a broad grin. “But today isn’t the day. Today I’m grateful for the risks you took in saving my packmate.”
Taura shook hands with the alpha. “He came to rescue me from this place when I needed help. I wasn’t about to do less for him.”
A worthy mate indeed, Aydarr said to Jadrian.
Confused, he organized his thoughts as best he could. We haven’t acknowledged the bond. We’re not officially mates yet.
You should have heard her, standing tall in my cave, telling us all not to ever say again the two of you weren’t mates. Aydarr’s voice was full of amusement.
It’s rude to hold a conversation about me and not include me, Taura said in his head. What are you and Aydarr saying now?
You can’t hear him?
She shook her head. Only you. Which is enough. You’re the only person I want in my mind.
Timtur was there, trying to work on Jadrian as the group was on the move. Angrily, he pushed the medic away and shook his head. “Check her first—the Khagrish treated her roughly.”
“I’m fine,” Taura said. “You, on the other hand, are a mess and you need Timtur’s help. Don’t be stubborn.”
“If we don’t die from the injuries immediately, we heal fast,” he said. “The Khagrish designed us to feel maximum pain from their fucking devices, and to recover quickly, so we could undergo more abuse.”
Taura glanced at the stack of crates and equipment she was moving past. The younger female Khagrish scientist lay sprawled on the ground behind them, her chest blown open, a weapon lying close to her body, proof she’d died in the firefight. “And they can never pay enough for all their crimes but we exacted a bit of retribution today.”
“Permission to salvage?” Darik asked, pausing by the stash.
“Ten minutes,” Aydarr said as two flyers hove into view above the forest and angled in for a landing next to the ruins, one at a time. “We have to move.”
“The Khagrish said they have a new wide range scanner to locate Badari,” Taura said, looking at the gear and gadgets of the now decimated enemy group. “No other information. Didn’t sound as if they had it with them today, however.”
“Too bad because I’d love to get my hands on a sample scanner, but we’ll ask MARL to scour the intercepts for more intel. Thanks for the tip.”
She hesitated, staring at the ruins of the lab. Jadrian understood her unspoken desire. Go, see what’s left of the place you escaped from. I think viewing the cell as it is now will help you. Aydarr will wait.
The place you found me.
I wish I could go with you. His mental voice was full of frustration.
You can barely walk. 
“Jadrian says you want to see what’s left of your cell.” Aydarr had his hand on her elbow. “May I escort you in his stead? I need him to get to the flyer and let Timtur work on him. Time is tight here.”
“Thank you.” She blew a kiss to Jadrian and allowed the alpha to lead her toward the cell block area, which was mostly collapsed and blackened.
“Jadrian says your cell was the last one on the right.” Aydarr ducked under a beam and helped her through the opening. “I’m not convinced about the stability of the structure, but we can risk it for a minute or two.”
Taura took a deep breath, staring at the two standing walls remaining of the enclosure where she’d been held for who knows how long, in between sessions of mental and physical torture. The roof had fallen into the cell and, all in all, the scene bore little resemblance to the stark memories she had. She closed her eyes, remembering her first glimpse of Jadrian moving through the smoke, bending over to help her. That was the moment my new life began.
Our life, he said in her head.
“Ready?” Aydarr reached for her hand. “The first flyer is leaving now, and we shouldn’t linger.”
Flanked by pack soldiers, she and the Alpha ran to the larger of the two craft. The small one she’d arrived in was already speeding off to the west, heading for home. The ramp on Aydarr’s flyer closed practically on the heels of the last Badari to board and was lifting off in a steep vector immediately. Aydarr steadied her, assisting her down the aisle to the bow of the flyer, where Timtur worked over Jadrian, who was lying on his stomach on a litter.
Taura hastened to reach her lover’s side, grabbing his hand and staring in disbelief at his back. The wounds had closed and were fading to silvery white scars as she watched, crisscrossing the others he bore from earlier Khagrish punishments.
“Did you see what you needed to in the prison block?” he asked, turning his head with visible effort and pressing a kiss to her palm.
“It was nothing like I remembered in the flashbacks, because of course your pack pretty much destroyed the place.” She sat in the nearest seat, retaining her hold on his hand. “It was good closure. Next time I start to descend into an anxiety episode, I can replace the old pictures in my head with the current state.”
“Facts to replace the nightmares,” he said, harkening back to something she’d said a few days ago. 
“Exactly.”
“It’s a fact I love you.” He sat up as Timtur moved away from them with a murmured comment about retrieving another medical necessity.
“Will we have to go to the hospital for you when we get to the valley?” she asked, eyeing his battered torso before she moved into the inviting curve of his extended arm and snuggling close. The strong beating of his heart was reassuring, as it had been on so many panic-filled nights when she’d had her worst episodes. “You look much improved.”
“I owe it to Timtur’s care and an assist from the Alpha, lending me strength to recover faster. Dr. Garrison doesn’t treat Badari except in unusual cases. I had a fairly routine time at the hands of the Khagrish today, and the wound from the pulse rifle is already healing. So no, we shouldn’t have to make a stop there.”
“Routine.” She blew a derisive breath. “The bastards were going to kill you when I interrupted them.”
“Which is nothing new about how the Khagrish treat a Badari who displeases or disobeys them. Or tries to kill them.” He grinned. “To address your question, Aydarr will want to do a full after action debrief. He wants you and Walt there as well.” Jadrian gave her a twisted smile. “Let me guess who your pilot was on this ad hoc mission.”
“I understand about debriefs,” she said. “I’m just impatient to get you alone in our cave. Walt was my only way to get here, by the way. I do have all my memories back, thanks to your goddess and I want—no I need—to tell you who and what I was.” Heart hammering, she took a deep breath and gave him a bare bones sketch of her life as a Sectors operative. When she finished, she hardly dared to look at him, but he gave a reassuring squeeze of her hand.
His eyes glowed golden, radiating warmth and acceptance of her. Radiating love. “Taura, if you’re at peace with what the goddess showed you of your past, then I’m satisfied.”
She picked at a loose thread on the edge of the seat. “I was a spy. I did very dark and—and ugly things for the Sectors. I’m not proud of some of the actions I took, although I was directly fighting against the Mawreg’s efforts to destroy my civilization. And I had good reasons for why I became the person I was.” She studied her hands, so deceptively soft and petite, and sighed. “I’ve killed more than once.”
“As have I,” he said gently. 
“The old life is gone.” Straightening her spine, she made the declaration with a new clarity in her mind. “Even if I could step into my old life tomorrow, I wouldn’t. I did all I could, emptied out my soul for the Sectors, and now I’m done. I’ll never leave you—I couldn’t. You’ve become my life.” She put her next thought onto their private mental channel. I want to be your mate, if the offer is still open. Stop sharing that posh cave under false pretenses.
Heedless of the fact they were surrounded by his Badari packmates, Jadrian pulled her closer for a long and involved kiss. There’s nothing I want more than to claim you as my mate.
When they drew apart, Taura asked, “How does it work exactly? Is there a ceremony or…? Your goddess told me there had to be a ‘mutual claiming’, whatever that means. I hope you know.”
Jadrian glanced at the flyer full of Badari. Claiming is the most intimate and private of acts between the mates.
“Oh,” she said out loud, feeling herself blush. “I was thinking in terms of what we humans call weddings, where everyone gathers to celebrate.”
We could have such a party as well if it would please you. I’m sure Aydarr would be happy to have a pretext for another gathering.
“I’ll think about it. I don’t like being the center of attention.” A spy has to work in the shadows.
But you’re not a spy any more.
As you once told me, old habits die hard. She derived rueful amusement from the realization.
He nodded to acknowledge her point. To return to the topic at hand, you could speak to the doctor or to the Alpha’s mate, to explain the ritual from a human woman’s viewpoint. Both Megan and Jill are fully mated.
Taura shook her head. “I think this is for the two of us—you and me—to figure out together.” It’s our claiming, not anyone else’s.
I like your possessiveness. Jadrian’s comment sounded like an approving purr in her head.
Taura felt a rush of heat deep inside herself. I wish we could get back to our den sooner.
He chose to speak aloud, impatience ringing in his voice. “Yeah, I’m with you on that.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Taura leaned back in her chair and stretched. The debrief from the mission was still going on after several hours. Jadrian was visibly fighting to remain alert, and she’d noticed Timtur the healer eyeing him as well. She wished Aydarr would be satisfied and adjourn the meeting so she could get her as-yet-undeclared mate home. They might have to defer the claiming activity until tomorrow, despite how fast the Badari healed, but she could wait. The Khagrish had worked him over before she arrived to serve as a diversion, and it was plain to her he wasn’t anywhere near recovered yet, no matter what he claimed. 
She shoved the restorative drink Timtur had given Jadrian closer to him. He rolled his eyes but picked the container up and drank, then made a face.
She’d just about decided to ask Aydarr to excuse them and protocol be damned, when the Alpha said, “I think we’re done here for now.”
Relieved, she bounced out of her chair, ready to leave, when Aydarr added, “I’d like Mateer, Taura, Jadrian and Walt to stay.” He looked at his wife, “Jill, you too. And MARL.”
Now Timtur protested. “Jadrian needs to be allowed to rest.”
“I won’t keep them long. Actually, it’s Taura I need to speak with, but I’m assuming he won’t want to leave her here while he goes home.” Aydarr grinned.
“Absolutely not.” Jadrian confirmed Aydarr’s amused assumption. “I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine,” Taura said, “But if this can be a quick conversation, then I’ll stay.”
The room emptied out as this byplay was going on. Walt moved from the edge of the chamber to take a seat directly opposite Taura and Jadrian. Jadrian rose and extended his hand over the table. “I wish to thank you for your part in my rescue, and for assisting Taura.”
“No problem.” Walt shook on it. “All water under the bridge. We’re in a new situation here now. I’m ready to move on, if you are and she is. My old orders no longer apply.”
“This is my meeting, you two, although I’m glad to see you reach a new accord,” Aydarr said but his tone was merely firm, not offended. “Before the events at the lab took priority, MARL raised an interesting question about the two of you.” He indicated Taura then Walt. “About certain implants in your brains. Jill has suggested to me the devices might be related to long range communications.”
Surprised by the topic, Taura exchanged a rapid glance with her fellow Sectors’ citizen. 
“To enable sending long range, even interstellar messages,” Aydarr went on. “I need to know if this is true, and if we can use them to send a call for help to the Sectors.”
Walt acted unfazed by the pressure from the Alpha. “What I may or may not have in my brain is beyond top secret. Ordinarily, I’d die before I told you anything. But I’ll defer to Taura on this, because technically she would have been my commanding officer in the field if we’d managed to connect.” Green eyes glinting, he looked at her with a challenging attitude. “Do we talk or not?”
He was right about her status as the senior officer, since on Dardanel Three she’d been the person in charge of the operation. “I think in the current situation we owe it to our allies to share any intelligence that might help us all defeat the Khagrish, the Chimmer, and the Mawreg. Clearly, we’re caught up in a massive plot against the Sectors.” Swiveling in her chair to face the impatient Alpha, she said, “I’m guessing what MARL detected in us is an implant known as fastlink. Not everyone in the Special Forces or the agency to which I belonged is given this tech.”
“Or wants it,” Walt grimaced.
“Way above my pay grade,” Jill said in confirmation. “I saw it used on a mission or two, though. Saved our asses.”
“Although use of the device exacts a toll on the sender.” Taura felt compelled to add the negative aspects to the discussion. 
“I heard it shortens your life by a year, each time you use it,” Jill said.
“To my knowledge no research has ever been done one way or the other.” Walt added his opinion. “It’s grueling for the sender, I won’t sugar coat it. You need military grade adrenaphix shots afterward, which I doubt we have here, and you’re debilitated for hours no matter what. I’m talking knocked out, off your feet.”
You’ve used this tool? Jadrian’s voice in her head was a mix of concern and admiration.
I had to make reports in an untraceable manner, so yes. It’s as bad as Walt says. I think this is what my memory about ‘messages’ was, when I’d have a flashback here. I needed to send my last report.
“If we were able to send a message, would anyone be listening for it?” Aydarr asked.
“The Sectors Command has listening buoys for this and other secret communications,” Walt said. “A fastlink transmission gets priority. A few skillful operators—maybe one percent—can transmit directly to others, especially if enabled by a ship. I’m not at that level.”
“Nor am I,” Taura said. “But we don’t know how far we are from the Sectors and what the range limitations of fastlink might be. And Walt brings up a good point which makes this entire discussion moot. We can’t transmit unaided. There’s a piece of hardware required, to take the signal from our minds, boost it and fling it out into the galaxy where it needs to go. I certainly didn’t wake up with my black box close at hand. Did you?” She checked with the soldier.
He shook his head. “It’s safe in my luggage on the ship, who knows how many lightyears away from here.”
MARL floated away from his position behind Jill’s chair and drifted down the table, dark purple and green colors chasing each other across his surface. “I can extrapolate the transmitter from what you’ve said and from the design of the implants in your brains. There are subtle differences between the units. This will be an intriguing challenge, to reverse engineer such primitive technology.”
“And then you can make it work? Transmit a message?” Taura asked with skepticism, ignoring MARL’s gibe at the level of tech.
“Without killing us?” Walt added. “The refinement’s kind of important here.”
“I will run tests until I’m sure the device works so well I’d entrust Jill herself to use it, were she enabled.” MARL reversed course and floated toward the Alpha’s wife. “That’s my highest level of care.”
“You’d better check with Gabe as well. He might have had fastlink when he was on active duty,” Walt said. “He won’t have the transmitter with him either obviously but the military leaves the implants in place when a soldier retires. It’d be a third data point for you because he probably doesn’t have the same unit either of us has.”
“A valuable input.” MARL flashed a sheet of peach pink color. “An oversight on my part not to have scanned Gabe.” He sounded grumpy at being forced to admit anything less than perfection.
“How long will this take?” Aydarr asked.
Sparkling turquoise threads moved through the other colors MARL displayed, then the alien AI said, “I can manifest tomorrow by this hour. If Gabe is brought to me for scanning in the next seventeen of your minutes.”
Aydarr raised an eyebrow at Mateer.
“On it,” the enforcer said. “Darik’s bringing him now. And I’ll ask Megan what stims she might have on hand in the clinic that could mimic adrenaphix.”
“Good.” The Alpha sounded pleased. “I’m not asking anyone to volunteer just yet. Let’s wait for MARL’s manifestation and demonstration tomorrow.”
Jill had once told Taura the alien AI loved doing demonstrations of his tech. Taura swallowed hard. Sending messages via fastlink was one of the least favorite aspects of her previous job. What would the effects on her be if she tried it with an alien mashup of the required support equipment? 
Echoing her private reservations, Jadrian said, “I wish to go on record I don’t like this idea.”
“But Aydarr’s right,” Walt said forcefully. “If there’s even a remote chance of getting a message to the Sectors, we need to try. We’re living in a fool’s paradise here if we don’t think at some point the Chimmer are going to call in a strike on this planet and root us out. I’m betting the Khagrish are keeping the situation quiet for now, in hopes they can avoid admitting to the Chimmer the existence of a rebel force of Badari and humans going around destroying labs and causing trouble. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Inevitably the Khagrish will escalate their attempts to catch us, and then we have to be prepared for the arrival of even more deadly forces.”
“The Mawreg could even get involved and destroy the planet.” Jill nodded in agreement.
Taura clenched her hands together, her stomach roiling with fear. Jadrian reached out to catch her hand with one of his and squeeze her fingers gently for reassurance. 
“I know we’re on a ticking timeline,” Aydarr answered, standing tall. “Which is why I can’t afford to ignore this possibility once MARL and Jill raised it.”
“I volunteer to be the first person to test the setup,” Walt said, rising from his chair. “I’m in total agreement about the necessity, and I’m not mated, nor likely to be.” He gave Jadrian a sympathetic glance. “I understand where you’re coming from, believe me, but there’s only two of us—maybe three—on the entire planet who can send a fastlink message. I think we have to try.”
“You beat me to it,” Taura said. “I’ll volunteer as well.”
Through their bond, she had no trouble detecting Jadrian’s instinctive negative reaction to her risking herself, but he didn’t say anything out loud or directly to her.
I respect you as a warrior, he said with great deliberation. And will stand by whatever decision you make.
“All right, this meeting is adjourned. We’ll plan to get together here tomorrow night for MARL’s show,” Aydarr said. “In the meantime, I’ll craft a message in case we can send word out to the Sectors. I’ll send a draft to each of you for comments and additions prior to the meeting.”
“One thing to know—fastlink works best with brevity,” Taura said. “A clear, short message, pushed hard by the operator is most likely to go through.”
“I think we need to include the colony’s ID tag as well,” Jill said. “Doing so will enhance the creditability of our message, and I’m sure our mass disappearance has people in the Sectors terrified, not to mention the worries of the people we hope were left safely behind, like the elderly and the children.”
“I’ve duly noted both points, thank you, ladies.” Aydarr rose, putting his arm around Jill. “See the rest of you tomorrow.”
 
Taura and Jadrian walked hand in hand toward their cave. “I can’t wait to get you home for some pampering,” she said. “I know Timtur did his best healer magic on you, but I want to see for myself that you’re okay.”
“And you as well.” Jadrian paused to hug her close. “I was sure my heart would stop when I realized you were there, a prisoner of the Khagrish again.”
“I wasn’t going to let them have you.” Taura fought her emotions, remembering her first sight of him, bound and tortured, not even sure he was alive, except for the bond between them. I will not cry.
“Now you know what your true capabilities are,” Jadrian said, “I guess you won’t be working in the garden or the Stores. Aydarr will surely want you as part of our military team.”
“I’m not a soldier. I acquired certain skills along the way.” Excitement over the idea of playing a part in future missions combined with a touch of nerves. She wasn’t used to the idea of operating out in the open. I’ll have to adjust to the circumstances here and I’ve proven I can handle myself.
“There is a role for you, if you want it.” He sounded positive.
“Will your mate going in harm’s way bother you?” she asked. He was so protective at all times but his answer surprised her.
“Everyone who can fight must if we’re to survive. We’ll be a team, especially since we can communicate mind to mind.” Jadrian touched her forehead with his fingertips and then his own. “A rare blessing. Did you ask the goddess for the telepathic gift?”
“No, she didn’t even say specifically we had it. She mentioned she’d bind us together doubly, so perhaps that was her meaning. Will I be a member of Aydarr’s pack after we’ve claimed each other?” She was curious, especially given her history of ignoring the alpha’s orders.
“You’re only the fourth woman to become a Badari mate, so the situation is unclear,” he said. “I would assume so, however. Jill, of course, is a warrior and an unquestioned member of the pack and stands second only to Aydarr. We all swore loyalty to her, even Jamokan and his pack. Her younger sister Lily is Timtur’s mate, but even she would happily tell you she has no desire for a place in the pack hierarchy. Megan is Mateer’s mate, but being a healer she stands outside the pack structure of command.” Frowning, he said, “There are many things to be sorted out yet.”
“I’ll be happy to give Aydarr my opinion whether he asks for it or not,” Taura said. “On that or any other issue. I wasn’t a shy and retiring person in the Sectors, aside from the subterfuges required by my job as an undercover agent. I’m not changing now.”
Jadrian laughed. “I have no desire for you to alter or suppress anything about yourself. Aydarr respects strength matched with skill and knowledge. He’s strong enough to carry the load of leading such warriors in peace or war. But we would all fight to the death to protect the humans we’ve rescued, pack or not.”
“And on that note, we’re home.” Jill stared at the steep slope leading to their cave. “And darn, still no steps.”
“I like to hear you call it home. When I laid claim to the den, I only had a faint hope the goddess might grant me a mate. I’m incredibly blessed she sent you.”
“Funny, I believed she sent you to me.” Jill stood precariously on her tiptoes to kiss him, and then they trudged up the grade. “Next downtime we have, we need to get serious about terracing the hill as you’d mentioned and set regular steps into the path.”
Once they reached the top, Jadrian swung her into his arms and carried her inside the cave. “Are you hungry or thirsty?” he asked, pausing in the living area.
“Neither.”
“Fine.” He carried her into the bedroom and deposited her on their giant bed. “I think you mentioned you wanted to see if I was all in one piece?” His smile was mischievous as he backed away from the bed a step or two and toed off his boots. Next to go was his shirt, then he was unbuckling his utility pants. He stood naked before her, his cock jutting proudly, ready for her attention. Taura inhaled sharply and got off the bed, walking in a circle around him in a mock inspection, trailing her hand across his chest and then his back as she went, never breaking skin to skin contact.
“Looks perfect to me.” She grasped his manhood and stroked firmly for a moment. She grabbed a pillow, dropped it to the floor then sank to her knees, taking as much of him into her mouth as she could. She swirled her tongue over the sensitive head then the big vein underneath. Jadrian’s hips bucked under her ministrations, and he tangled his hand in her hair, urging her on but careful not to choke her as he thrust into the warmth of her mouth.
Pushed to the brink of climax, Jadrian threw back his head and groaned. He took Taura by the shoulders and gently raised her from her knees, the air cold on his cock as it slipped from her lips. “You have too many clothes on, mate-to-be.”
“I can remedy the problem easily enough.”
He caught her hand. “Let me.” Removing her shirt first, he paused to admire her beautiful, shapely breasts, before seating her on the edge of the bed to ease off her shoes. She reclined so he could slide her pants down her hips and drop them to the cave floor. “Beautiful,” he said, nearly speechless at the sight of her supple body in the subdued light, all curves and soft skin, waiting for him. She wore a tiny pair of black panties he wanted to rip off with his talons, or maybe even his fangs, but he supposed he needed to be careful so she could wear them in the future. Hooking a claw on either side of the garment, he teased himself and her by drawing it slowly from her body, kissing the delicate parts of her body the fabric had been covering.
Dropping the wisp of silky material to the floor, he bent to take a breath of her womanly scent, sweet and enticing, before running his fingers through her thatch of ebony curls, and into her silken folds. He circled her clit and took delight in watching her squirm. “You’re more than ready for me,” he said, feeling how slick and wet she was.
Taura scooted closer to the top of the bed and held out her hands to him. “Please, Jadrian? We have all night to play and touch and explore, but right now I just want you deep inside me.”
He positioned himself on the mattress and took his aching cock in hand, guiding himself carefully into her body. 
Taura pulled him down for a deep kiss, and he gave in to the overriding urges and plunged deep into her welcoming embrace. She locked her legs behind his butt, urging him wordlessly not to be gentle as he moved in and out in a rhythm Taura matched easily. She clenched her inner muscles around his girth at the deepest point of each stroke, to apply erotic pressure he couldn’t resist. Giving in to the demands of his body, Jadrian pushed as deep as he could go with one thrust and came in a burst of white hot sensation like nothing he ever felt before. Taura matched him, tilting her pelvis to enhance her own pleasure and hanging onto him passionately, screaming his name as she too climaxed.
She lay in his arms, hot, sweaty and utterly satisfied. Taura stroked her hand over his back and butt. “I love you, my Badari warrior. What are those instincts of yours telling you we need to do to claim each other? Because I’m never letting you go.”
He raised himself on his elbows and smoothed her hair away from her face, kissing her gently. Then he allowed his fangs to extend ever so slightly. “I have to mark you, with these. I’ll be as gentle as possible. But we must change positions.”
She just nodded so he pulled her to a sitting position for a hug before rolling her on her stomach and then raising her onto all fours. He was already hardening, as he anticipated what was going to happen next between them. He loomed over her, positioned to take her from behind, again guiding himself inside with great care because she was so tiny compared to him, and he never wanted to hurt her in any way. 
Taura moaned with pleasure, and he reached to stroke her clit again as he moved inside her body. He could feel her channel was still swollen and sensitive from the first encounter of a few minutes ago, and the way she applied pressure to him as he moved heightened his arousal to an unbearable peak. She was breathing in time with his strokes now and encouraging him with soft sounds of pleasure. As he climaxed this time, he grazed the back of her shoulder with the tips of his fangs and claimed his mate while they were both in the throes of the passion.
Afterward, they curled up together. He licked the bite mark gently a few times to seal the small wound and she said, “You were right – it didn’t hurt. Maybe a pinprick, but no more than that.”
Full of pride at being one of the few mated Badari, and extremely happy, he kissed her. He couldn’t help but wonder when she’d claim him, and how, but he felt a curious reluctance to bring it up. He hoped she hadn’t changed her mind about her side of the ritual. After all, as a human, she had no instincts guiding her, the way his ancestral memory and heritage impelled him. He worried she was finding the whole concept distasteful now. Humans didn’t customarily bite each other after growing out of childhood, as he understood it.
“Race you to the pool.” She rolled out of the other side of the bed and headed to the small mineral hot springs pool to be found in an adjacent chamber.
He sprinted after her, sliding into the water and submerging for a few breaths, reveling in the fizzy bubbling as the minerals cleansed his skin and hair. The sensation was revitalizing.
When he surfaced, Taura was seated on the rock ledge across the small pond. She held her arms out to him, and he swam the few strokes required to reach her then stood.
“Your turn to be properly claimed now.” She scooted to the edge of the shelf until their bodies touched, then ran her hands up his naked chest, intertwining her fingers behind his head and locked her legs around his waist.
Startled, he adjusted to hold her.
 
Jadrian’s long, thick cock nudged her folds, and Taura shifted her hips to make it easier for him to enter, settling herself down onto the pleasure enhancing ridges of his arousal and riding the waves of pleasure. She alternated between squeezing him with her internal muscles and allowing him to push further toward her core. The previous two orgasms in the bed had been stupendous, the best she’d ever experienced in her life. The act of being claimed by her mate carried her to a high she’d never attained before, ever, and she wanted to make her claiming of him equally enjoyable. 
He was asking for a kiss so she raised her face to his and allowed his tongue to explore her mouth as they moved together in the warm, gently bubbling water. Holding her easily with one arm, he massaged her breast with the other, toying with the nipple, not inflicting pain but sending shivers through her.
With no prompting from her, Jadrian transferred his attention to her clit, reaching between then and teasing the sensitive nub with his long fingers.
“Fast learner,” she said, breaking off the kiss.
“I want to know everything about you and will enjoy the learning process.”
Taura could feel the rising tension in both of them as their mutual climax approached. As she crested and hot jets of his seed released deep inside her body, she sank her teeth into the soft spot where his neck met his shoulders. She did her best to mete out a suitable mate mark without actually breaking his skin. He held her so tightly she couldn’t breathe for a few heartbeats, but she didn’t care. They were one person in that instant, united mentally and physically, the pleasure and possession travelling along their mental link and through their bodies.
Jadrian staggered, uncharacteristically losing his balance, and she licked his skin before she raised her head. Placing her hands on his cheeks, she stared deep into the golden glow of his eyes. “Mine,” she said. “Now and forever.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Taura was a bit sore and feeling well loved when they reconvened with the others in Aydarr’s conference room the next evening. As she took her seat next to Jadrian she felt a fresh rush of pride over her warrior mate and their bond. He nudged her knee with his own under the table and sent a warm wave of affection through the mate link.
I won’t make it through this meeting if you keep doing that. Reprimanding him gently through their private communication channel, she sat primly in her seat, hands folded like a schoolgirl.
Grinning, Jadrian lounged in his chair like a satisfied cat.
Gabe walked in and took a seat, projecting an air of dissatisfaction and downright grumpiness. “I swore I was done with fastlink bullshit after I retired.”
“Nobody ever really retires, you know that.” Walt sat beside his fellow soldier. “Command can yank you back any time.”
“So, you do have the implant?” Taura asked.
With an abrupt bark of laughter Gabe said, “Seeing as how we’ve already busted operational security and explained this to our allies, yeah, I’ll admit I can fastlink.”
“I take full responsibility,” she said. “If we’re ever lucky enough to get a chance to report to Command.”
Aydarr rapped his knuckles on the table and silence fell in the room. “MARL believes he’s recreated the transmitter, or a working facsimile. I’ll let him speak to the accomplishment.”
The shiny AI floated away from his position behind Jill and moved to the center of the table, where he hovered. Sheets of various colors slid over his surface. “It wasn’t difficult. Human technology presents few challenges. There was the element of taking thought from your heads and projecting the signal which offered an intriguing puzzle. My creator’s people had no such gifts.”
“Most humans don’t either,” Taura said. “The Sectors have allies known as the Mellureans who can do these things, and they undoubtedly advised on the development of the fastlink protocol.”
“Ah, thank you for the explanation.” MARL went all green for a few seconds before lavender and peach dotted his sheets of color. “I’m ready to embark on the experiment as soon as Jill requests it.”
“Where’s the transmitter unit?” Walt asked. “I’d like to see it, since I volunteered to be the guinea pig.”
“I determined the best solution was to house the transmitting apparatus within myself.” MARL’s tone was matter of fact. 
Taura remembered how Jadrian had once complained about their reliance on an alien device they didn’t really understand. She could relate to his reluctance now. “May we see the message?”
Aydarr activated a display, and the draft message hung in the air. She read the text rapidly and then read it again more slowly. The communique began with their three operator codes, then the colony’s code, followed by a terse summary of the situation they were facing, including the fact the senders were working with local allies and asking for help.
“Scans fine to me,” she said. “It may be too long, depending on the power for the transmitter and the sender’s own resilience, but you did a good job of frontloading the most critical data.”
“Can they reply to us?” asked Megan, who was a new member of the group today.
Taura shook her head. “One way only. It’s like us throwing a bottle into the ocean on old Terra and hoping someone finds it.”
“Maybe a little better than that,” Walt said, “Since there are buoys and other listening devices set up all through the Sectors and along the borders to find transmissions on fastlink. I notice we don’t supply any co-ordinates. Will the military be able to trace the signal?”
“I’m embedding the star field information in the underlying transmission,” MARL said. “Your Sectors authorities will have to do their best with what I can send. No one can tell me where this planet lies in relation to your Sectors.”
“MARL’s a top notch astrogator,” Jill said. “He showed me amazing charts when we first met, but I’m not trained to read them.”
“Yeah, even I couldn’t figure out where the Sectors border was from here,” Gabe said. “So if we point our message in one direction the odds of it ever reaching anyone who cares are pretty nil.”
“I plan to sweep the skies and transmit in a 360 degree circle.” MARL paused and orange threads ran through his colors. “There is an issue.”
“Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like this?” Taura asked.
“In order for the plan to work as designed, I need all three of you to link and transmit as one unit.” 
She absorbed this comment, assessing how she felt about the idea. Fastlink was normally a solitary coms activity. She’d liked the fact in the original plan there’d been three chances at succeeding—Walt, Gabe and herself. Now achieving a positive outcome was reduced to a one time throw of the dice. She wished MARL had been more collaborative in his design process, or she’d been more forceful. But her mind had been on other priorities involving Jadrian and herself and the claiming ritual.
“I can’t order anyone to participate,” Aydarr said. “Volunteers only. We can clear the room and leave you three to discuss the plan in privacy.” He rose from his chair. “We’ll be waiting outside for your decision.”
Taura checked with the two other humans, and was pleased to see Walt and Gabe nodding agreement to her, even though their faces were grim. She addressed the Alpha. “I think I speak for all of us when I say we’re willing to give it our best shot. We took an oath to the Sectors and to its people when we entered our various branches of the service, and the threat level here on this planet is dangerously high, given the direct Chimmer involvement and the nature of the experiments going on. What’s the next step?”
Pointing at the door, the Alpha said, “We go outside and get this done.”
“From what I was told, this technology is made to function best outdoors, so I replicated that condition,” MARL said.
“We’re going to set up in the adjacent clearing,” Aydarr said. “We’ve got medical supplies waiting, and Megan will monitor, as will Timtur.”
The room cleared. Jadrian and Taura lingered. Gabe, the last one out the door, gave them a look, shrugged and closed the portal behind him.
“You understand why I have to do this?” she asked, going into Jadrian’s open arms.
“I mated a warrior and must accept the risks as you do.” His answer was calm and their mental bond held rock steady. “I’ll be there the entire time.”
“If MARL’s as good as he says he is, this should be simple.” Taura didn’t believe a word of what she was saying, but she wanted to encourage Jadrian. “Maybe even better than using the original fastlink.”
“You wanted to send messages since the day I rescued you,” he said with an attempt at a smile. “Tonight you get your wish.”
She rested her head on his chest, listening to the powerful heartbeat and calming the nervous spasms in her gut. Always in tune with her mood, Jadrian fell silent and held her close, rubbing one hand in a soothing massage across her back.
All too soon there was a knock, and Timtur stuck his head into the room. “Aydarr says he’s ready to begin the transmission attempt now.”
Taura and Jadrian followed him from the room and along a path into the meadow. Taura smelled the night blooming flowers and took a deep breath as she passed between two grim-faced Badari soldiers, holding pulse rifles at the ready. Taura craned her neck and saw the area was surrounded by pack warriors. Aydarr wanted no interruptions or spying eyes tonight.
The Alpha and the others clustered close to MARL, who’d gone all silver as he floated three feet off the ground.
Does lack of the colors mean he’s extra serious? She was encouraged to see the AI had apparently gone into a highly focused mode. “What do you want us to do?” Taura asked as she joined the group.
“The three of you need to stand in a circle around me, join hands, and when I bring up the transmission field, begin to send the message, as you would have done with your own transmitter. All others need to move out of range.” MARL spun lazily end over end as if the planet’s gravity had no effect on him.
Like a children’s game only this is deadly serious. Repressing the whimsical thought, Taura kissed Jadrian one more time then walked to join Walt and Gabe. As instructed, the three Sectors personnel linked hands, with Taura standing between Gabe and Walt while MARL floated in the center. The AI stopped tumbling, and his surface became coated with a sparkling purple hue, the edges of which seemed to lift and float off the metallic structure to spread like a pool of water until it had enveloped all three of them.
So far, so much like fastlink itself. Only less painful, less pull on the core of her own strength. Taura closed her eyes, tried to blank out her awareness of her surroundings and to concentrate on sending the message. As far as she could tell, she might be in the fastlink matrix—some of the sensations were the same, but not all. Her focus narrowed to the words and numbers she was supposed to be transmitting. She began to feel like she herself was floating in the stars, arrowing in one direction then another, without reason or rhyme as MARL reoriented himself to scan the sky. She heard whispers—Walt and Gabe perhaps? The underlying hum of the galaxy itself was a compelling vibration through her, a celestial form of music that captured her attention and made her giddy. Oh, this was so much better than fastlink, so much more fun.
 
Jadrian stood next to Aydarr and watched the three humans standing in MARL’s colorful faux star field. “Are they transmitting?” he asked. “This has been going on for a long time, an hour at least.” Inaction ate at him, especially while his mate was in the thrall of this strange device. The longer the fastlink session went on, the more unhappy he became.
“Shhh,” Jill said, “Don’t interrupt him or them. We have to hope it’s working. I think MARL would have told us if it wasn’t.”
“If he knew.” Aydarr’s voice was tight. “This is as new for him as it is for us.”
Gabe sagged and fell to the ground, where he rolled onto his back and lay unmoving, arms flung wide. He remained inside the purple field of color. The suddenness with which the human collapsed startled Jadrian and his adrenaline spiked at the extreme reaction on Gabe’s part. Unease prickled along his spine.
“MARL, can you retract the transmission matrix? Or can we safely pull him out of it?” Jill asked, placing herself between the rest of the group and the glowing energy field where the humans and MARL were located so no one could rush to bring Gabe to safety. “I don’t want anyone else hurt. It may be dangerous to step into the transmission field. We simply don’t know.” 
“I will attempt to pull away from Gabe.” MARL’s voice sounded a bit strained, and Jadrian saw the entire purple area flicker before the color and shape stabilized again.
Walt dropped Taura’s hand and staggered a few steps, falling onto the grass well outside the transmission area. “I can’t do any more,” he said in a threadbare voice unlike his usual confident baritone. “Either the signal got through or it didn’t, but I can’t make my brain send one more symbol.” His eyes rolled back in his head, and he passed out. 
Anger laced with fear for Taura raged through Jadrian. “End this experiment and release my mate,” he said, claws and talons deploying. “She’s done enough.”
As if they’d ignored his protest, Mateer and Aydarr pulled Gabe from his proximity to MARL as the colored light moved a few inches above his supine body. “He’s still breathing,” the alpha said, “But not too steadily.” He raised his gaze to Jadrian, his face reflecting his concern. “I agree that Taura has more than done her part. We shouldn’t risk her further.”
“This technology takes a terrible toll on the body but I’m not sure it’s a good idea to arbitrarily pull Taura out of the fastlink field.” Megan kept talking as she injected Walt with two different substances then knelt beside Gabe. “Walt ‘s vitals indicate he’s in better shape, but not by much. I need them taken to the clinic stat.”
In response to a quick signal along the Badari telepathic link, soldiers rushed in with litters and got the two unconscious humans loaded up and on their way.
“I have to go,” Megan said. “I’ll get them stabilized and come right back. If you decide to break her link, I suggest waiting for me to return but if you won’t or can’t delay, then Timtur knows what to do as the first step when Taura comes out.”
The Badari healer showed Jadrian three injects stacked neatly in his medicine pouch as the doctor rushed off in the direction the litters had been taken.
Upset, annoyed his concerns weren’t being taken seriously enough, Jadrian checked on Taura, who was standing in the purple light alone now, arms raised toward the sky, eyes closed and a big smile on her face. “We need to shut this down and get her into treatment.” He wheeled to face his Alpha’s wife. “Aydarr agreed she’s done enough, tell MARL to shut the field off.”
“I can’t,” the AI said before Jill could speak. “I can’t shut down while she’s in the matrix. She has to terminate the message, as the others did.”
Jadrian prowled the edges of the purple light, studying Taura. She still wore a blissful expression but he thought she looked thinner, with hollows in her face, as if the fastlink was visibly draining her body of its reserves.
“I know my mate is a strong-minded woman, but how can she continue to send after two men bigger and healthier than she is had to stop?” Fangs and talons pricked him, instinct insisting his mate was in danger and he must fight for her.
“I may have erred in not setting a time limit.” MARL ‘s voice was pensive. “And her implant did have several differences from either of the two military units. I made the upper tolerance adjustment to her implied specifications.”
“What are you saying?” He let his fear show in the vibration of a growl.
“She may have become intoxicated on the brain wave feed,” MARL said. “Unable to cut off the activity until she’s completely consumed. Until she dies. I have the power to maintain this activity for hundreds of your years so she won’t exhaust me. It’s all on her.”
“No!” Jadrian moved with the full power of the deadly speed he possessed, but the Alpha and Mateer were there first, holding him at the periphery of the purple curtain and preventing him by brute force from going any further.
“If you wade in there, you don’t know what it might do to her,” Aydarr said, holding Jadrian in a rock solid, unbreakable grip. “And you have no implant. Think, soldier.”
Even though he knew it was useless to fight the Alpha, he struggled nonetheless. “I have to reach her, tell her to come back.”
Mateer jerked Jadrian around to face him. “You have a mental link with your mate, use it now, or we may see her die in front of our eyes.”
His packmates were right. He stopped resisting, stood at attention and gradually his two superiors released him and backed away. Jadrian sank onto the ground, sitting cross-legged and staring at Taura. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and concentrated on the golden link the Great Mother had constructed between the two of them. The glimmer of their bond stretching away from him, entering a purple and gray mist, only the glow visible as it wound away deeper into the obscurity.
Taura?
There was no answer, but he felt a tug on his heart, as if she was trying to pull further away.
In his mind’s eye, he rose to his feet and followed the sparkling golden trail, moving more and more quickly. The fog swirling in his path became a nebula the further he advanced, with stars dancing around him in brilliant pulsing bursts of multi colored energy. He heard faint voices, unintelligible to him, but then he heard the sound of Taura’s voice far ahead. Moving more quickly, he flew past the celestial obstacles. Her voice became louder, and he realized she was singing the words of the message, set to a tune he didn’t recognize. Her song was hypnotic and he shook himself. Must not get caught up in her dream.
Suddenly there she was, facing the other direction; poised as if to leap across a portion of the space they moved in.
Taura, it’s time to come home.
She made a graceful, sweeping movement, bring herself to face him and her eerie smile grew more natural for a heartbeat as she focused in him versus the overwhelming surroundings. Do you hear the voices? The signals? It’s all there for us, Jadrian. I just have to try a little harder, send the message a few more times, and I know they’ll hear me and respond. We’ll be saved!
I hear them, but there’s nothing there for us, no one trying to talk to us. You’ve done your duty, you and the others. The message has been sent, I give you my word. 
She frowned and seemed torn between paying attention to him and continuing her trip deeper into the galaxy. I’m doing my duty, sending the message. You understand, don’t you?
Mate, I need you to come home to me. He put all his love for her into the plea. You’ve discharged this duty to your people.
He held his breath, and she took a step toward him before shaking her head. Holding out her hand, she said in a pleading tone, Come with me! It’s so beautiful out here, talking to the stars, dancing to the song. Share the experience with me.
I can’t. This isn’t a thing of my people. I can’t stay. He made the statement in perfect truth. There was a physical pull on his body summoning him to hasten to his starting point, and only the golden cord was keeping him close to her in this strange space MARL had created. You said you were done with your work for the Sectors. You said your life was what we two share now. As he uttered the reminder, he touched the mate link, which vibrated and thrummed in a discordant note, assaulting his ears.
Taura shivered and wrapped her arms around her chest in an attempt at self-comforting. I—I’m stuck. I need your help.
Like the night we were swimming in the lake? The memory of her struggles in the water before he reached her still had the power to terrify him. 
Yes. Now her voice held a note of panic, and her eyes widened in distress.
He launched himself toward her once again, going hand over hand along the golden cord, praying it was as unbreakable as his ancestral memories suggested, or they’d both die here. As soon as he got close enough, he made an extra push and grabbed her to him, holding her close. Taura wound her arms around his neck and kissed him. 
Take me home, please, mate. Her mental voice sounded weak, unlike her usual confident tone.
I’ll do my best. Keeping her locked in his embrace he spun one way and then the other, but now his surroundings were a dizzying blaze of colors with no landmarks or indications of how to exit and he thrashed in confusion. His own strength was ebbing and, to his astonishment, his heart skipped a beat, then another and stuttered to find the proper rhythm. What the hell kind of device is this abomination? Aydarr! He didn’t know what else to do but appeal to his alpha for help.
Here! Follow my voice. Aydarr’s tones were as strong as the man himself and a pulse of strength came with the admonition.
Jadrian wasted no time in heading toward the direction the Alpha’s voice had come from. He heard Mateer’s voice as well then Timtur’s, followed by others, and he understood his pack was uniting to call him and his mate home to safety. He and Taura moved faster and faster, drawn by the pack’s magic until there was a flash of violent crimson light. Weightless no more, he realized plush, fragrant grass now cushioned him and Taura’s soft weight lay draped across his body.
“Thank the Great Mother,” Aydarr said aloud.
Jadrian grabbed the Alpha’s arm in gratitude. “Thank you for getting us out of there.”
“Never have doubts, my brother.” Aydarr helped him sit up, while Jadrian cradled Taura in his arms.
Timtur and Megan moved in as the Alpha stepped to the side. Taura moaned and her eyelids fluttered. The Badari healer pressed his hand to Jadrian’s left temple, resting the other above his heart and chanting a few words under his breath. Jadrian recoiled as the jolt from Timtur’s power sizzled in both spots like an electrical charge and his heart settled into its normal rhythm.
“She’s in better shape than the men were,” Megan said as she administered an inject. “I saved the actual adrenaphix for her, gave them a close equivalent but not as potent. Don’t be alarmed if she has a few spasms as the stim hits her system. We’ll get you two into litters and head for the clinic.”
“No litter for me—I can walk.” Leaning on Aydarr, Jadrian rose to his feet, holding Taura. Feeling stubborn and reluctant to relinquish his mate, he held her close while he faced off with the human doctor.
“Well, you can’t carry her all the way to the clinic. I don’t care what Timtur did for you, you’ve been through an ordeal. Now, place her in the litter and let’s stop wasting time.” Hands on her hips, Megan was adamant. “She’s presenting as dehydrated, as if she lost muscle mass again. What the hell did that fastlink do to her?”
Jadrian glanced over his shoulder, relieved to see the purple star field gone. MARL floated silently and colorless next to Jill. “I’ll never consent to let her use that again—she’ll have to fight me if she wants to try. No one should ever risk it.” Carefully he set Taura in the center of the antigrav litter.
“Agreed.” Aydarr rested his hand on Jadrian’s shoulder as the men started moving in unison with the litter and the doctor. “Do you have any idea if she got through to the Sectors? Walt and Gabe both said they were sure they’d transmitted but only in the blind, no contact.”
“We didn’t expect to make contact,” Jill said.
“I don’t know. I heard voices, speaking in Basic I think but the words made no sense to me.” Jadrian rubbed his forehead as he entered the brightly lit clinic and rushed toward an examining room. 
 
Taura woke up slowly, her head heavy, as if she had a cold. Tremors ran through her body. She took one rapid glance at her surroundings and shut her eyes tight. “Do not tell me I’m back in the moon-damned hospital,” she said to her mate, who was seated by her side, holding her hand as he had so often before in these circumstances.
“Well, you are, sorry to say, but this time for a different reason.” He kissed her gently. “Do you remember the fastlink session with MARL? The message?”
“I sent it,” she said instantly. 
“Yes, you did. No more nightmares on that issue.”
“I remember dancing in the stars.” Eyes widening as she recalled more details of the fastlink session, she said in surprise, “With you. It was all too much. I felt swamped, trapped…it was sucking me under, wasn’t it? But then you came to save me.”
“I’ll always save you or die trying. I promised as much.” He touched her shoulder, where the mate mark was, hidden under the hospital gown. “When you aren’t saving me.”
“Yeah, we’re a fine pair, perpetually in trouble, I guess.” Her skin tingled as his fingertips rested on the thin fabric of the gown, his body heat transferring to her skin. Raising her own hand with an effort, she tugged him closer, then pulled the neck of his T shirt away from his body, pleased to see a perfectly circular mark on his shoulder, like a golden tattoo. She rubbed the mark gently, delighted by the way his eyes flared more brightly at her touch. “You used our bond to find me?”
“The Great Mother blessed us indeed,” he said. “Then Aydarr and the pack used my pack bond with them to call us home from that strange place. “
“How long have I been here?”
“Six hours or so. It’s midmorning.”
“Too long. I want to go home and sleep in my own bed, with you. This bed is too small for a Badari and a human.” She blushed. “I’d also like not to wake up in here again, ever.”
“I’ll bear that in mind.” He handed her a cup of nutrient drink. “Although if we have a child, the clinic is the safest place to be for birthing.”
She paused in the middle of raising the mug to her lips. “Whoa, either you’re getting ahead of yourself or you know something I don’t.”
He shook his head. “Neither. We aren’t parents yet, but I have hopes someday we will be.”
“Me too. But not until we’re safe and the enemy has been defeated.” She set the drink aside and gestured toward the pile of clothing on the other chair. “Hand me my clothes, will you? I also hate these hospital gowns Dr. Garrison insists on using.”
Jadrian passed her the stack of her own garments. “Walt and Gabe are fine after their initial physical difficulties upon exiting the fastlink, by the way. They wanted to see you, but since you were asleep, I said we’d catch up to them later. No rush.”
“Thank you. I just want to be alone, at home, with you. No emergencies, no calls from the Alpha, let the world exist without our direct involvement for a day or two.”
“I think that can be arranged,” he said. “You and I are in total agreement. Aydarr did want to know if you made contact with anyone.”
She paused and frowned. “I…might have. I vaguely remember voices. But I know I sent the damn message over and over. I sang it, in fact. Towards the end.”
“Yes, I heard it for myself. You did all that anyone could expect.” His voice was reassuring.
“My last official act for the Sectors, I devoutly hope. Now I want it to be all about us. Maybe later we could go swimming at our private fishing hole?” Vivid memories of their enchanted evening together on the bed of moss ran through her mind’s eye, and she realized she was broadcasting them to Jadrian along the link.
“We can definitely find time for those activities.” He caught her in his arms for a big kiss. “But you need to be well rested first.”
“I don’t disagree. I want a long nap, spooned tight with you and no nightmares or flashbacks.” Hand in hand they walked out into the corridor and headed for the door.
Megan met them in the corridor but was smiling and waved them on toward the door. “Don’t worry, I’ve no intention of detaining you for a single second. My only instructions are to rest and rehydrate. The rest I leave to your own discretion. All your readouts were normal, other than a few electrolyte imbalances as a result of dehydration. Com me if you need me.” The doctor continued on her way toward her office.
The valley and lake looked beautiful to Taura in the bright sunlight as they strolled away from the clinic in the direction of their own den. “I hope we did some good last night,” she said.
“All three of you swore you sent the message over and over. MARL confirmed the facts as best he could from the feedback he received while he was running the matrix.” Jadrian shrugged. “Now it’s up to the Sectors.”
“And us, here on the ground. We have to keep fighting the Khagrish, keep pushing for ways to keep the Chimmer at bay. Maybe help find Gabe a ship.”
“But not today,” he reminded her. “Today is for us. How long has it been since you took a day just for yourself?”
Taura stared at him. “Forever, I think. And you?”
“The same. Remember what I told you about Badari and the concept of fun?”
“Well, let me begin by explaining the concept of a honeymoon to you.” Grinning, she rubbed her hand down his arm. “I think you’ll find it fun.”
He gazed into her eyes. “I’m sure I will.”
 
***
 
Thank you for reading JADRIAN (SECTORS NEW ALLIES BOOK 3)! I 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).
 
DARIK, Book 4 in this new series, is coming soon in 2018 and will continue with the Badari story and the quest to defeat the Khagrish enemy. We’ll find out what happened to Megan’s friend Nicolle after she was separated from the other humans at one of the labs.
 
If you’d like to stay up to date on all my new releases, please sign up for my newsletter HERE.
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