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CHAPTER ONE
 
Darik measured the size of the huge paw print in the snow, comparing the breadth to his own generously sized hand. “Big predator, nothing we’ve ever seen before. Nothing comparable in the lowlands.” He took a deep breath of the crisp mountain air, automatically sorting the scents and savoring many new to him. Small furred creatures, towering trees, elusive woodland flowers and moss – he enjoyed all the novelties. It was still a rare luxury for him not to smell the hated disinfectants and chemicals of the Khagrish lab where his kind were created.
His metallic companion MARL12 shifted beside him, disturbing the air as the small alien device floated on an antigrav cushion. “Best to avoid an encounter with any predators.”  
Grinning, Darik rose to his feet and eyed the miniature ovoid, now positioned a few feet further away, orange and pink lights flicking across its shiny surface in rapid patterns. The one tiny patch of green on the machine which he’d noticed was consistently present blinked in the lower rear quadrant of the Alien Intelligence unit’s silver skin. 
Darik dusted snow from his palms. “Nervous? I’ll protect you, don’t worry.” He kicked loose snow over the tracks contemptuously. “Big as this animal may be, he’s not going to challenge a full grown Badari male like me. My talons are twice the size of his.”
“We can’t afford to be diverted from our primary mission—”
“Give it a break, MARL12. We’re in this animal’s territory and, unless he challenges me, I’m not looking for trouble. Live and let live.” 
Darik had been dropped off at a higher elevation in the mountains so he wouldn’t be spotted by the enemy based in the foothills. He’d descended thousands of feet since his arrival, taking a circuitous route to his assigned target. Neither he nor his Alpha wanted any hint of a Badari presence in the area to become known. He relished the chance to hike through the old growth forest, alone except for his annoying AI companion.
“The sun will set in thirty two minutes and twelve seconds,” MARL12 announced in a crisp tone with no resemblance to the timbre of either human or Badari voices but was uniquely his own, as if a sizable bird had been given vocal chords. 
Darik glanced at the small alien AI dispatched to assist him on this reconnaissance and decided to poke its emotional responses with a little barb. “I can see in the dark perfectly well. It’s a Badari attribute. Can’t you?”
A brief silence descended as the AI floated along on its antigrav cushion, bobbing over bushes and other obstacles. MARL12 might be a miniaturized version of its parent unit but the superior attitude was full scale. “I have complete visual acuity under all circumstances. My concern was for you to have a safe base camp established before dark.”
Pausing, Darik leaned in close. 
The AI retreated a foot and hovered.  
“I can take care of myself, thanks. I don’t need a minder.” Standing at his full seven foot height, Darik sampled the air again. “There’s no predator in this area capable of taking on a Badari and hoping to win.” He flashed his talons and fangs for the sheer joy of it. Leaping to the flat top of a nearby boulder, he surveyed the vistas ahead and expanded his chest with pleasure. This was the way for a man to live—free, with unlimited nature to explore. Of course, I do have a job to do. Aydarr didn’t send me here to have fun.
Jumping to the ground as easily as he’d first catapulted to the rock’s top, he continued his hike, but kept an eye out for a suitable place to camp. The AI was right—it would be simpler to have his shelter set up before dark. He found a likely place in the lee of several massive trees and built a small fire. For tonight, he was content with the ration bars and water from his canteen, but he vowed tomorrow he’d hunt as he proceeded, and would dine on roasted meat. Darik had grabbed enough berries to fill a pouch as he descended the slopes earlier in the day, and he finished his meal with those for dessert, enjoying the tang of the dark red globes.
He rolled up in his sleeping bag, back to the trunk of the largest tree, and settled in for a night of soldier’s slumber, where he’d be only lightly asleep, ready to respond to any threat.
“I’ll monitor the surroundings,” the AI announced, drifting in a large circle tracing the perimeter of the camp area.
“You do that.” Darik pulled the edge of the sleeping bag tighter over his shoulder and closed his eyes.
“At what hour do you wish to awaken? Sunrise exactly or—”
“AI’s who keep talking and prevent me from sleeping will have a short lifespan,” Darik said, not bothering to open his eyes. “I have an internal clock and wake at the required time for the mission.” Being given a mini MARL for his assignment was an honor, but it was also proving to be more than a slight pain in the ass. Jill, his alpha’s mate, who owned the primary MARL unit, must be a lot more patient than he was.
“Understood. Shutting down interactive operations….now.” A hum echoed across the clearing.
Darik opened his eyes the least little bit and saw the unit was still doing its patrol of the perimeter, but most of the lights had gone dark. We’ll see how long the silence lasts.
 
Nicolle James hunched her shoulders in a vain attempt to avoid the light, cold drizzle falling and listened to the two Khagrish guards arguing vehemently. She tried to quell the shivers running through her frame and wished she was clothed in something more substantial than the basic beige jumpsuit. The fabric was water resistant but failed to provide much warmth in the cold mountain air. The discussion was in the guards’ own language so she had no idea of the details, but clearly it was about her and her nineteen fellow prisoners. The group had just arrived from the lowlands in a flyer, crammed together in a cargo hold but were either unexpected or unwanted at the destination. She focused on the ominous weapons the guards carried and shuddered.
What will they do to us if we’re such a nuisance?
Since awakening from stasis in a different lab, she’d seen how casually cruel the Khagrish could be, and how little they cared about their human prisoners. At first, the situation hadn’t seemed so bad, when she was able to stick close to her human friend Dr. Garrison, a physician, and help her with nursing other humans released from stasis too fast. 
But then Nicolle been shunted into a smaller group, transferred somewhere else, and kept in an isolation cell for about two weeks. She’d tried to count the days, but things got confused in the tiny enclosure where she was held. The lights went on and off for strange periods of time, not correlated to any day/night schedule she knew. Meals arrived at random and, other than an occasional lab tech popping in to scan her or draw blood, she’d had no contact with other sentient beings. If the Khagrish had been testing her mental acuity, they’d done a fine job of messing with her head.
If it hadn’t been for the cold rain, she’d have been happy to be standing outside now, breathing fresh air. The mountainous area was a change from the lowland lab. A single star shone above, the rest of the sky obscured by ominous clouds.
The guards who’d dragged her and her companions from the flyer stomped to their craft, hastening up the ramp. Soon the ship was sealed and rose from the landing pad in a great hurry, flitting off into the night sky.
Nicolle stared after the flyer. Alien and unfriendly as the security force might be, they were her last link to the other people from her colony. To the home across the stars from which she’d been kidnapped, along with many others. 
“I guess we’re staying,” muttered the man to her left. Greer was his name, and he’d been an agro worker at the Amarcae Seven colony they’d all been stolen from. She was acquainted slightly with him and his wife. There was no sign of his spouse in this small batch of prisoners, and Nicolle wondered if the woman was still alive at another facility. People died fast in captivity at the hands of the Khagrish.
A Khagrish scientist appeared from the brightly lit interior of the new lab complex, her status identifiable from her green lab coat, covered with badges and insignia, and her tall crest of red and yellow hair. The guards saluted her deferentially.
Hands on her hips, the newcomer regarded the humans lined up on the muster line with a sneer on her thin lips… She and the guard captain exchanged a few words then she stepped closer to the prisoners. “I’m Dr. Hidamirr, and I’m in charge of this program. I wasn’t ready for you yet—the experiment protocols are being negotiated, which is none of your concern, I realize, but research has shown facts help keep people calm. I’m sending you into the outdoor enclosure until I’m ready for subject intake.”
“You can’t leave us outdoors exposed to the elements,” said a woman at the end of the line. “We’ll die.”
Speaking up might get you killed faster. Nicolle tried not to think about what she’d seen at the first lab. Life was cheap to the Khagrish.
Hidamirr stepped closer, the guards right at her heels, and Nicolle flinched as the scientist drew the small neurocontroller remote from a coat pocket. Expression flat, the Khagrishi pointed it at the woman who’d spoken and twisted the dial.  The human woman gasped and grabbed the black neurocontroller bracelet on her wrist, crying in agony as pain was applied by their captor. 
The scientist switched the remote off curtly. “Don’t ever tell me what I can and can’t do. You have no standing here, human, other than to submit to orders as given. Without protest. Don’t mistake my pleasant attitude for weakness.”
She handed the remote over and the guard increased the intensity of the pain being administered through the neuro bracelet. The woman who’d objected to their treatment screamed and collapsed. Nicolle wasn’t in pain, but she clapped a hand over her own black bracelet in sympathy, even as she prayed the guards wouldn’t punish the rest of them. 
After a minute of watching the human’s agony, Hidamirr nodded and the guard flipped the control off.
Eyes narrowed, the scientist assessed the rest of them. “Anyone else have an objection or concern? No? Good. There’s a small cave in the enclosure, due west of here.” She pointed. “That will be your temporary quarters. Robos will bring your daily rations each morning. I’d suggest you enjoy the time of relative freedom because I’ll bring you inside for the experiments soon enough.” She pivoted without further comment and marched inside the lab.
Nicolle had a sick flash of intuition telling her once she and the others were brought to the lab’s interior none of them would ever leave.
“You heard her.” The lead guard gestured with the neuro controller. “If you don’t want to stand in the rain all night, get going. The Preserve is enclosed by force barriers, so don’t waste your time trying to escape.” With the toe of his boot, he nudged the prone, moaning woman who’d been disciplined. “Take her with you.”
One of the men helped the woman to her feet and the group set off, Greer in the lead. He was older than most of the prisoners and acted as if he had an idea where to go, so the others appeared content to let him take charge. Nicolle marched along in the rain, taking quick glances at her new companions. Most were from the colony, but a few faces were unknown to her. Are the Khagrish raiding other worlds like they raided my colony? Surely her interstellar government, the Sectors, would take action. Wouldn’t they? The Sectors authorities couldn’t stand aside and allow mass kidnappings of innocent citizens. Although she puzzled over how those in charge of the Sectors could follow the trail to find her and the others.
Her heart sank and she shook her head. You’re depressing yourself. Lifting her face to the sky during a brief break in rain showers, she tried to be in the moment and enjoy this relative freedom and the beauty of the three moons above. Detachment from the reality of her situation was made more difficult by the flimsy open toed shoes she wore, prison issue like the jumpsuits and totally inadequate for hiking in challenging terrain. She hoped the shelter they were sent to find had heat.  From what the scientist said, there’d be no food until the morning.
The rain intensified, and Nicolle was relieved when the people walking in front did indeed come to an incongruous rock formation jutting from the ground. Quick exploration revealed the opening to the clearly artificial cave, and the twenty of them hustled inside, pushing and shoving. Nicolle hung back with a couple of other women until the main group sorted themselves out and cleared the entrance.
“There’s a fire ring,” Greer said, barely avoiding stumbling over the stone oval. The cave was faintly illuminated by a phosphorescent moss or lichen clinging to portions of the walls. “But no firewood.”
“Anything outside will be too wet to burn tonight,” Nicolle pointed out. “Maybe tomorrow we can forage.”
“I hope the damn aliens send something to start a fire with,” a man in the crowd said. “Rubbing sticks together will get tedious fast.”
“True enough. Nothing to be done tonight.” Greer sounded philosophical. Or resigned. He stared at the others, who seemed willing to accept his lead. He was the eldest present by at least two decades and Nicolle remembered from her few encounters with him at the colony that he was a take charge person, running a crew of other agritechs and robos. “We’d better huddle for warmth and take stock in the daylight. I’m tired, and I’m guessing the rest of you are too, so let’s save the introductions for the morning. Grab a few hours of sleep while we can.”
The humans arranged themselves in a line, sitting shoulder to shoulder around the cave, leaning against the rough wall. Nicolle was sandwiched between Greer and the woman who’d spoken up then been punished and was grateful for their combined warmth on either side.
“How are you doing?” Nicolle asked in a whisper.
The woman brushed away tears. “I’m terrified.”
“Me too. And cold and hungry. Try not to annoy the Khagrish next time is my advice. You were brave but—”
“Foolish. I know. I wanted to get out of the rain, to be warm again.” She untucked her hand from her sleeve and offered it to Nicolle. “I’m Callea Dane.”
“Nicolle James.”
“Keep it down, you two. We’re all trying to sleep here.” Greer’s whisper was gruff. “I said we’d do introductions in the morning.”
The women exchanged glances, rolling their eyes in mutual annoyance, and then Nicolle curled against her neighbor and shut her eyes. Sleep actually sounded like a good idea.
 
When Darik woke in the morning, as the sun peeked over the horizon, he took a deep breath to enjoy the fresh mountain air but then paused in surprise. A new scent had been added during the night. Humans.
“MARL12, do our records indicate human prisoners at this lab?” Darik asked as he poked at the embers of his fire from last night.
Lights played across the small ovoid’s surface in intricate patterns.  As always Darik wished he could decipher the colors, which he was convinced had meaning but was forced to rely on the AI’s spoken information alone. “There’s nothing in the accumulated files about this installation at all, other than the location.”
“Odd, because there sure are people here now.” The smell was faint but unmistakable: unwashed, frightened humans. Must have been brought in overnight.
“What’s your plan for the day?” MARL12 bobbed on his antigrav cushion, as if ready to move out.
Darik was heating a small container of water, reminding himself to be patient because of the high altitude. “First I’m going to have my tea, and then we’re going to make a circuit around the facility, scope the place out, see what’s what.” As the water boiled, he stirred a few pinches of dried leaves into it and inhaled the aroma appreciatively. “Someday maybe I’ll get to try this coffee the humans constantly boast of, but nothing beats a properly brewed cup of tea.”
“We will make an attempt to tap into the lab’s artificial intelligence circuits.” MARL12’s comment was more of a statement than a question. The green spot pulsed, with red squiggles shifting to dance on the edges, with pale orange covering the rest of the AI’s surface.
Every time he thought he had a fix on which colors meant what to MARL12, the AI would react differently to a stimulus or comment. Darik was determined to figure the alien device out but, for a being like himself who was used to responding to clues like scent and body language, MARL12 was a challenge. Darik enjoyed a good puzzle, though. Now if only the AI could stop annoying him for a few hours…
 “If we find an opportunity then we’ll try hacking the system, yes.” Darik nodded. “But what’s your hurry? Aren’t you enjoying our vacation in the mountains? At least you don’t have to slog through the occasional snow bank like I do.”
“As a manifestation of MARL itself, I prefer to be reunited with the main unit as soon as possible,” the AI said. “My processes are not at optimum performance this far removed.”
“Did you know that would happen?” Darik blew on his tea to cool it a bit.
A sheet of orange washed over the AI, obliterating even the omnipresent green square for a blink or two. “This was not anticipated. However, part of the assignment you and I are on is to test the boundaries.”
Darik rose and walked to the edge of the grove of trees, gazing over the valley to the south. Maybe this was a subtle way of testing his boundaries as well. The Badari were definitely pack animals, loyal to each other to the death. Some of his fellow soldiers were uncomfortable with the looser life they now had, in the sanctuary valley. It was a big change from the tightly regimented schedule and structure in the original Khagrish lab where they’d been created. No one wanted to return to the life of experimental animal, of course, but Aydarr and his own alpha Jamokan were concerned over how a subset of the men were reacting to freedom, having trouble concentrating, picking dominance challenge fights and other behavior that would have gotten them killed inside the lab. The Badari had craved freedom for eight long generations, enduring horrific experiments and adverse conditions—no one had expected independence itself to be another form of challenge.
He finished the last sip of tea and cleaned the mug with fresh snow. Well, I love being free. Darik was fourth in his pack’s hierarchy, after the alpha and the two enforcers, and further down in the big combined pack Aydarr and his human mate Jill had assembled, but out here he was his own man. Of course he was following his orders, but he was stretching his own boundaries as well and enjoying the time alone. At some point he’d need to touch base with the alpha and his pack brothers, but for now he was a—what had Jill called it? A lone wolf.
Memory stirred in the back of his mind and he remembered an offhand comment a Khagrish scientist had made to him long ago, when he was a boy. “We mixed in even more of the animal DNA than usual when we coded you,” the man said with a sneer. “An interesting side experiment.”
He didn’t know if his genetic mix was why he enjoyed these solitary assignments but since the Khagrish so clearly thought their decision made him a lesser being, Darik had consciously embraced it as his secret strength. Now he grinned. And who stands here a free man? And who died in the burning ruins of his lab? Victory to me, I think.
Reflecting on the many changes the packs had come through in recent months, he decided the introduction of mates was the most intriguing. No one knew what made a human woman and a Badari warrior feel the pull of a mate bond but by all accounts, the relationship was a wondrous thing. He liked the concept of having a mate someday. Seeing how happy and content the mated men acted, Darik was sure the state must have much to recommend it. But he wasn’t in any rush. 
Lone wolf, that’s me. Chest tightening with pride he stared over the mountains, pleased no Badari other than himself was within thousands of miles.
“We should be going.” MARL12 drifted across the snow, sending small flurries swirling in his wake. “We’re wasting the daylight.”
“It’s barely an hour after sunrise.” But Darik walked to his small encampment, packed his gear, and set out, munching a ration bar. 
He was curious about the human scent but, as he and his companion circled the lab, going in a generally southeasterly direction, he saw no sign of the prisoners.
The facility was odd, not at all like the sprawling lab where he’d been created, nor the second facility recently liberated, which had pretty much been twin installations. This isolated place had a relatively small, square building surrounded by a nature preserve, all enclosed within the usual energy force barrier. Darik lay on a slight rise and scanned the facility with long distance viewers. From the colors playing over MARL12’s surface, he guessed the AI was doing the same.
“What are the Khagrish playing at up here? What research could their mad scientists be doing in such a small place?”
“The facility extends fifteen stories underground and several of the levels are quite extensive,” MARL12 said. “This level appears deserted for the most part. Several of the subterranean levels show no activity either. My scans are much more thorough than your visual assessment.”
Did he detect a hint of smugness in the AI’s flat tones? Darik suppressed his own annoyance. “The complementary skills are why we’re a team here.” He leaned over and tapped the ovoid with his fully extended talons, moving so fast he managed to take MARL12 by surprise. The AI emitted a high pitched squeal and shot sideways a good fifteen feet. “I’m better at combat,” Darik said with a smile exposing his fangs. Score one for the Badari team member. “I want to check out the Preserve enclosure, get the layout, see if there are humans there today.”
He moved out, proceeding with caution. So far neither he nor MARL12 had detected any external scans or sensor arrays, but he didn’t want the Khagrish to become aware of his presence, much less to come after him. Darik was confident he could easily evade any Khagrish security officers floundering in the snow on his trail, but his alphas didn’t want the aliens to realize the Badari were literally sniffing around their other installations. Low key, that’s us, until we swoop in and wipe you out. The notion made him happy inside.
Suddenly, the angry and challenging cry of a large predator echoed across the mountain, followed by a woman’s scream. Darik didn’t hesitate but broke into a run, keeping to the shadows of the towering trees as much as possible but hastening in the direction of the sound. He unslung his pulse rifle and ran with it at the ready.
“I’m picking up a new scent, animal, probably like the one whose print we saw earlier.” Not slackening his pace, he threw the comment at MARL12.
“Why are we proceeding into an encounter with the predator?” MARL12 kept up with him but the question was querulous.
“There’s a human in jeopardy,” Darik said over his shoulder.
“Our mission is to infiltrate the enemy’s AI system, to observe. Not to assist captives.”
“Mission parameters change as conditions change.” Annoyed at the implied criticism of his choice to investigate, Darik added, “No one knew there were humans here. Now we do.”
“But—”
“Shut up or the mountain beast will hear us coming.”
When he emerged from the forest into the scattered smaller growth, he stopped, dropping into cover in a small dip in the ground. “Son of a bitch, what the hell is the human female doing out here? She’s gonna get herself killed and eaten.” He turned to the AI floating next to him. “Take down this section of the force barrier so I can get in there and protect her.”
Humming, red and purple waves swirling on its surface, MARL12 said, “Rescuing humans is not a mission imperative. I cannot risk our detection by interfering with the force barrier.”
Darik swore. “You and me are going to have a talk when this is over.” Rising to his feet, he sprinted toward the edge of the Preserve, where the energy barrier shimmered faintly in the morning air.
 
Nicolle stood with her back to the stream running unimpeded through the invisible fence, clutching a forked stick she’d grabbed from the ground as she slipped and scrambled to get away from the beast she was now facing. Holding the unwieldy branch like a trident, she tried to make herself appear bigger and more fierce. A human not to be messed with. Her throat ached from the first few screams of terror, but the sounds only seemed to intrigue the beast, so she bit her lip until she tasted blood. Not a good idea either, Nicolle.
Blood probably entices the creature even more.
On all fours now, the animal studied her, sniffing the air as its massive head swayed from side to side.
Will anyone come to help me? But, even if Greer and the others heard her scream and followed her tracks, what could unarmed humans do against this terrifying beast? When the creature stood on its trunk-like hind legs, it was easily 7’ high and the dinner plate sized paws carried multiple hooked claws. Its coat was an odd mix of white, silver and gray, in a camouflage-style pattern that made the animal hard to focus on and the fangs were like daggers. She sidled sideways a foot or so and the creature tracked her movements, stubby ears flattening on its skull. Nicolle stopped, searching desperately for a crevice, anything she could use to shelter or hide. She’d never make it to the sparse tree growth in the direction she’d come originally. Damn beast can probably climb better than I can anyway.
Nothing helpful presented itself to her desperate gaze.
The pretty stream flowed through a meadow. The berries had lured Nicolle here as the Khagrish rations upset her stomach but, apparently, the wild animal had been breakfasting on the berries as well.
And now it wants me for a meal too.
Raising its outsized head, the predator sniffed the air and took a step in her direction. Rising to its hind legs and towering over her, the animal roared a challenge before dropping to all fours again and coming toward her, moving faster as it approached.
Frozen, hand clenched on the nearly useless forked stick, Nicolle had a vague idea of throwing herself into the creek or falling to the ground and playing dead. 
A roar sounded from behind her, across the water, maybe even from outside the force barrier. Startled, she screamed and slipped on the mossy rocks, barely keeping her footing. The animal in front of her rose to its full height again, bellowing and displaying an impressive array of sharp teeth, as well as yellowed claws on its massive front paws. Nicolle cowered, but the beast wasn’t paying any attention to her now. All its attention was on whatever was beyond the stream.
The next roar from behind her was even more impressive. It sounded almost…human?
Ears flattened, the beast pivoted, dropped to all fours, and scrambled away from Nicolle as fast as it could go, bushy tail tucked away between its legs.
Breathing shakily, she steeled herself to turn, hoping this new threat was outside the force barrier and couldn’t get in.
Having wheeled to face the other direction, at first she couldn’t believe her eyes. Nothing but one man stood across the force barrier from her. Granted, he was incredibly tall and well built under his camouflage uniform, but there was nothing about him to suggest the ability to utterly terrify a creature like the one recently slavering to eat her. Had the beast been frightened off by the sight of his lethal pulse rifle? But then who or what had been roaring?  “Thank you,” she said, her vocal cords barely working. “Who are you?”
“A friend.” 
Thank the Lords of Space—he speaks Basic. 
He looked her up and down critically. “Are you ok? No wounds?”
She dropped the stick into the water, wrapping her arms around herself in an effort not to shake so hard. “Just scared. Can you—can you get us out of here?” Nicolle sank onto the nearest boulder as her legs gave way from reaction to the danger so recently averted. 
Brow furrowed, he glanced at the oddly colorful small orb floating in the air beside him and shook his head. “Not today. How many of you are there?”
“Twenty, including me. We arrived late yesterday, shipped from the lab in the flatlands.”
“Originally from the Amarcae colony in the Sectors?”
She blinked in surprise at how well informed he was and nodded. “Most of us. How did you know?”
“We must retreat,” said his metallic companion in a warbling birdlike voice, moving side to side as if nervous. “The other humans approach. We must not be detected.”
“I have to go,” the man said, slinging the pulse rifle over his shoulder. “Promise not to mention me to anyone. I’ll see what I can do about calling in a rescue, but it’s complicated. The Khagrish can’t know I’m here, so you can’t even tell the other prisoners. Not all humans can be trusted.”
She ignored his slur on humans’ integrity. “I swear not to talk about you, but please, please help us. These aliens conduct experiments—”
“I know all about what the Khagrish do.” He seemed reluctant to abandon her, taking two steps in the direction his metal companion had gone but then turning to face her. 
Hoping knowing her name might make her plight more difficult for him to ignore, she said, “I’m Nicolle, by the way.”
Inclining his head briefly to acknowledge her comment but not offering his own name, he continued, “Stay strong. Don’t give up hope. I’ll figure something out, I promise.”
She heard voices in the distance and, shielding her eyes with one hand, peered against the blinding morning sunlight to check the meadow. When she craned her neck to observe the force fence again, her mysterious rescuer was gone. A breeze swirled the patches of snow on the other side of the creek. Even his tracks would be obscured shortly. Good. I don’t want the Khagrish to find him. But why wouldn’t he help us now? Deciding maybe he couldn’t get through the force barrier either, she rose, trying not to feel too hopeful.
Half a dozen humans came into view at the far end of the meadow, Greer in the lead. On shaky legs, Nicolle jogged to meet them. 
“What happened?” He grabbed her arm to steady her, his callused hands rough on her skin.
“I encountered a big wild animal in the berry patch.” She gestured to indicate how sizable the creature had been. “It was trying to decide whether I was edible then it ran away.” She tried to smile. “Maybe I scared it off with the stick I picked up and waved so fiercely.”
“We heard terrible roaring.” Callea glanced over the clearing where they stood, eyes wide, clearly terrified the predator might make a sudden reappearance. “We came as fast as we could.”
“You ought not to have wandered away from the cave.” Greer was stern, shaking his finger in her face, brow furrowed, adding, “Not on your own anyway.”
Walking with the others, Nicolle made a silent vow to return to this spot on the creek bed, threat of wild animals or not, in case she could meet the mysterious soldier again.  Seeing him was the most encouraging thing to happen to her since awakening from stasis in the first lab. She felt a stab of guilt over keeping her secret but the man hadn’t been able to take direct action to rescue her, after all, so there was nothing substantive to tell the others. Raising false hopes wouldn’t do anyone any good.



CHAPTER TWO
 
Anger roiled his gut as he watched her rejoin her human companions. Tucked in the shelter of the trees, Darik was glad to see her friends appeared supportive, but he was livid at not being able to rescue her. Protecting those smaller and weaker than themselves was part of the Badari code. As the humans walked out of sight at the end of the meadow, he melted further into the shadows himself, heading north away from the lab. Best not to remain too close in case the usually lazy Khagrish took it upon themselves to investigate. 
Or Nicolle betrayed his trust.
He didn’t want to think she’d break her promise, but he had to operate with the contingency in mind.
“I thought I was going to watch her get eaten by that beast,” he said to his AI, clenching his hand on the pulse rifle’s stock. “If you ever deny a request from me in such a way again, you and I are through, and I’ll do my best to destroy you.”
“Rescuing the humans is not a mission parameter.” MARL12 floated at what he probably calculated was a safe distance.
Swallowing hard, Darik took a moment to master his anger. “Well, saving them should be. If Jill Garrison was here, she’d agree with me.” He reflected the need for his report at the end of this mission to contain a few harsh comments about the MARL subunit’s inability to respond to changes in the operation in the field, on the fly.
“If I had interrupted the force barrier to allow you to rescue the woman, the Khagrish would have been alerted. There wasn’t a sufficient chance of success in extracting the entire group of humans and conveying them to safety at this time. Neither you nor I can communicate with those in the sanctuary valley except at the specific times when MARL primary will be listening for my short burst signal.”
“I’m done talking about it.” Darik hated to admit the AI had even a small kernel of rationality on which to hang its argument. He continued on his way, veering to the compass heading he’d need to finish his external survey of the entire lab complex. MARL12 flew next to him in silence.  
Darik found his mind wandering to the woman—Nicolle—time and again. She’d been brave for a civilian, which he admired. Wielding that puny stick against a giant predator was a lost cause, and she must have realized it, but she was going to go down fighting anyway. 
She had an appealing face too, framed by those riotous curls. 
He wracked his brain for a way to free her if MARL12 continued to refuse to provide assistance, but there was no way known to the Badari to break through a Khagrish force field. He could do a frontal assault on the lab itself, of course, but a one-man attack was doomed to fail.
 
Two mornings later Nicolle left the cave, stressed by the close quarters and the despair into which several of the humans had lapsed. Three had curled into fetal positions, sleeping all day and refusing nutrition, as if wishing to starve themselves to death. She suspected the trio had a suicide pact. No one wanted to go foraging for berries or other fresh nutrients with her, content to eat the slop the Khagrish provided.  Conversation was desultory and depressing. A few individuals kept the fire burning and made periodic trips outside to forage for wood from the small stand of trees but even Greer was becoming more and more depressed, talking constantly about his wife whose fate he didn’t know. 
But ‘While there’s life, there’s hope’ was Nicolle’s motto. She found herself wandering towards the stream again and paused. Was it really a great idea to venture into the territory of the bearbeast that had almost eaten her?  
But I might meet the soldier, and if I’m not frightened out of my mind this time, I could ask him useful questions. The risk seemed worth taking to her so she lengthened her stride. Soon she was at the picturesque creek. After drinking a few handfuls of the frigid water, she settled on a boulder, munching the berries she’d grabbed along the way and surveyed the meadow for any sign of the bearbeast, as she now thought of the predator. The berries tasted good, tangy and juicy and frankly she didn’t care if the fruit could be poisonous. She’d seen small mammals harvesting them, so she felt fairly confident she wasn’t running much of a risk.
Beyond the force barrier, the terrain gradually sloped upward, rising toward the mountains in the distance, snowcapped and forbidding. Other than birds and small winged insects, her immediate vicinity was empty of other living creatures.
She’d no idea how long she sat there, but the sun climbed quite a way into the sky. She’d decided to leave and was dusting off her jumpsuit when she heard her name whispered. Turning with care on the slick mossy surface, she stared into the forest beyond the barrier, unable to see anything but trees. Then a glint of pale color attracted her attention, and the soldier stepped into view, the strangely glowing ovoid floating by his side.
Pulse racing, she blinked. He moved so silently she suspected at first he might be a hallucination, because she’d wanted to see him again so desperately. “I was hoping you’d come,” she said, getting as close to the force barrier as she could without receiving a paralyzing shock. “Thanks again for saving me the other day.” What can I say to influence him to help us?
“I wish I could have done more.” He stayed at the edge of the trees, about six feet away from the barrier. His demeanor was calm and he didn’t act particularly concerned about being seen. His rifle was slung on his shoulder, easy to grab if needed but not as if expecting trouble. He checked her over from head to toe. “How are you?”
“More or less okay.” She shrugged. “It’s  tense waiting for the Khagrish to do something horrible to us. A few of my companions are talking about a murder-suicide pact, rather than being taken inside the facility and tortured. But, of course, we haven’t got access to any weapons or drugs.” Nicolle studied her hands, trying to imagine herself killing anyone or herself. Shaking her head, she said, “I’m an optimist myself, although it’s getting harder and harder to have hope, the longer I’m in this place.”
“I can’t honestly argue against your friends’ intention, although it’s not a course of action I’d take myself,” he said. “My people prefer to die fighting, take a few of the enemy with us if we can. You didn’t mention me to your companions?”
Nicolle shook her head. “You said you can’t help us, so why raise their hopes for nothing?” She sounded bitter to her own ears, but it was hard to see him standing there in freedom, able to escape the Khagrish and unable—or unwilling—to help her and the others. “Do you have a name?”
“Darik.” His voice was low and furious, his fists clenched. “I’m sorrier than you know that I can’t intercede. Maybe if enough time passes before the Khagrish act I can organize a rescue.”
Hardly the ringing declaration I want to hear, about help coming. “Why are you even here, if all you can do is watch?” She resumed her seat on the boulder and plunked a few loose pebbles into the stream. Anger at him and her situation made her hand shake and she hurled the rest of the stones as far away as she could. “How can you stand by and let us be experimented on by these alien bastards?”
“I’m here on a solo mission studying this installation, trying to learn more about it,” he said. “We had no reports of human prisoners. I have no backup, no way to call for reinforcements for at least a few more days.  Believe me, I would if I could.” He took a few steps toward her. “Leaving you and the others inside the barrier goes against everything I believe in and fight for but I’m powerless to help.” His voice was low, tense, and most fascinating of all, his eyes glowed golden in the shadow of the trees. “I’ve been where you are, imprisoned by the Khagrish. I know all about despair.”
“Who are you? Is there another civilization on this planet besides the Khagrish?”
“My people were prisoners of the Khagrish at one time as well, until fairly recently in fact. One of your humans helped us escape.”
The news he was sharing was exciting and she tried to contain the hope welling inside her. Just because he’d escaped didn’t mean she was going to have the same good luck. Especially if he continued to refuse to help her. Keep him talking; try to find out how others have escaped.  “Who? Maybe I know the person. How did they manage to help you?”
He shook his head. “I apologize, but I can’t give you specific information and risk it falling into Khagrish hands.” Darik glanced at the metallic ball keeping him company, and she wondered if the robot or whatever it was had a measure of power over him. “I’m not supposed to be talking to you at all but I—I wanted to see how you were doing. I hoped you might revisit this spot.”
“And I hoped you might be here.” Despite the gravity of her situation, she smiled, repressing a small flicker of pleasure to learn they’d both been thinking of the other. Not that the mutual interest was helping improve her situation, other than having a person to talk to, who might call for help when he had the chance. “Come on, there must be something you can do or I can do. Blast the barrier with your weapon? Dig under it? Jump over it? How about if I stacked up enough rocks, could I get over the top? If you can’t help me directly do you at least have any advice?”
“All the things you suggest have been tried in the past and failed. My people were held for hundreds of years, testing the barriers and other things designed to keep us prisoner. There was more than one rebellion, brutally put down, I might add.” Darik stared over her head at the mountains and his voice had grown distant, as if he was lost in bad memories. “Don’t trust the Khagrish or any promise they might make. Keep your eyes open for chances to thwart them. They play mind games along with the physical experiments.”
“I kind of figured that out already, especially with the way I was treated at the last lab.” Now she was the one revisiting bad memories and she shivered, wrapping her arms around herself and closing her eyes briefly. Focusing on him when she reopened her eyes, she said, “I was held for weeks in a weird room, lights on and off at random, food at strange times. I have no idea what they were trying to accomplish. Then I was packed into a flyer with nineteen other people and flown here.” She scratched idly at the skin adjoining the black neurocontroller bracelet on her right wrist. “I want to say I’m ready for anything, but I’m really not. I’m scared to death.” Nicolle laughed bitterly, unable to stop herself. “Maybe you should have let the bearbeast kill me two days ago.”
He took a step closer to the force field. “Don’t allow yourself to fall into defeatist thinking—of course you want to live, and I will get you out of there, I promise.”
The birdlike voice emanating from the colorful globe at his side startled her. “Mission parameters don’t include rescuing—”
Darik took a swipe at the device and it shut up, zooming into the trees. Nicolle blinked. Were those knives he had in his hand? Or claws on his hand? Trying to make sense of what she’d seen, she scratched at her wrist more vigorously, staring at the black bracelet with a frown. When she looked at Darik again, his forehead was furrowed.
“Is the bracelet bothering you?”
“Yeah, it’s been tingling all morning, so my arm itches, but I can’t get at the affected area.” Nicolle poked the annoying circlet on her wrist.
“Intake,” he said, straightening. Mouth set in a grim line, he gazed at her and his voice was brusque. “We’re out of time.”
“Intake? What’s that?”
“You’re being summoned to the lab—the signals from the bracelet are how the Khagrish communicate when prisoners in the Preserve are ordered to report for the next set of experiments. The pain will increase until you show up at the muster line.” He took another step toward the barrier, one hand going out as if he wished to touch her in order to offer comfort. After a moment he curled his fingers into a fist and lowered his arm. “I’m so sorry, Nicolle.”
More bad news. She felt as if she’d been punched in the gut. Not so soon! “And if I don’t report to the lab?”
He shook his head. “Don’t try it unless you’ve decided to die. I’ve seen the bracelet used to kill, and it’s a terrible way to end one’s life.”
“I’ve seen the effects demonstrated enough times to get the idea.” She had vivid and very bad memories of watching fellow prisoners punished with the neurocontrollers. The mush and berries she’d eaten earlier were threatening to come back up, as nausea set in. “How am I supposed to know the pain means to head to the lab?”
“The Khagrish have been having difficulties with the humans, with the bracelets and other aspects of your physiology. They want to treat you as if you were Badari and nothing’s further from the reality. So they simply expect you to know, as I would.”
“Badari?”
He tapped his chest. “Me. Well, my pack.”
“Every answer from you leads me to ten more questions,” she said, pushing her hair off her face in exasperation. “I’m grateful for any shreds of information, of course, but none of this is going to help me escape and you were right, you probably ought not to tell me anything else. How do you know I won’t betray you to the Khagrish for better treatment?”
Darik stared at her, eyes glowing, and she wished she could fall into that golden light where surely all her problems would be solved. “I trust you,” he said slowly, advancing until he was right at the barrier. “I scent no lies or treachery in you.  I wish—”
Hot pain from the bracelet zinged up her arm and across her chest. Gasping, she hunched over against the sting of the pain and nearly fell off the rock into the stream. With difficulty, Nicolle stood and retreated a few steps. “I think I’d better pay attention to this and do what the Khagrish want, at least in this case. The pain level is climbing. I wish I could say it was a pleasure to meet you but, all things considered, I’d rather not be here at all.”
Darik took a step forward, halting abruptly as a harsh buzz emanated from the barrier, as if the power was building to repel or punish him. “I’ll do my best to get you out, I swear.”
Cringing as another wave of torment washed through her nervous system, Nicolle said, “That and a credit will buy me a cup of coffee, soldier boy. I don’t think Dr. Hidamarr is going to give us up easily. She said we wouldn’t ever leave her lab once we were taken inside.” Brushing tears off her cheeks, she stumbled into a clumsy run, heading for the cave. Anger, fright, and regret battled for top spot in her roiled emotions. The pain from the bracelet was interfering with her ability to move her limbs properly and a headache throbbed at her temples. 
How could he stand idly by, knowing what he obviously did about the Khagrish, and leave her and the others to their awful fate? Darik sounded like a good guy, but his inaction left her livid. Even if the robot or whatever-it-was had authority over his actions, he’d indicated he could place a call to others for help. So why didn’t he? I wish I’d never met him. I wish he’d let the bearbeast kill me.
 
Darik watched her go, his own adrenaline and anger raging at his inability to help Nicolle. His heart pounded so hard it felt too big for his body and all the primitive battle instincts coded into his DNA urged him to fling himself at the barrier to get to her side. Letting her walk away from him while he stood and did nothing was like a Khagrish lash striking his exposed heart.
She’d obviously been angry and bitterly disappointed over his apparent refusal to help her. She must hate me right now. Even if he’d had time to explain matters more fully, her opinion probably wouldn’t have changed and the knowledge stung. Leaving others to suffer at the hands of the Khagrish ran totally counter to his deepest instincts.  His self-revulsion applied doubly to failing Nicolle, for reasons not entirely clear to him. They’d barely exchanged a few words, he knew next to nothing about her. But I want to know everything.
The realization was unsettling and so unlike him that he drew a deep, shaky breath.
The Great Mother could not have been so cruel as to send him the woman who might be his mate under these dire circumstances, could she? But why else would he have this unreasoning, bone deep fury riding him?
He had to fight to keep his fangs and talons from deploying. There was no adversary for him to battle. He turned his head as MARL12 cautiously approached, its overall colors pale green and yellow. Darik bit his lip to avoid swearing at the AI or begging it to make a hole in the force field, enabling him to go after Nicolle. I never expected my ally to become an impediment. The primary MARL unit had willingly accompanied Jill Garrison and assisted her in freeing humans and Badari alike. So what was wrong with unit 12 causing it to constantly refuse to assist him in a rescue?
As he paced into the forest, sticking to the shadows, he pondered. Maybe the smaller units were equipped with a less agile intelligence pack, not as able to recalculate when conditions in the field took a radical change. Oh yes, his final report was going to be blistering, and he hoped he got to confront MARL’s main unit itself.
If MARL12’s recalcitrance cost him the chance to find his mate, then the AI wasn’t going to make it back to sanctuary valley.
But none of these iron hard resolutions would help Nicolle today. Giving up on her was not a choice he could bring himself to make. There was no way he was walking away from her but he had to be cagy if he was going to get MARL12 to do what he wanted.
“I’m going to retrace our path, maneuvering to where we can see the entrance to the lab,” he said casually after a few more minutes passed, and they were quite a distance from where he’d left Nicolle. “I want to observe while the humans are taken into custody, see if I can glean any useful intelligence about the staffing here. More data for our report home.”
“But we will not intervene.”
He shook his head. “Not at this time. Of course not. We’ll be outnumbered and, as you keep pointing out, intervention isn’t within our mission parameter. But gathering all the data we can is our job.”
“Agreed.” MARL12 let out a happy sounding buzz.
Darik repressed his urge to make a triumphant gesture. So far so good. He wished he could say he’d be as intensely determined about any human left to suffer in the Khagrish hands, but he couldn’t lie to himself. He cared about the weaker beings of course, but in the normal series of events he’d  call in the details at the appointed time for communications, organize a rescue and hope the humans survived until the Badari could launch an assault, which might take as long as a week.  Where Nicolle was concerned, every passing minute while she was in Khagrish hands and at their mercy was a minute too long, tearing at his nerves in a way nothing else had ever done in his entire life. Not even packmates in overwhelming combat situations had created such anxiety in his mind and body. He would figure out how to get her to freedom, and the others too, if the larger rescue could be accomplished. 
Nicolle first.
The humans had yet to show up by the time he and MARL12 reached a good vantage point overlooking the lab’s portal and the black muster line. He figured the prisoners were confused, probably resisting the urge to report, which would make their progress slow. Securely hidden in the foliage, he concentrated on watching the direction from which Nicolle and her fellow colonists would come.
Eventually, a line of straggling figures came into view over the nearest small hill. Stumbling, at least a third of the marchers barely walking at all and supported by others, the humans straggled to a halt in front of the lab, not bothering to assemble on the black line. He was pretty sure the Khagrish were going to be upset about the lapse in discipline. His gaze arrowed straight to Nicolle, who was helping another woman as she limped behind the rest. Nicolle was brave, and he hoped the enemy wouldn’t punish her for exhibiting such strength. He tamped down his white hot rage over not being in a position to help her and the other prisoners.
The portal to the facility whisked open and heavily armed black clad guards marched out, accompanied by two lab techs and one Khagrish scientist, who he assumed was in charge. 
“I can hear what is said,” MARL12 reported.
“I can too if you shut up.” Badari hearing was enhanced like virtually every other aspect of his physiology. 
He breathed a sigh of relief when Nicolle and the other woman arrived behind the others.  As he watched, the woman  tripped and fell, grabbing her ankle. She sat where she fell and wept, hunched over against the pain. Nicolle hesitated but couldn’t walk away. She’d coaxed the fallen human to her feet and half carried the female to the lab entrance.
Darik realized his jaw had been clenched, as he worried Nicolle would incur more painful punishment for delaying, even to assist another prisoner. The Khagrish were normally not understanding of such impulses.
 The guards ordered the prisoners to stand on the black line, and Nicolle hastened to push herself and her burden to the designated spot. 
Dr. Hidamarr walked  along the line of humans, surveying each with a critical eye. She made comments about each person’s demeanor and visible condition, which a lab tech recorded with a handheld unit. The injured woman’s one legged stance leaning on Nicolle brought frowns and a burst of Khagrish, but other than shaking her head, the scientist took no action. After finishing her ad hoc inspection, she said in Basic, “Our timetable has been advanced, unfortunately for you.  If you co-operate, I’ll make your remaining life as comfortable as I can.”
Yelling profanities, one man broke from the line and charged at her. Before he went three steps, the guards elevated the pain threshold in his neurocontroller bracelet and the would-be attacker collapsed to the ground, writhing and screaming in agony.
Darik winced in sympathy. He’d been on the receiving end of that exact punishment a few times. Now they’ll beat him, while he’s down.
He’ll be lucky to survive. But the guards didn’t carry out their usual protocol, instead simply binding the human’s hands behind his back and leaving him in a heap.
“As I was saying, if only your rash comrade had waited to listen to me, co-operate and your existence here will be much less intolerable.” The scientist smiled. “He’ll be made to suffer until he regrets his choice to act out, but the rest of you have a chance at favorable care.” She stood aside. “Take them to processing.”
Two guards dragged the man who’d been disciplined, clutching him by the arms. The rest of the security personnel herded the prisoners into a line and indicated with their pulse rifles where they were to march. As Nicolle crossed the threshold of the lab, she peered over her shoulder for a second.
Darik gritted his teeth. She knows I’m here. She knows I won’t help her. Anger and shame mixing in his heart, he glared at MARL12.
The shiny AI was oblivious, beeping softly to itself as it scanned and recorded.
 
Nicolle stumbled on the threshold since she’d been staring at the forest, hoping for one more glimpse of the soldier. Even if he wouldn’t or couldn’t offer aid, he represented hope she needed badly right now. A guard grabbed her arm and set her firmly on her feet, before the man next to him shoved her with his pulse rifle.
“Keep moving into the elevator ahead,” he said in Basic.
She stood in a small lobby, facing a bank of several doors, only one of which was open. Nicolle was reminded of a freight elevator at the spaceport where she’d worked. The humans crowded into the space, jostling each other in the attempt not to step on Jorgens, the man who’d  made the abortive attack on the scientist. No guards stepped into the elevator before the doors snapped shut.
“I guess the Khagrish travel separately.” As the conveyance jerked and sank she had to grab at the person nearest to her to keep her balance. 
“Anyone see controls or an emergency stop?” Greer’s tone was urgent. “If we could keep ourselves from going where the enemy wants, maybe we could climb out and escape.”
Great idea. Nicolle tilted her head and scanned the ceiling but saw no panels or escape hatches. She did see two devices she assumed were vidcams. “We’re being watched.”
“Let ‘em watch, at least they ain’t in here with us. Check the damn walls for buttons or switches.” Greer shoved his way along the wall where he’d been standing, pushing people out of the way as he ran his hands over the smooth surface of the elevator compartment. “We probably don’t have much time.”
As their car continued to descend, the humans fruitlessly examined the blank walls, where no controls of any kind could be found. Several of the men formed a pyramid, and the person on top peered at the ceiling.
“Nothing,” he said, climbing down again. “We’re in a sealed box.”
Nicolle wedged herself in the corner. “How far underground do you think we’re going?” She had claustrophobia as a child and being in the elevator was making her panicky, her chest closing tight against her attempts to breathe. The idea of being held captive far below the planet’s surface was unbearable to contemplate.
The elevator landed with a barely noticeable thump.
“Prisoners will disembark single file,” said a voice over an unseen com link. 
The portal opened only wide enough to allow one person at a time to exit. The wall against which Nicolle was leaning moved forward, shoving her inexorably into the others.
“Better hurry  or we’ll be crushed,” she yelled.
When it was her turn to exit, she found herself walking through a narrow hallway emptying directly into a brightly lit room. Two bored guards stood there. “Strip completely bare, enter the disinfectant bath and proceed through at a rapid pace. Clean clothing on the other side. Food when you get to your cell if you behave yourself. No talking.”
Confused, embarrassed at having to strip in front of the guards and her fellow humans, she added her clothes to the pile on the floor next to the Khagrish, who barely glanced at her. Attempting to cover herself with her hands, Nicolle walked forward into a glowing pool, whose bottom sloped sharply downward, which she realized too late as she slipped and went under. Spewing the fluid, hoping it wasn’t poisonous, she surfaced and swam toward the far end, as she heard someone else curse and fall behind her. What if a prisoner can’t swim? Do the guards let the person drown?
Stacks of plain beige tunics and pants were waiting in three piles on another table just past the pool. She grabbed the smallest set she could find and a pair of flip-flop type shoes, moved aside and dressed rapidly, working hard not to catch anyone’s eye. There was no conversation. A helmeted guard motioned her toward the only doorway, and she stepped through to be met by more security officers. They took her by the elbows and led her to a long hall lined with windows, behind each of which lay a small room. Most were unlit, but a few of her fellow humans were already inside the cells with lights, one person to a cubicle.  She stared at the unlit windows as she was hustled past and gasped at the sight of a skeleton lying on one of the beds, partially covered by a rotting, stained garment. Shreds of hair and flesh clung to the pitted bones in a gruesome display and she swallowed hard to avoid throwing up. Thankfully the deceased’s face was averted from the corridor. Nicolle was experiencing serious vertigo and knew she’d pass out if she’d had to gaze into the empty eye sockets of the victim.
What kind of a place is this? What are they going to do to us?
Her steps faltered and the guards grabbed her elbows more tightly, hustling her to an open door.  To her surprise, the neurocontroller bracelet was removed right before she was thrust inside the cell. They must not think we’ll ever be leaving this prison. No need for bracelets to control us. The realization was terrifying, and she examined the tiny space again, swallowing hard and battling her rising anxiety. 
As the door sealed behind her with a hiss, she pulled herself from the floor, leaning on the narrow cot and pivoted to see what might be happening now. Greer faced her from the cell across the hall, wearing a grim expression, and she watched Callea being taken past her. Nicolle nodded to Greer and lifted her hand in a quick wave to Callea but the other woman appeared to be in a trance or dissociative state and kept her eyes straight ahead, moving like a robot might, aside from a painful limp.
A raucous clang in the rear wall alerted Nicolle to the arrival of food on a tray. Although hunger was the furthest thing from her mind right now, she sniffed the unappealing lumps of protein and vegetable matter with coarse bread to the side. Eventually, she forced herself to eat. Nicolle stashed the bread under the edge of the mattress for later. She’d learned the hard way at the previous Khagrish lab food wasn’t provided at predictable intervals. Or wasn’t always what she considered edible.
There was a toilet at the corner of the cell and a small sink. When she flipped the single handle on the wash stand cold water gushed. “My one amenity,” she said with a grim laugh.
After bathing her face, which tingled a bit from the chemical bath she’d been forced to take, Nicolle sank onto the hard mattress, feet braced on the bed frame’s side rails and cupped her elbows with her hands. Rocking back and forth, she realized this was worse than the first lab already. At least there the humans had been allowed to stay together in a communal cell. Of course, at the second lab she’d been isolated, but the cell hadn’t been so bleak. Nor underground. At least there I knew the doors led outside, even if I couldn’t get there. Thinking about the millions of tons of rock and soil above her head right now made her nauseous.  Her chest constricted as if the weight of the earth was pressing directly down on her.
A sudden hissing attracted her attention and, fixing her attention on a grate in the ceiling, she saw a pink mist flowing into the room. Nicolle held her breath as long as she could, but then her screaming lungs forced her to inhale deeply. She sneezed. The mist had an institutionally pleasant floral smell. Air freshener? Why do the people running this place care if our air is faux fresh?
“Replace your trays on the shelf,” said the loud, disembodied voice. “Failure to do so will be punished and food rations for all will be cut by one fourth tomorrow. Lights will go out for the night in five minutes. Sleep is advised.”
Her bones ached with weariness, and she sneezed again. Maybe the pink mist had a sedative effect?
She’d left her tray on the shelf so nothing to do there. Fighting the drowsiness, Nicolle kicked off her flip-flops and curled up on the bed under the thin blanket, back to the wall. The pillow was hard but her eyes were closing despite her best efforts and, as the lights shut off, she realized she was about to fall asleep. Maybe I can dream about the handsome soldier  in the forest, about him figuring out a way to rescue me.
 
It wasn’t until the morning, when the lights came on and she shivered from the fever wracking her body and observed with horror the purple splotches on her arms and abdomen, that she understood the true purpose of the mist. A nightmare had begun.
Nicolle staggered to the bathroom corner to throw up, noticing for the first time there was no mirror. As she made her way to the bed, she checked the view from her window and choked off a scream. 
Leaning heavily on the glass of his cell with both hands, Greer was staring at her, his face covered in the purple blotches. Blood dripped from his nose and the corners of his eyes.
Horrified, she reeled away from the expanse of unbreakable glass, stumbling backward until she hit the bed and fell onto the mattress.
They’re using us for test subjects of airborne biological weapons.
No one could rescue her now.



CHAPTER THREE
 
Darik sat by his small campfire the next morning, eating the well-cooked results of his successful hunt the night before, and pondering how best to proceed. The food lay heavy in his gut as he wondered if Nicolle had been fed or if she’d been harmed in any way. “We need to get inside the installation. We need to understand what research they’re doing there, who else is a prisoner, how best to attack the facility if the alphas decide to take action. We need to get you access to hack into their local AI system,” he said to MARL12. And figure out how to rescue Nicolle and her friends. Surely the Khagrish haven’t begun any experiments yet. They just took the humans inside last night.
The AI drifted closer, turquoise patches crisscrossing his surface. “True. The data on the lab’s system is the most important objective.”
“I know you love data.” Despite his bleak mood, Darik laughed. “You MARLs eat data for breakfast.”
“I understand the analogy but it’s farfetched as I require no physical sustenance.” MARL12’s voice was prim. “Do you have a plan for gaining entry to allow me to interface with the Khagrish AI?”
Darik held up one finger. “You can take down a small portion of the energy fence, right?”
“You know this.”
Undaunted, he raised a second finger. “You can create a distortion field so the guards can’t see me or detect my presence on their scanners?”
“I have a limited ability to accomplish this, yes. Not as large a field or achieving the duration of time the primary MARL unit generates for Jill when she requests cloaking, but it can be done.”
Raising finger three to emphasize his final point, Darik said, “We take the fence down, when the guards come outside to investigate, we sneak inside and hide. You said several of the levels are unoccupied, so we can lurk on one of them, maybe get lucky enough to hack in on a terminal right there, versus having to locate the main servers. The Khagrish tend to install those on the bottom floor, and I’d rather not prowl through the entire place. Feels too much like a trap. But, either way, we find what we need to know and sneak out undetected, maybe at shift change when the guards are distracted.”
“The rudiments of your plan seem workable. However, I see various scenarios for catastrophe.”
“I’m good at improvising. We get inside, I’ll figure out the next moves. Just watch me.” Darik hid his triumphant happiness. MARL12 was at least willing to discuss the possibilities of an infiltration mission. He wasn’t merely making idle boasts either as he’d proven his ability to change tactics on the fly and salvaged missions in the past otherwise headed straight for disaster. Darik was  renowned among the pack for his abilities in this regard.
“I’ll be with you, so yes, I’ll be watching,” the AI said, always serious despite the chirpy voice. “We’re assigned as a team. When are we going to make this penetration of the lab?”
“No time like the present.” Darik rose and packed his gear. “Be ready to float in five.”
After rendering the campsite as unobtrusive as possible, Darik trekked to the lab, taking a roundabout route avoiding the path he’d taken on any of his previous trips to the installation. Continuing to be cautious, he selected a new observation point at the front of the complex. His lookout was near a small landing field and a fancier set of doors than the ones to the rear the prisoners had marched through.
“One guard, seated at a console,” MARL12 reported. “The chamber is quite small, with three elevator shafts and an enclosed staircase.”
“How many levels before we reach one of the deserted floors?”
“Not counting the above ground lobby? Three.”
“OK we can make a fast trip and be out of the stairwell in no time.” He wasn’t about to risk entering an elevator. Talk about walking into a trap. Curiosity tugged at him as to why this lab was built to such different specifications than the place where he’d been created, or the second lab where his friend Mateer had been recaptured. Even the third lab he himself had led a strike team against was a miniature version of the same design he was familiar with. So what are the Khagrish doing here requiring them to burrow into the depths of the planet?
“There’s no force barrier here at the front,” MARL12 said, breaking into his thoughts. “Access is clear all the way to the door.”
“Yeah, I know, but I want you to short out a section off to the side, to lure the guard outside so you and I can sneak inside while security personnel are busy. A diversion.”
“Ah.” MARL12 drifted away and shortly Darik heard the sizzle and sparking of a broken force-fence. The AI did come in handy for certain things. He checked his weapon one more time and stretched his large frame to be sure he was loose and ready for action. His claws pressed against his skin but he exerted effortless control to keep them sheathed. The idea was to get inside and hide unobtrusively, not slice and dice the enemy on the way.
Back by his side, MARL12 said, “Now what?”
“We wait.”
Darik was surprised how long it took for anyone to evince interest in coming outside to examine the ruptured fence line. He refused to think about how easily MARL12 could have eliminated the fence out in the Preserve and allowed him to rescue Nicolle. Regret did nothing to bring mission success now. At least the AI was co-operating. “These guys must not worry too much about visitors or being attacked here. Even for Khagrish security this is pretty slipshod.”
Eventually, two guards wandered outside and headed for the part of the barrier MARL12 had neutralized. 
“Shield me now,” Darik murmured. “We’ve got to go.”
“Distortion field activated.”
Not feeling any different but willing to take the AI’s word for it he was protected and undetectable, Darik rose and broke into a sprint heading for the open door, MARL12 at his side. Thanks to the alien tech, anyone scanning in their direction would see nothing because of the distortion field, but Darik was concerned about what the AI had said about the limited time he could hold the illusion in place. Controlling his breathing, he crept across the threshold into the lobby. No one was there, and the guard’s chair at the console sat empty.
Unable to stop grinning as his threadbare plan held together, nonetheless he prayed to the Great Mother for his luck to continue. This place has terrible security, but their lapses work for me. I hope their carelessness makes things easier when it’s time to rescue the humans.
A door lay off to the side of the elevators, and he headed straight for it, expecting the entry to be locked. He and the AI had discussed the contingency and agreed  MARL12 would take a few seconds to attempt to breach the door lock then he’d have to try a different strategy. He had a tight timetable including fighting his way out if worst came to worst. Darik had no intention of being captured. Any concern about Nicolle and the other humans was strictly secondary to keeping himself out of Khagrish hands. He couldn’t help her, or anyone else if he was a prisoner with no Badari soldiers waiting on standby.
To his surprise and gratitude, the door opened under his hand, and he was inside the stairwell, heading downward without pausing as the door slid shut behind him.
“Vidcams?” he asked MARL12.
“The lobby had none. Give me a moment to block the ones in this area and cause them to project a false scene.” MARL12 rose to ceiling height and hovered in front of a vid input device. Red and yellow sparks popped from his carapace and swarmed the camera. “My nanotech manifestations have infected the system. We can travel safely now.”
Grateful again for small favors, but staying  frosty and on the alert for unexpected complications, Darik leaned over the guard rail, estimated the distance then vaulted several stories. He caught himself on a landing far below. He might not be as nimble as the feline-DNA Badari, but he could still spring a few surprises on the enemy in terms of sheer athletic ability. Checking the Khagrishi notation painted on the wall, he verified this was the floor he’d been aiming for.
The portal opened a few inches in response to his hand on the control. Inky darkness lay beyond, but a Badari’s night vision was exceptional so he had no worries. Slinging his pulse rifle out of the way onto his shoulder on its leather sling, he used both hands to pry the panels open wide enough for him to slip inside, followed by MARL12. Then he sealed the door again before turning to survey his destination. He was in the flow of the op now, the muscle memory and endless practices and drills he’d been subjected to in training rising to the fore, combined with his own preternatural Badari senses. He’d been on a number of combat missions when he and his pack were sent out under Khagrish control, to test their capabilities and prove their worth as soldiers. This infiltration of the Khagrish lab was nothing new for one with his background. A tiny thread of the intense anxiety over Nicolle’s status stayed at the forefront of his consciousness. Rather than allowing it to distract him, he used his concern for her as a boost to heighten his commitment to the task at hand. Getting safely embedded in the facility was one step closer to the true objective, which was rescuing her.
“Do you wish me to manifest light?” MARL12 asked. A single swirl of bright red shone on his metallic surface.
“Not yet. I can see fine. Let’s check the situation out a bit first.”
There was a guard’s console similar to the one upstairs, but the AI interface was dark. MARL12 floated to the desk, playing a smoky blue light over the surface. “I can’t activate this.”
“Is the power off on the entire floor?” That could be an unfortunate game changer. The AI needed a working device to do his hacking.
MARL12’s answer was immediate and disgruntled. “From all indications, yes.”
Darik refused to be distracted. Setbacks and changes in plans were to be expected, especially when an operation had been running too smoothly. He almost welcomed the  difficulty. “Let’s do a quick sweep then we may have to descend another level.”
A few minutes later he’d reached the opposite side of the floor. The space was primarily offices, with a few small labs scattered throughout. In some instances, the offices appeared to have been abandoned in a hurry, chairs askew or tipped over, ossified remnants of meals left on tables, papers scattered, but for the most part the area was orderly, as if the staff had gone to their sleeping quarters on another level for the night decades ago and failed to report for duty ever again. 
Darik stood in the door of the last lab, shaking his head. None of the cubicles or rooms had been large enough for running experiments on humans, much less Badari. Tiny skeletons lay in stacked metal cages, and he walked closer to check. Small research animals, rodents. There’d been a few scientists using the same species at his lab, running side projects of their own. He knew the Khagrish were wildly competitive about their scientific discoveries and the lead scientists tended to hoard the data from the big missions, like the program that had created him.  But the less senior Khagrish had been encouraged to do other research on their own time.
Badari didn’t get rattled, but he had to admit the hair was rising on the back of his neck, however. The situation was too weird. “Why would they leave their specimens to starve and die?”
“Perhaps there was an emergency.” MARL12 played his light over the bones and moved on without comment.
“But then no one ever returned, apparently. Not even for their personal effects.” Darik pointed at a handheld on a nearby desk, gestured at a forlorn single shoe in the middle of an aisle. Other such items lay nearby.
“We’re not here to solve Khagrish mysteries.” MARL12 maneuvered past a tangle of chairs. Clearly he didn’t share Darik’s concern about the apparent abandonment of the level, or else he believed the event was too long ago to matter. His voice was brisk. “There’s another exit door, more stairs. Nothing here will be helpful to our own mission parameters. Let us descend to the next level.”
Although he wasn’t sure he liked the AI giving him orders, Darik had no desire to linger in this dark, dead area. This place makes me uneasy, not that I’d ever admit it to MARL12. 
Easily gaining entry into the other stairwell, he tilted his head to look upward. The staircase angled off rather than going straight to the surface level. “I wonder where this leads, and why the building has a back door to somewhere else than the lobby.” He shot a glance at the AI, whose shiny surface displayed orange and green patterns of color. “I know, we’re not here to unravel Khagrish riddles. Don’t remind me.” And the important thing is this place isn’t teeming with the damn enemy right now. Focus, soldier.
Moving faster, Darik retraced his steps through the abandoned floor and re-entered the original staircase, planning to descend another level and hope for better luck.
Far above, a door opened, and he shrank against the wall, motioning for MARL12 to move out of sight as well.
A man’s voice, speaking in Khagrish, echoed down the stairwell. “I told you no one ever comes in here. We can have all the privacy you want.”
He was answered by a woman, also in Khagrish. “Ugh, it’s dark and dusty. Really, Zardresh, you sure know how not to romance a girl.”
His answer, if there was one, was inaudible even with Darik’s enhanced hearing.  The female giggled and then there was a scuffling of feet, accompanied by the sound of kissing and heavy breathing. The man said, “Just a little promise of what’s to come later. After all, I’m still on duty. Damn it.”
This unseen romantic encounter went on for a good five minutes before the female protested she had to get back to the lab or get in trouble. With laughter and teasing, the couple straightened their clothing, or so Darik surmised from the muted sounds, then the door opened and closed again. He lost no time in making the leap to the next level below. He tried to open the panel to enter the area, and found the door wouldn’t budge no matter what he did.
“Locked?” MARL12 asked in a hushed voice. The smoky blue light stabbed out from his center and played over the door while Darik did a rapid visual recon up and down the staircase.
 Anyone in the stairwell would notice the glow of the alien AI’s scan. This would be a bad time for a Khagrish to decide to exercise by taking the stairs. “Well?”
MARL12 floated away from the door and into the void between the stair sections. “We don’t want to enter the area.”
“What? Wait, why not?” Darik descended the interminable stairs rapidly, keeping pace with his companion.
“Readouts indicate the door has been welded shut, the entire area beyond appears to have been burned out in an unknown fashion, and there’s a stack of burnt corpses piled against the portal as if the Khagrish were attempting to claw their way out when the flames reached them.” MARL12 delivered his report in a dispassionate tone. “Apparently, whatever research is done here can be quite dangerous.”
“I’ll say.” Darik couldn’t help but peer upward into the gloom as if to reassure himself no one was opening the door on the fifth level to come after them. “Could you tell how long it had been since the place was torched?”
“From ten to fifty years ago. Hard to be more specific without taking samples to assess.”
Fortunately, this was far from Darik’s primary mission objective because he had no desire to view a stack of charred Khagrish, killed in the pursuit of their science, unless it was his last resort. 
Darik wasn’t quite as eager to open the portal to the sixth level, now he’d seen the puzzling situation on the third floor and heard MARL12’s report of the death and destruction on the fifth. Whatever the Khagrish had been doing here was apparently risky, as shown on at least two occasions in the past, judging by the abandoned levels.  Uncomfortably hemmed in, Darik suspected he was out of his depth. He understood the normal Khagrish lab and what the aliens were up to in such an environment, and had no qualms about operating solo to infiltrate the installations. This place felt all wrong, distressingly so. He wished he had more backup than one cranky, unpredictable AI unit. 
The door slid open easily enough, and he found himself facing the standard, empty guard station. Long corridors stretched off in all directions and, as they patrolled together, going to the right, Darik finally found the sort of labs he’d been expecting on the upper floors. 
The equipment gave him unpleasant flashbacks of times he’d been taken by the Khagrish to endure torture thinly veiled as procedures or examinations. The tables and equipment were definitely designed to restrain humanoid sentients. But again, everything was covered in dust and plainly hadn’t been used in years. Here there were no signs of hasty evacuation or anything else. No personal effects, no work products.
“I detect a power source,” MARL12 reported, speeding up his progress through the corridor and whizzing to the left at a junction.
Darik sprinted after him, moving as quietly as he could. “Not so fast, dammit, there might be someone here besides us.”
“There are no sentients on this floor, but there is a live access to the building’s AI.” MARL12 made another zippy turn and Darik had to skid to a stop and retrace his steps to catch up.
The AI bobbed up and down in front of a closed door, of an office or lab closest to the mysterious stairway on the far side. “This could be what we need but it’s set with a manually controlled lock. You’ll have to open it.”
Irritation flashed through Darik. MARL units shouldn’t issue orders to Badari soldiers in the field. He bit his tongue on the retort, though, and made a note to tell the AI’s master, Jill, at his debrief. He stood at the edge of the door, out of the field of fire and gestured curtly for MARL to move aside before he forced the panel open.
Pulse rifle at the ready, he stepped into the office, but the space was empty. A desk-mounted AI interface blinked at him. A mug, a hand held unit, several of the mildest Khagrish feelgood inhalant sticks, and a few other items lay neatly lined up to the side, as if whoever had been here stepped away for a meeting or to use the bathroom. The surface of the desk was thick with the same dust, however, making it clear the unknown occupant of the space had been gone a long time.
“Maybe since the upper level got burned out, they abandoned these rooms as well.” Darik dragged a finger through the dust and studied the depth. “Why would someone come in here all alone to work?”
MARL12 moved toward the desk and the interface so rapidly Darik had to jump aside. “You’re obsessed with what may have happened here. What difference does it make?”
Wondering if the AI had deliberately forced him to pivot to avoid their incipient collision as a sign of frustration, he said cautiously, “The events of the past often have a bearing on the here and now.” Darik made another wary assessment of the darkened floor outside this office. “Can you access the system?”
“I’m already in the first layer.” MARL12’s colors contained a hefty dose of turquoise, mixed with pink, all swirling in a complex pattern with the stationary green patch at the center. 
Those colors must mean he’s pleased with himself. Glancing over his shoulder, Darik couldn’t see how the AI was interfacing with the other system, but the technical aspects weren’t his part of the mission. “Any estimate how long?”
“This system has unusual parameters, not what I was led to expect. We may be here for an extended duration.” Now the AI sounded annoyed and orange was moving through the turquoise and pink hues, blotting them out on MARL12’s smooth surface.
Plan, meet reality. Conditions in the field invariably varied in ways large and small from what you’d expected at your home base. Probably a good lesson for the MARLs to learn. He just hoped the repercussions weren’t going to be unpleasant for them both. “What kind of ops did your primary unit carry out with your original sentient anyway?”
“Scientific studies of new planets and various astronomical phenomena.”
Darik hid a grin in case MARL12 was monitoring him too. “So, I’m guessing you weren’t a combat unit?”
“Not until the end of our time together, when our civilization was attacked by several enemies without warning. After we were recalled from the field, Nindjak and I carried out a few missions into enemy territory and were retreating home from one when we were ambushed and crashed here on this world.”
He was surprised the AI had offered so much detail in response to his casual question.
“Now you’re trying to solve the mysteries of my past, rather than focusing on the Khagrish as you did on the upper levels we explored,” MARL12 said. “What is this fascination you have with historical events?”
Darik shrugged as he dug a ration bar from his pack. “I’m a curious guy, that’s all. Passing the time. We’re supposed to be developing a good working relationship.”
There was a brief silence and then the AI said, “I’m though the first level.”
How many levels are there going to be before we find something useful? He didn’t ask the question out loud, figuring MARL12 might take it as criticism and what would he do with the answer anyway? Hacking wasn’t a Badari skill, although the younger cubs at the sanctuary valley were learning the techniques from Jill, the alpha’s human mate.  Better them than me. Darik settled for a lukewarm comment to his partner. “Good progress.”
Red swirled on MARL12’s surface. “Not satisfactory. Whoever designed this system didn’t have a logical mind. There are many branches of logic and illogic. I’m not even sure the operating system here has an ultimate connection to the AI currently running this facility.”
“Well, keep working on it. I’m going to patrol the area.” On the threshold to the office, Darik looked at his companion. “Be careful not to be detected, okay?”
“As you suspect, the programming contains traps for the unwary. I’ve deactivated the alarm alerts and as many triggers as I find.” A single spot of brighter red flared. “I know what I’m doing.”
“Never doubted it for a minute.” Deciding not to offer any more commentary on a topic so far outside his expertise,  Darik slipped into the darkened expanse beyond their cubicle and made his way across the floor in a grid search pattern, but he found nothing. No sign of anyone other than him having been here in decades. No more personal items, no other active interfaces. 
There did seem to be power available in the entire back quarter of the level, but the only device hooked up was the one where MARL12 was working. He stepped into the stairwell and listened, pulse rifle at the ready, but he heard no signs of activity from above or below. 
Which level might Nicolle be trapped on? Unhappiness at the thought of her and other humans held helpless in the facility caused him to tense up, frustrated at not being able to take immediate action. He shook his head and did a few isometric exercises to loosen his muscles. Hopefully, he could press MARL12 to run a query for her location in the lab’s AI system soon. 
Darik retraced his steps to the office, relieved to see there was no telltale glow from all of MARL12’s emotional color flashes. Being thorough, he continued on to the mysterious staircase on the other side, verifying no activity there either and finally rejoined his AI. “Status?”
“You Badari and humans are so impatient. This task must be done carefully, with fine tuning.” MARL12 hummed as he continued whatever he was doing to hack the system. “I estimate another five hours, given the pattern of what I’ve dealt with so far. Then I’ll either have access to the governing AI systems or we’ll know this was a dead end and we can move on to seek out another active interface.”
Five hours? What if Nicolle doesn’t have five hours before the Khagrish choose her for an experiment? Upset and dismayed at the time frame he was confronted with, Darik opened his mouth to protest or cajole before reason reasserted itself. He couldn’t afford to antagonize MARL12 or let on there was a personal clock running on this mission for him. The AI was his only hope of finding Nicolle and extracting her and right now MARL12 was co-operating. He pulled his water flask to camouflage the fact he’d been about to let off steam about the slow progress and drank deeply. “I had no idea,” he said as he wiped his lips. Stowing the canteen, Darik made himself comfortable in the chair, since the AI was floating on his antigrav cushion directly over the desk. “I’m going to grab a little shuteye, but don’t worry. Soldiers don’t sleep deeply. Any hint of intruders and I’ll wake up. Let me know if you find anything interesting.”
“Every penetration of the Khagrish systems yields interesting data.” MARL12’s response was mild. “I assume you mean specific data on the status of the humans.”
“Well yeah, or anything you think I should know to make our mission successful.” Proud of himself for parrying what sounded like an accusation, Darik closed his eyes. Half the stress on this mission was placating the damn alien AI.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
After seeing Greer, Nicolle reeled back to her bed, lying down because her legs were so weak. Feverish, frightened, she drifted in and out of sleep, beset by disturbing dreams. Her entire body ached as if her bones were going to break. Her spleen and her liver—organs to which she ordinarily gave no thought at all but knew the locations from some mostly long forgotten physiology class—both blazed with pain. Realizing her nose was bleeding as a gush of warm liquid trickled onto her lower face, she was forced to stanch the flow with the corner of her tunic. This was the sickest she’d been in nearly her entire life, not since childhood when she had her parents to take care of her.
For sure no one was going offer any comfort in this hellhole.
The clang of food being delivered resounded in her cell, but she was too sick to move. If I don’t eat I at least need fluids or I’ll get dehydrated. Debating whether to try to reach the food tray, she wondered why it even mattered. Why fight to survive this disease the Khagrish had infected her with? Why not just die and escape? Easy tears of despair flowed down her cheeks and she raised shaking fingertips to be sure she wasn’t weeping blood. Plain salt tears were reassuring.
“Because we humans are stubborn,” she said out loud, swinging her legs over the side of the bed and sitting up woozily. By clutching at the wall she made it to the unappetizing breakfast offering. There were two bottles of nutrient fluids, however, and those she took to the bed with her, needing to sit to drink. By the time she finished the second one, sounds outside the window of her cell caught her attention, and Dr. Hidamarr came into view along with obsequious lab techs and tense guards. 
Eyes narrowed, the scientist peered in at her. “You’re doing surprisingly well this morning.”
“No thanks to you.” Nicolle rose on her pillow as far as she could go without being overwhelmed by the vertigo. “Where the seven hells do you get off on doing experiments on people? Who the fuck do you think you are?”
Hidamarr stood even taller and grinned. With a flash of rage, Nicolle wanted nothing so much as to get close enough to smack the expression off her tormenter’s face. Hidamarr laughed as if she could read  Nicolle’s mind and she tapped one of the badges on her green coat. “I’m the person in power here and I’m authorized to do anything I want to the lesser beings in my lab. The techs will enter your room to take samples and readings now. Remain on the bed.”
Nicolle wanted to get up and stand in the corner to defy the Khagrish but, after her trip to retrieve the drinks, she was too weak. Two techs entered the cell while a guard took his stand in the doorway, pulse rifle at the ready. As the Khagrish underlings made a quick business of drawing blood and running scans, Nicolle’s disbelief at their casualness mounted. The workers were touching her barehanded. 
Working its way from her chest, a violent coughing spell shook her body, and she automatically did her best to shield her mouth with her hand. Wiping bloody froth from her lips, she said, “You must be confident—no masks? No gloves?”
“We excel at manipulating DNA and RNA to create designer diseases,” Dr. Hidamarr informed her haughtily. “Surely by now you’ve come to realize how superior our science is to the immature fumblings of your people. I’m hardly going to infect you with a virus potentially affecting my own species then stand here with no biohazard protection. But it’s not Khagrish I’m working to kill.” The scientist exchanged knowing smiles with the guard officer standing beside her.
“Oh, well then, say no more.” Nicolle coughed again and this time didn’t bother to cover her mouth. She felt a twinge of satisfaction as one tech winced and cleaned her arm surreptitiously with a medical wipe. Hidamarr’s assistants might not be as convinced of their immunity as the scientist herself boldly declared. 
The taller of the two techs turned to the window and said, “Disease progression is much slower in this one than expected.”
“I can see those results for myself.” Hidamarr sounded impatient. “There will be variation among individuals of the same species. Hurry up. We need to run the tests on the next human before he dies. The virus markers we’re tracing in this experiment are unstable after the blood circulation ceases.”
The techs trundled their tray out of Nicolle’s room past the vigilant guard. Weapon aimed at Nicolle’s chest, he retreated from the cell, and the door shut with a hiss.
She lay back on the pillow and wept from fright and exhaustion, mixed with grief for whoever among their small group was about to perish in this awful place. What if I survive this disease? Will Hidamarr infect me with something else? Or dissect me to see how I survived? She clenched her fists. I have to find a way to get out of here.
 
A soft chiming unlike any alarm he’d ever heard before broke Darik from his dream, where he’d been standing across the stream from Nicolle again, but this time the waters ran red and she was more skeleton than woman. Fully awake, pulse rifle at the ready, talons and fangs deployed, he sprang to his feet, ready to fight. The fragments of the ominous dream and the unusual noise combined to raise his adrenaline levels to a nearly unmanageable peak.
“Badari reaction times are among the most efficient known in my extensive data base,” MARL12 said in an admiring tone. “It was extremely interesting to watch you display the behavior.”
Slinging the rifle on his shoulder, Darik counted to ten twice and concentrated on breathing deeply so he didn’t give in to the temptation to blast the annoying AI and be done with it. “The chiming sound was you?”
MARL12  bobbled a bit and a curl of orange showed along the top. “I judged that the most melodious sound to awaken you. While you slept I’ve breached the AI system to the core functions, planted my own illicit back doors to gain access at any time I desire, and downloaded all data,” the AI said, the diminutive green patch of color on his silver exterior blinking slowly in a sea of turquoise. “The mission is complete and we should make our exit from the building.”
Absorbing this report, Darik sat back in the chair. He’d just gotten his heartbeat under control and now his pulse was amping up again at the suggestion of leaving before he managed to cajole Nicolle’s location from his partner. Thoughts of her in danger had a terrible effect on him all right. Time to be clever. “Not so fast. Give me a quick debrief on what you found. It’ll be safer if we both have a certain amount of knowledge about this place, in case anything happens to one of us.”
Pale green and yellow washed over MARL12’s surface while he contemplated the request. “Your logic is reasonable, yet I am uneasy lingering here. We could debrief once we reach your camp in the woods.”
What’s in the files to make an alien AI nervous? What the seven hells did he find? “Now you’ve got me curious,” Darik said. “At least give me a hint.”
“This facility was constructed several hundred planetary years ago to develop and test biological weapons, primarily viruses which will replicate uncontrollably and kill large swathes of a subject population in a short time. Their customer, who you know as the Chimmer, chartered this line of scientific inquiry, and I found several records of deliveries having been made.”
“Hardly good news. I wonder where the bugs were deployed.” He pitied whoever had had biowarfare unleashed on them but as Badari never got sick thanks to their turbocharged immune systems, he had a hard time relating. Remembering the burned out level  above and the oddly deserted level three, he said, “Let me guess—a bug the big brains were working on got away from its test tube and they had to evacuate in a hurry?”
MARL12 showed flashes of red and orange. “Yes. The records are incomplete, but on several occasions there was an escape or accident. In one of the most serious incidents the entire floor above us had to be incinerated. Apparently, the full research  program was shut down at that time as a result.”
Darik pointed out the obvious. “Well, it’s up and running again, since they just acquired a set of human test subjects. Any hint what happened?”  He didn’t care if a bunch of Khagrish had managed to do themselves in with a rogue virus, but he definitely wanted to find Nicolle and the line of questioning was bringing his desired result closer.
Pale blue cascaded over MARL12’s surface, squirting from the green dot and spreading rapidly. Darik wished yet again there was a code key to indicate what exactly the changing coloration indicated about the AI’s mood. “A few years later, one scientist managed to gain entry to the facility through the second stairwell, having kept her entry credentials. She had the ability to access the original data and made several illicit trips here. I found fragments of her inquiries and the analysis and extrapolation she did based on the data. She proposed what she described as a daring new initiative to the Khagrish authorities, although the details aren’t in the system here. I believe she kept her communications private, possibly even delivered data to her bosses in person, which indicates a high level of importance.”
“So they initiated a larger program, based on whatever she discovered. Her concept must have been highly intriguing to the customer, which means bad for the humans in the Sectors.” With a cool flash of relief, he saw his opportunity to get information on Nicolle. Enough dancing around what I really want to know. “So, tell me how it works—where do they have the humans now? How does the Khagrish test protocol get implemented?”
“The humans are on the fifteenth level and were infected by air borne virus the night they were brought into the facility. Two have already died.”
The news hit Darik like a physical blow to the gut and he rose to his feet, fists clenched. What if one of the deceased was Nicolle?
 A sheet of orange completely consumed Marl12’s surface. He spoke fiercely in a language unknown to Darik for three or four sentences before resuming in Basic. “The Khagrish deserve to have their own so-called science unleashed on them.”
He nodded approvingly, trying to calm his racing thoughts and quell a desire to take his pulse rifle, find the nearest occupied level and mow down the enemy. A rash action wouldn’t save Nicolle if she still lived. What’s wrong with me? I can usually keep a cool head in combat or under duress. But even as he was berating himself for the near lapse in discipline, he knew the answer deep inside. He’d allowed the woman  who might be his mate to be taken by the Khagrish and now she could be dead or dying as a result of his inaction. He could blame MARL12 all he wanted but Darik should have found a way to save her, with the AI’s help or not. Again he took a number of deep breaths. Focus, or she will be dead for sure. Nodding as his pulse slowed a bit from its previous riotous rate, he strove to sound matter of fact. “No argument there. Why do you think my people are so fierce in our hatred of them? And determined to wipe them off this planet?”
“The two humans who died were both male,” MARL12 said. “I will help you to rescue the others now, if you wish.”
So relieved to hear Nicolle hadn’t died already, and that MARL12 was ready to assist, he could barely form words. He had to swallow hard before he could respond. “What changed your mind?”
“The people who created me would never have stood for this. Since the creators are long gone from the galaxy and I’m here, I must act as I believe they would have.” His surface was a solid red, except for the tiny, blinking green spot.
“MARL primary already threw his lot in with Jill,” Darik said.
“The situation was different. She enabled him to leave his solitary post guarding the body of Nindjak, our partner, after ten thousand years of solitary duty. She became MARL Primary’s partner. Their association isn’t based on a common loathing for the Khagrish and Chimmer. Or at least not as the top element.”
“Well, I’m proud to have you as my teammate.” Darik rubbed his hands together. “Enough talk, time for action. Can you project the floor plan for Level Fifteen?”
MARL12 reverted to the more pastel colors and a three dimensional version of the bottom floor floated in midair. “Isolation chambers, several examination rooms, an autopsy room, storage…” Each area in the holo lit up as the AI named it.
An odd omission caught Darik’s eye and he held up his hand. “Wait, back up. No guard console?”
The holo flickered, winked out and resumed exactly as before. MARL12 did a bobble in midair. “Recheck completed. Not on Level Fifteen. No guards at all, just the locked isolation cells.”
“They must figure the poor prisoners won’t make any trouble. Vids?”
“Yes.” Tiny blinking lights appeared, indicating the locations. “The vid feeds are monitored on Level Nine,” MARL12 said helpfully.
Examining the floorplan, absorbing the details, Darik’s mind was racing, planning the extraction operation. Relief at being able to concentrate on the mission skills he excelled at was calming. Now he was on familiar tactical territory and he could figure out how to help Nicolle. “You can block the vids or distort them, right? Can you open the cells? How much control do you have over the infrastructure here?”
MARL12 circled the holo, then flew above it as if he too was impatient to take action. “I didn’t prioritize takeover potential in my initial forays into the AI. It’ll take me time to exert complete control. I can block the vids on Level Fifteen and I can open doors for you, yes. There’s an issue you need to be aware of.”
If MARL12 suspected there was a problem, Darik was sure he needed to know but refused to be stymied by an obstacle. There were always unforeseen challenges in a mission. Planning could only take you so far.  “So brief me on it. I’m not going to run down the stairs, burst into Level Fifteen and start shooting Khagrish. We’ll need a plan with some chance of succeeding. Ordinarily, I’d pull back to the woods, have you send a com to sanctuary valley and request immediate reinforcements and hope our guys catch the message. But I don’t think these humans have that kind of time.”
“No, they don’t, from the medical data I’m monitoring in realtime right now.” MARL12 was silent for a long moment, the lights flickering over his exterior in violent reds and oranges. “You won’t like this, but you can’t save them, Darik. It’s already too late. I was premature in my offer to assist you in launching a rescue attempt. The test subjects are too debilitated by the virus. It’s destroying their immune systems. There’s literally nothing we can do for them. Death will be a mercy. Three or four are doing better than the others and may survive a few days. Only one subject is holding her own to any extent.”
“Who? Which one?” Let it be Nicolle. A vision of her oval face and gorgeous brown eyes flashed in his mind’s eye.
“The Khagrish didn’t bother recording human names. Each prisoner has a number. The person doing best at fighting off the infection is number 3. But none of this is what I needed to warn you about. The way the facility was designed, the Khagrish can incinerate any level at any time, or the entire installation if required.”
No, no, no. I can’t let him rescind his offer to help me! Darik kept his voice level and tried not to react too strongly, instead continuing the discussion. “Wow, they took the need for safety seriously, which seems unlike their usual slipshod approach. Especially since the planet is uninhabited, other than Khagrish labs, and now us in the valley, which no one could have anticipated. Why would they care if a few microbes escaped into the atmosphere?”
“I can only assume they didn’t want the slightest risk of viruses being transmitted to the other Khagrish on the planet, or even back to their home world.”
“Can you block the incineration order, if it’s triggered?” Problem solved, if so.
Flashing lights in a rainbow of colors, MARL12 said, “No. The process occurs independent of the lab’s AI. Once the Khagrish scientist in charge or the head of security initiates the command, it can’t be stopped. I could take steps to slow parts of the process from executing the order, though. The designer of the self-destruction program failed to anticipate an entity like me working from the inside.”
“We’ll have to be sure we don’t do anything to make them nervous then.” Darik made an effort not to sound too impatient. “I want to go to Level Fifteen and check things out, see if you’re right about the humans being beyond saving. See if there’s anything I can do for them before we bug out of this place. Time we took action, partner. Too much standing and talking.” He wasn’t going to give up on Nicolle. At the very least, he could promise her the Badari would extract vengeance on the Khagrish, which would be nothing but cold comfort, he realized. He could offer the remaining humans a clean death instead of suffering with the Khagrish virus. But deep in his heart he refused to believe the situation was so dire. Surely he could take action to help them escape. What did MARL12 or the scientists know about human resilience?
“All right then, I’m with you.” MARL12 moved purposefully toward the exit to this office.
He made his way to the staircase, the AI flying slightly behind, and Darik did his usual careful reconnoitering to ensure no one else was using the access route. No traps waiting to be sprung on unwary Badari like him, venturing in where he shouldn’t be. “All clear.”
“Levels Seven through Nine have an active Khagrish presence,” the AI reminded him. “I can lock the doors into the stairwell.”
Already heading into the stairwell, impatience to see Nicolle twisting his gut, Darik agreed with the precaution. “Do that, and we’ll move quietly.”
MARL12 spend along behind him like a colorful shadow. “Should I lock the elevators as well?”
Darik considered the idea. “No, an elevator anomaly might cause a staff member to raise an alarm if they tried to use one and couldn’t. We’ll be quick here, in and out.”
When he reached the bottom of the stairs and stood opposite the door marked with a big Khagrish symbol for ‘Fifteen’, Darik took a deep breath to center his mind. A rapid recon, that’s all. He wished he had Badari backup for this mission but the Great Mother hadn’t seen fit to shape the world to suit him. “All right, ready to block the vid feeds while we’re here, show the guard upstairs at the master console a dummy feed loop?”
“Easily. Give me twelve seconds.” MARL12’s surface became mottled with red pinpoints of color while he concentrated on accessing the building AI remotely. “Done. We have a fifteen minute window.”
“Should be enough.” Darik raised his pulse rifle, ready to blast anyone who got in his way, and kicked the door open.
As he’d hoped, there was no one there, just a long institutional corridor with a gray floor, green walls and flickering, yellowish lights. The place had an eerie, deserted air about it.
“Prisoners at the other end, closer to the elevators,” MARL12 whispered.
Moving smoothly but fast, Darik made his way down the corridor. As he passed the isolation cells he glanced at a few, but the darkened interiors told him nothing beyond what he already knew, sentients died an awful death here. His enhanced vision revealed several of the tiny rooms contained decomposing bodies or even skeletons, not Badari and not human. What other species had the cursed Khagrish been given to experiment on? This facility certainly held more than a few mysteries. Leave it to those above him in the pack hierarchy to worry about whether the place posed any threat to them. He had one imperative right now—find out Nicolle’s fate.
Uneasy at being inside a Khagrish experimental facility and operating alone, his driving need to reach Nicolle gave him strength to keep moving forward. This is the dumbest stunt I’ve ever pulled and I’ve sure done crazy things in my life. But he had to see the human woman and try to help her. More sure than ever she must be his potential made, Darik pushed the doubt and unease from his mind.
There were a paltry few cells ahead lit up. He’d found the humans. A fast visual check inside each of the first few told him MARL12 had been right, there was no intervention he could offer to save these poor people. Even for a hardened combat veteran such as himself, the sight of the bloodied, dying patients lying uncared-for on their beds was stomach turning, all the more so because these people had been perfectly healthy two days ago. The Khagrish deserve to burn in hell. “You’re taking vids, right?” he asked MARL12. There needed to be an independent record of what he was seeing.
“Affirmative. Patient 3 is ahead on the left.”
Heart pounding, he stopped in front of the cell and stared inside. Nicolle was seated on her bed, picking at a bowl of Khagrish mush. She was pale, obviously weak, with huge circles under her eyes, but even he could see she was in much better shape than any of the others. Relief flooded his mind in a cool wave. He tapped on the glass, and she jumped, dropping the bowl and staring at him.
 
“Darik?!” Am I hallucinating now? Nicolle pinched herself and slid off the bed, staggering to the window and raising one hand to the glass. “How did you find me?”
He shook his head, matching her instinctive gesture from his side of the window. His hand dwarfed hers. “No time to talk. We’ve got to get you out of here.” Gesturing to the shiny metal ovoid floating in the air at his side, he said, “Unlock it.”
With a burst of adrenaline, she rapped on the window. “No, you mustn’t do that. I’m contagious—”
A hiss alerted her to the opening of the cell door. Mustering all the strength she possessed, she covered her mouth and nose with her hand and backed away frantically, trying to ward him off with her other hand. Bumping into the bed, she zigzagged and retreated to the far corner where the tiny bathroom was located. She kept her gaze locked on Darik as she tried to reason with him. “Please, you don’t understand, I don’t want to infect you too. Don’t come near me.”
Darik paused, standing in the middle of the cell, holding one hand out to her. “There’s no microbe on this planet capable of infecting a Badari. Our immune systems were built to repel any illness, any toxin. I appreciate your concern, but there’s no need to worry about me. Worry about yourself. Unless you want to die in here, come with me. I’ll get you out, I promise. I can’t take you directly to the sanctuary valley where the other humans are, since we have to worry about the infection, but my people will do their best to help you get better. We even have a top notch human doctor who can consult remotely.”
What he was offering sounded so incredible but Nicolle couldn’t in good conscience give in to the temptation he represented. “The Khagrish designed this bug to kill humans. I can’t risk passing it on. If you really want to help me…kill me. Kill all of us so we don’t have to suffer any more.” Her strength was going fast. Her legs wobbled under her and her head swam, making her vision blurry. A tickle under her nose told her it was bleeding again and tears dripped down her cheeks unchecked. She went to her knees. I’m a mess. A contagious, dangerous, dying mess. 
Eyes narrowed, Darik regarded her as if making up his mind what to say. “All right. If I have to, I’ll take care of you all by myself, but I’m not letting you die in this place.” His voice was hard, leaving no room for argument but his face reflected genuine concern. “Let’s get out of here.” He slung his pulse rifle over his shoulder and took three steps to where she slumped against the wall. Bending his knees, he plucked her from the floor as easily as if she weighed nothing and adjusted his hold.
Hating herself for being so weak, she fisted her hand in his shirt and rested her head on his chest. “I did my best to warn you.”
“Yes, you did.” An improbable chuckle rumbled through him. “I called it the first time we met—
you’re a fighter. Tough.”
Being held in his strong arms was so reassuring after days of alone and ill. Her sense of smell was virtually nil at this point, but Nicolle caught a bracing whiff of forest and what must be his own scent, clean and masculine. Closing her eyes, she gave in to the reassurance of Darik’s determination to rescue her. “The others?”
He shook his head as he continued down the corridor too rapidly for her to see anything in the cells which were still lit. “Doing much worse than you. Most are dead already. I’ll get you to temporary safety in the stairwell, step back into this hall of horror and see what I can do.”
She looked into his golden eyes and saw the grim determination. “Promise me if anyone else is strong enough to walk, we’ll take them with us.”
Darik nodded. “If you can walk on your own at all, I could carry someone else, maybe support a couple more, if anyone is strong enough to move. Otherwise I’ll make the end quick and painless for them, I give you my word. No one should be left to suffer in these conditions. And I won’t be able to re-enter the lab once we get out.”
”I hate for you to carry that responsibility,” she said.
He shrugged, although his face was set in hard lines. “The Khagrish carry all the blame. I pray their gods call them to account for the crimes in their version of the afterlife.”
Frantic shouts in Khagrish sounded behind them, and a blaster bolt sizzled through the air, striking the wall and sending chips flying. Darik ducked into an alcove and set Nicolle on her feet. “Stay down.”
“Give it up, soldier,” a voice yelled in Basic from the other end of the corridor. “You’ll never make it out of here.”
The door he’d been heading for flew open as a small explosive charge detonated, and a wedge of guards came though at a run. Darik fired, picking off a few, with the rest ducking into various doorways and even retreating to the stairwell.
“We’re trapped, aren’t we?” she asked during a lull in the fire. Nicolle thought she’d known the depth of true fear before but being in the middle of this fierce battle, with the odds against them, left her terrified and shaking so hard that even if he’d had an extra weapon, she doubted she could have held it steady enough to shoot. “No other way out? No  help coming?”
“Trapped for the moment,” he said with a tight grin, checking the charge level of his weapon. “Not too sure how we’ll get out of here, but I’ll think of something.”
Surreptitiously she searched for the shiny metal ovoid, but it had vanished.
Bad sign when your AI deserts you. Hoping she could at least help Darik, if not herself, she slithered between his legs and peeked into the corridor. “Don’t shoot,” she called to the guards. “I’ll surrender if you let him go.” 
“We don’t make deals with test subjects,” Dr. Hidamarr said from the far end of the corridor, her voice icy.
Darik tried to haul Nicolle behind him, but a guard lobbed an oddly shaped canister into the hallway, which came bouncing toward them.
“Stun grenade!” he shouted.
 Nicolle had an instant to pinch her eyes closed before the device exploded in a brilliant flash. The shockwave knocked her prone, and Darik toppled over onto her. She could hardly breathe with him sprawled sideways on top of her, but the guards came and dragged him away soon enough. Two lab techs brought an antigrav litter and scooped her up by the shoulders and feet. Dumping her into the stretcher, the men rushed her to the grim cell she’d so recently left.
Nicolle wanted to resist but was too worn out mentally and physically to do more than swear at the techs and guards. Coming so close to getting out of this facility and then being retaken was heartbreaking. Worry for Darik was another swirling mass of anxiety in her gut. Would they kill him? The idea brought tears to her eyes.
She thought she caught a glimpse of the shiny ovoid tucked into a tangle of pipes on the ceiling as her litter passed under them, but the techs moved so fast she couldn’t be sure. Maybe the AI can escape at least.
Hands on her hips, a grim smile on her face, Dr. Hidamarr stood aside to watch as Nicolle was deposited on her bed. Practically spitting in her rage, the scientist moved closer. “If you’ve endangered the results of my experiment with this escapade, I’ll—”
“You’ll what?” Nicolle said with great effort. “Kill me?” Laughing and coughing, feeling like a knife was being driven into her lungs by an invisible assailant, she made no effort to contain her potentially contagious breath. Reaching out, she grabbed the Khagrish scientist by the wrist, leaving a bloody handprint on the woman’s skin, like a gruesome bracelet. Startled, eyes wide, Hidamarr jerked away, breaking free with brute force.
“Someone get me a cleansing pad,” she yelled.
Nicolle laughed and coughed, a fatalistic satisfaction in her gut. Maybe the Khagrish were immune to the virus they created but at least she’d forced the scientist to deal with a tiny portion of the messy side effects. Petty revenge in the grand scheme of things but Nicolle was proud of her small gesture of rebellion.
 “I don’t have time to deal with you,” Hidamarr said, tossing the wipe into the medical debris disposal unit outside the cell door. “But rest assured we’ll talk later. I need to know what you know about the animal we captured with you.” She gestured angrily to the techs. “Take the readings and samples, then move on to the next patient. I must have up to the minute data before the customers arrive.” The scientist bustled out of the cell. 
“The Chimmer are coming here?” Nicolle asked the techs as she waited for the procedures to be completed. She was beyond fear by now, only a dull curiosity at the idea of seeing one of the Sectors’ greatest enemies. What could they do at this point to make anything worse for Nicolle or her fellow humans? She swore an inner vow to refuse to co-operate in any way with anything the Chimmer might want from her.
“Good thing too. Their visit made us advance our schedule for these readings,” the short tech said. “So we came down here early. Otherwise you might have escaped, and we’d all be in deep trouble.”
“Don’t talk to the test subject, you idiot.” The other Khagrish sounded fearful. “Never ever get personal with a prisoner if you want to keep your place here. Hidamarr has strict rules.”
“This human’ll be dead by tomorrow anyway.” Short Tech roughly and incompetently sealed the puncture in Nicolle’s arm and set the blood samples in coded slots on the cart.
I might surprise you. Nicolle clamped her fingers on the still oozing spot, to help stop the bleeding at the edges of the skin sealant. 
As if he could hear her defiant thoughts, Tall Tech said, “Her vitals are trending upward. She might actually pull through, and then the boss is going to want more tests done on her, to figure out what happened. Why she recovered. Maybe even a whole other batch of humans sent in to test a new protocol. We’ll have work enough for a year. You should hope this human survives.”
Their cart hung up on the cell’s threshold. As he worked to free it, Short Tech said, “I heard we’re shutting down after the Chimmer inspection, no matter what happens to the human.”
Tall Tech shot Nicolle a glance, grabbed his partner’s shoulder and shoved him out of the way. He freed the cart himself, and the door closed behind them, but she caught a snatch of the continued conversation. “Don’t talk about that. It’s top secret—”
Who am I going to tell? Tall Tech’s attitude was more than a little paranoid. Of course she had almost escaped.
So close and yet so far from freedom.
Telling herself not to cry, Nicolle lay on the bed and examined her cell again. Still nothing she could use to help her get free, or kill herself. The incredulous moment when Darik had appeared in her doorway came to mind and the joy she’d felt then made her current depression all the more crushing. Being recaptured was too terrible to be born. “And now I have to feel guilty for whatever happens to him because he tried to help me.” And cope with the daunting news that if she survived more humans might be brought in to be experimented on to see why the virus hadn’t killed her. 
Glancing across the hall, Nicolle did a double take. Greer’s cell light was off, which meant he’d died while she was embroiled in the failed escape attempt. More alone than ever, she rolled onto her side, facing the wall. With no better options, she gave in to her overwhelming grief and wept.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Too groggy from the stun blast to resist effectively, Darik couldn’t fight as the guards took him in the elevator to a different level and left him tightly restrained on an examining table. He remained fully dressed except for his combat boots and weapons, but there was nothing helpful left in his pockets. 
Testing the strength of the metal clamps pinning him to the table, Darik wondered where MARL12 had gone at the last minute and whether the AI would understand how best to help him. Would the alien AI help him? Or would he decide his duty lay in escaping the lab and transmitting a report?  Another note for Jill, if he survived to provide a debriefing—rules of engagement were definitely needed between the Badari and an assigned AI.
Help would come eventually, Darik was confident, whatever MARL12 did or didn’t do. His pack would investigate when he missed the required check in and as soon as any Badari came within telepathic  range, he’d give them the whole story, including the layout of this place. The trouble was the time that would elapse, days unfortunately. The Khagrish could do a lot of damage to him. And what would happen to Nicolle? Frustration at the blown extraction attempt rode him like a weight on his chest. He was tough and could survive pretty much whatever the Khagrish did to him. She was weak from the illness and human besides. He needed to protect her and his current helplessness was acid in his mind. 
All right, you blew the job, now get over it and think, dammit. Nicolle’s life depends on you.
The metal restraint on his right wrist had give to it, so as the lingering effects of the stun blast wore off, he channeled all his energy into trying to spring it open. A broken bone or two would be worth it if he could get a hand free. Badari bones healed rapidly.
The sound of the door opening broke his concentration on the duel with the clamp. Taking a deep breath, he made himself relax and find the calm deep inside. He needed all his wits to fight a psychological battle with his captors from this disadvantaged position.
Dr. Hidamarr came to the side of the table. “Well, well, a career high. My very own Generation Eight soldier. I’d have given anything to be allowed to experiment on even one of you when I was assigned to Gahzhing’s lab as an intern, but he never approved any of my proposals. Of course, I didn’t kiss his ass like most of the others did either.” Head tilted to the side, she toyed with the braided end of her ridge of red and yellow hair. “You don’t remember me, do you, 8204?”
At the hated numerical designation he’d been assigned at birth, attempting to reduce him to a dumb lab animal, Darik’s talons pushed against his skin, and he forced them into their sheaths. Never let a Khagrish see they’d managed to land a blow. Learned that lesson as a cub. He stared fixedly at the ceiling, which was hardly relaxing, as instruments of scientific torture hung suspended from tracks, waiting to be deployed on innocent victims. He recognized two or three of them from his time in the lab of his creation.
“No matter, I remember you.” Her voice was practically purring with pleasure and she rubbed his shoulder and bicep as if assessing his muscles.
He wracked his brain, trying to remember her among the shifting ranks of the Khagrish scientists assigned to his original lab. Was she one of the ones who’d had Badari brought to their beds from time to time, to ‘experience’ what sex with the  experiment subjects was like? Darik had no memory of ever encountering her and certainly not in such a way, but her hand on him was a bad omen.  
 “No, I never got clearance to interact intimately with you or anyone else from your pack,” she said, as if reading his mind. “You were forbidden to one as lowly in the hierarchy as I was then. How ironic you come into my possession now, when I’ve no time to devote to designing an appropriate protocol for a suitable experiment.” 
He turned his head to glare at her, allowing the tips of his fangs to protrude. “I’m no one’s possession, least of all yours.”
Eyebrows raised, a smirk on her face, she tapped her fingers on the cuff at his wrist. “I think this says you’re mine to do with as I wish.” Stepping away, she grabbed a chair and sat to contemplate him. Hidamarr pulled a purple feelgood stick from her pocket, lit it and blew a puff of the acrid smoke at him. “Lucky for you this facility was established with no slightest thought of experimenting on your species, so there are no adequate neurocontrollers on the premises. I’ll have to request one from the main lab but not right now—too many questions would be raised. I’m afraid you’ll have to stay right where you are until I can arrange a proper containment strategy for a subject with your brute animal strength and cunning.”
A guard entered the room and bent to speak to the scientist, but Darik’s hearing was acute so he picked up on the comment. “The Chimmer flyer is inbound. About half an hour till the customers land.”
Hidamarr’s posture remained casual, as if she had no concerns about the upcoming visit from the deadly aliens who gave the orders on this world. “Very good. Are all the preparations ready?”
“Yes, doctor. We’re as ready as we can be.” The guard sounded nervous to Darik, but he supposed the ideas of close proximity to their demanding ‘customers’ could have an anxiety inducing effect. 
The Chimmer were in no way his concern. They’d die as easily as any other enemy if he could escape his bonds. He took the opportunity to pull at the restraint again, while the Khagrish were distracted, not watching him. Definitely a little give there. Loose anchor bolt maybe, or metal fatigue.
The guard left and Hidamarr sat back as if she had all the time in the world to converse with her prisoner. “Talk to me about this girl. Is she why you’re here? How did you meet her?” Eyes widening, the scientist leaned forward. “Is she your mate? I’ve read quite a few interlab bulletins on this unexpected mating development.”
Darik resumed staring stony-faced at the ceiling. He wasn’t going to tell her anything, least of all anything on the subject of mates. His own suspicion that Nicolle might be his mate had to be kept secret from Hidamarr at all costs.
Rising, the scientist patted him affectionately on the shoulder again. “No matter, we’ll be talking much more over the coming days, once I get past today’s milestone. If your human girl survives, I’m sure I can use her to my advantage.”
He snapped at her, just missing her hand, which she snatched away. 
She blinked and stared at the back of her hand with wide eyes. “I’d forgotten how quickly your kind moves. I’ll have to reread my old notes.” Despite his attack, the scientist still sounded as if she was in a good mood.
A tech knocked and entered the lab. “You need assistance, doctor?”
“He needs a neck restraint while he’s here on the table, nearly bit off one of my fingers,” Hidamarr said as the assistant made notes on a handheld. “We may even have to design a muzzle. If only someone had had the foresight to stock a few of the proper sized neurocontrollers here, just in case. Fitting him with one of the size used on the humans would be worse than useless.”
“Do you want him moved into a cell?”
Hearing himself so casually discussed as if he was indeed a mere animal, Darik was having flashbacks to his previous existence as a Khagrish prisoner. The alien scientists never admitted the Badari were as fully sentient as any other intelligent race of humanoids. Viewing their genetically engineered prisoners as lesser beings left the Khagrish free to conduct their experiments without conscience. He was angry and nauseous in equal measure. If Hidamarr made the mistake of coming too close again, he would draw blood or die trying.
Unaware or uncaring of his hatred, she continued her conversation with the lab tech. “Not yet. We’ll have to discuss the arrangements with Captain Flimgar first. These animals are strong and clever. Eventually, of course, yes we’ll sedate him and transfer him to a more convenient location for observation and experimentation. Draw a small blood sample today for me to use in the virus comparison tests.”
“Yes, doctor.” The tech looked briefly at Darik and visibly shuddered. “I—I’ve never actually worked on the animals. I arrived on the planet after they’d escaped from the main lab.”
Darik’s ears perked up at the tech’s inexperience and nervousness, even as he smelled fear on the woman. Maybe he could use her uncertainty to his advantage.
“They’re not dangerous when properly restrained,” Hidamarr said with an airy wave of her hand. “I’m well aware of how to handle them and you’ll quickly gain the skills as we work with this subject. Stay away from his fangs and talons for now and you’ll be fine.”
The other woman, the lab tech, regarded Darik dubiously, and he couldn’t resist allowing his fangs to deploy with a snarl. He laughed, deriving a small amount of satisfaction from her horrified reaction as she scuttled away from the table.
Voice dripping with scorn, Hidamarr said, “He’s taunting you to put you off balance. Don’t give him the satisfaction.” Over the tech’s head, she addressed Darik, “Enjoy yourself now, because as soon as I have the proper tools at hand to ensure your compliance with orders, I’ll use them without mercy.”
Brushing a nonexistent speck of dust from her tunic to cover her nervous reaction, the tech said, “You wanted me to let you know when the Chimmer were close to touching down on the landing pad. Security says they’ll arrive in ten minutes.”
Hidamarr sighed. “I must go, can’t be late to greet my important customers. See you later, 8204.”
With that she strolled from his field of vision.
Staying well out of reach of his fangs, the lab tech rolled up his sleeve and punched into his vein with the tool used by the Khagrish for these samples. The pain was minor compared to other things he’d suffered at their hands, and Darik lay silent while the technician finished her work, sealed his small wound and departed. 
No guard? Craning his head as much as he could, he didn’t see anyone assigned to watch him. Leaving a Badari warrior on his own, even restrained as he was, wasn’t a prudent strategy. The oversight confirmed his impression that despite her surface calm, Hidamarr and her staff were distracted by the Chimmer visit. He’d better take advantage of the situation and do his damnedest to escape.
If only MARL12 would give me a sign where he is or what he’s planning.
As he pulled and tugged at the one weak point on the set of restraints, he thought of Nicolle and hoped their interrupted escape attempt hadn’t made her condition worse. Hard to imagine he’d get a second chance to save her life, which was a bitter pill to swallow, but at least she knew he cared what happened to her. At least he’d tried to help. 
Bitterness stewed in his gut over failing so spectacularly to save her. Drawn to her bravery and strength from the first, he could summon a vivid mental image of her face as if Nicolle had been recorded in his memory in every detail. 
No good thinking of her now. He had other concerns. Resuming his work on stressing the wrist restraint, he prayed to the Great Mother for a miracle to give him another try at rescuing Nicolle. His own fate was secondary in his mind—it was all about Nicolle. Plainly Hidamarr intended to keep him alive for a long time, which would allow the pack to mount the rescue attempt. He debated if he should lay claim to Nicolle as being his potential mate, whether the status would persuade Hidamarr to treat her better. Part of him rebelled against telling Hidamarr anything so personal and important, and he worried what the scientist might do to test the mate bond.  
Which didn’t even exist yet. What did Nicolle think of him?
Probably that you’re a massive fuckup. First you refuse to rescue her as far as she knows and then you get captured when you do show up.
Pausing in his effort on the manacle, he closed his eyes and offered a quick prayer to the Great Mother.  Give me another chance to save her. Or else grant her a peaceful release from this life and the suffering the Khagrish impose.
Darik yanked at the metal with renewed energy. Nicolle’s death was the last thing he wanted so he had to get himself out of this predicament without delay.
 
Nicolle was feeling better and better, as if the virus was losing the battle to kill her. She refused to think about the ‘if only’ possibilities had she and Darik made their escape. Enervating depression lay in focusing on those thoughts, and she needed to keep her wits about her. Her improving physical condition made her more determined to find a way to escape and try to find the soldier in this hellish place. 
Noises in the hall drew her attention, and she strolled to the window, only to recoil as not one but two gray-skinned Chimmer crowded the space to gawk at her, like an exhibit in a zoo. With a frightened cry, hand to her mouth, Nicolle retreated a step as Dr. Hidamarr said in Basic, “This one human seems have an innate ability to fight the virus we infected them all with. The others are dead or dying already, although quite messily. We may need to iterate again in an effort to control the violence of the assault on the human body. Maintain the lethality factor but leave less, uh, debris for your invading forces to clean up.”
Nicolle put her hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh bordering on hysteria. Hidamarr was worried about mess when she unleashed a virus to kill millions? These Khagrish were insane.
“This is not a concern to us,” said the Chimmer on the left. Its voice was gurgly and made Nicolle nauseous. The aliens watched her with great interest. “How will you determine the source of her immunity?”
“Technically, she wasn’t immune,” Hidamarr said in a lecturing voice. “She became ill immediately, quite acute symptoms, but her body managed to fight back from collapse. Most likely I’ll ask for another set of subjects, run a second experiment, but only after conducting tests on her.”
Nicolle hated being discussed like a guinea pig. “We’re not so easy to kill.” 
“The fact that eight-five percent of your companions have already succumbed and the remainder will die in the next planetary day argues otherwise.” Eyebrows raised, hands on her hips, Hidamarr clearly didn’t like being challenged. “You’re an outlier, nothing more. Every population has some. You’re not special, statistically speaking.”
Driven by an instinct she didn’t quite understand,  a deep seated need to know the soldier’s fate, Nicolle pressed herself to the glass. “What have you done with Darik?”
“Who?” the Chimmer asked.
“Her romantic partner,” the scientist lied easily.  Nicolle had the distinct impression Hidamarr didn’t want the other aliens to learn about her recent, nearly successful escape attempt. “Let me show you a more typical patient, a female in the end stages, then we can adjourn to the briefing room for a full discussion, including your change orders for next steps.” She escorted the aliens further down the hall before Nicolle could decide if she should mention Darik was a Badari.
Probably best not to bring him to the Chimmers’ attention.
Unable to sit still, Nicolle paced in her cell. Her mind was full of Darik and the various times she’d talked with him, which made for more pleasant thoughts than anything about her current situation did. He was so big and capable-looking, she was sure if the two of them could try to escape again, they’d make it this time. Surely Hidamarr isn’t mistreating him yet—she’s too busy with the Chimmer. She wondered if there was a way to persuade the scientist to let her see Darik. It felt essential to her to be reunited with the Badari and face their captivity together.
Rinsing her face off with cold water from the sink, Nicolle shook her head. She was obsessed with Darik. He was on her mind the way no other guy had ever been. Of course he was her best shot at escaping this place. “But it’s more than that,” she said out loud.
Hidamarr and the Chimmer went past again on their way to the elevators presumably after inspecting her unlucky neighbor. “Show’s over, I guess.” She sat on the bed and tried to figure out how long till the dinner mush arrived, thinking hunger was a good sign actually, after being so sick.  If I get more of my strength back, Hidamarr better watch out. Nicolle smiled ruefully as the balance of power was definitely all on the Khagrish’s side but at least she’d be able to make more of a fuss, do her best to resist whatever Hidamarr tried to inflict on her next. 
Activity across the hall caught her attention. The light was on in the cell again and six lab techs swarmed over it. Greer’s body was floated out on an antigrav litter. The remaining Khagrish removed the bed and rushed to clean the entire space as if there was a deadline. Since none of the other cells had been cleaned, and she’d seen for herself during the aborted escape attempt how the dead were left where they expired, the behavior struck her as noteworthy.
Are the Khagrish bringing Darik down here?  It would be excruciating to see him in a cage similar to hers, especially if Hidamarr had a way to make him sick as well. But maybe she and the soldier could find a way to communicate and plan. Her pulse rate spiked as she contemplated having him close and knowing what was going on with him.
Most of the techs took their supplies and departed. Two stood by, clearly waiting for the next arrival.
Please don’t let it be Darik. Let him have escaped. But despite her fervent prayer to the Lords of Space, Nicolle knew the odds were pretty much zero.
Another flurry of activity, accompanied by cursing and grunting, and Nicolle peered out her cell’s window to see the Khagrish bringing two antigrav litters through the hall, carrying the unconscious Chimmer. 
“What the seven hells is going on?” Frozen in place by her astonishment, Nicolle watched the Khagrish deposit their erstwhile customers in the cell together and hastily exit. The cell door had barely closed when a cloud of pink air blew into the enclosure from the vent, much as it had on the first night Nicolle was in her cell. Although, in this case, the smoke filled the entire space with a sparkly pink fog. Hidamarr stood in the corridor watching her unconscious victims, hands on her hips, humming a discordant tune and tapping her toe in time to the music. 
Nicolle gaped. “You’re infecting the Chimmer with the human virus?”
“Hardly.” The scientist swaggered as she addressed Nicolle. “Something else, elegantly targeted to their species. We’ve been working toward this day for a long time. My grandmother first proposed the idea, did the initial studies, and reopened this facility. It’s my privilege to be the one to push the button on the first test with live subjects. You and your fellow humans were mere window dressing this time, to bring the bastards here.” Hidamarr’s speech was rushed, as if she was wild with excitement and her smile was wide. “Enjoy your new neighbors while they last. Or perhaps you’ll enjoy watching them suffer, since your people and theirs are sworn enemies. The Chimmer quite relished what we did to your fellow humans, let me tell you.” Turning away from Nicolle, the Khagrish urged her staff and the guards to hasten to the elevators. “We don’t want to be here when the prisoners wake up.”
Neither do I. Nicolle stared in horrified fascination at the cell opposite hers. From this angle she couldn’t see either of the two aliens, who must be lying on the cold floor. 
The audacity of the Khagrish astounded her. Taking on the right-hand species of the dreaded Mawreg overlords was tantamount to risking their own extinction, if the Chimmer or the Mawreg ever figured out what the Khagrish were doing. She must be sure her targeted virus is deadly to them and easily spread.
 Nicolle continued to watch for maybe an hour, thinking this was like a horror trideo, only in real life and she was the terrified captive audience waiting for the next scream-inducing event.  Eventually she sat on her bed to rest her legs. Finally, she was rewarded with the sight of a heavily suckered, gray-green tentacle slapping the glass of the other cell, which did startle her into gasping. The Chimmer used its hold on the reinforced observation window to pull itself to its feet. The dead black eyes focused on her and, even though she knew the alien couldn’t get at her, Nicolle felt like a small furry creature caught in the path of something much bigger and inimical to her kind. Kind of how I reacted the day the bearbeast came at me in the Preserve. 
Which led her to think of Darik yet again, for the hundredth time. She suppressed his image in her mind’s eye. There’s nothing I can do for him or vice versa.
She fought her own instinctive urge to drop to the floor and hide from the unblinking assessment. Maybe she hadn’t asked to be an eye witness but, now obviously she was, so she might as well see it all. Part of her motivation was human curiosity and part of her determination was the knowledge if she ever got out, the Sectors might find the information useful. Have we ever tried biowarfare on the enemy?  It was a topic she’d never contemplated before and she wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about it. While she kept watch, she pondered the situation. Battles in space and on the surface of a planet were as fair as war and combat could ever be, more or less equal, whereas this was sneaky and would potentially kill millions of innocent civilians, since a virus didn’t discriminate among its victims. Her understanding of the Chimmer was nonexistent. Did they even have families and offspring?
Clearly they’d use this awful kind of weapon against us. But two wrongs never made a right.
“What do you know of this treachery?” the Chimmer asked her in Basic, as its companion rose even more shakily to its feet.
Train of thought broken, Nicolle shook her head. “Don’t ask me. I’m as much of a prisoner as you are.”
“Unlike you weaker species, we can’t be held captive against our wishes.” The Chimmer crowded closer together and communed in their own language, gesturing at times with their sinuous arms, which could apparently elongate and become tentacles at will.
Without warning, the aliens attacked the window of their cell, pounding on it, attempting to pull the transparent panel from its frame, throwing themselves at it with reckless abandon. At one point the infuriated aliens broke the sink in their cell from the wall and used it to batter the special glass to no avail. The Khagrish had apparently built wisely, maybe even with the strength of their eventual victims in mind because, to Nicolle’s surprise, nothing the Chimmer did produced even a small crack. 
Next the duo attacked the door, with an equal lack of success. The sound of their fury echoed in the enclosed hall. She found it nerve wracking, even if their anger wasn’t directed at her. The way their rubbery gray bodies morphed into elongated and grotesque shapes was deeply unsettling. Who could predict what the aliens would do if they did break free? She retreated to the furthest corner of her cell, from which she couldn’t see anything. She curled up with her pillow over her head to block their keening and wailing from her ears. Let them get out and go away.
Eventually, the cacophony of angry outbursts subsided. She waited a while and rose cautiously to check on her neighbors. From her window she observed them sitting next to each other against the far wall of their cell. Blinking, Nicolle did a double take and squinted in an effort to see more clearly. It appeared the Chimmer were developing purplish-black blotches on their chests and both acted lethargic, although they could have been exhausted from their efforts to escape.
Was the Khagrish attempt at waging biowarfare on their customers succeeding?
What would their victory mean for her? Hidamarr seemed intrigued by her own recovery from the human variant of the virus. Nicolle foresaw a bleak future acting as a guinea pig for more of the Khagrish experiments.
 
When two Khagrish technicians arrived at the lab space where he was being held, Darik took a break from his efforts to escape and braced himself for whatever the pair might be planning to do to him. His inner calm held like a fortress to protect his mind from whatever pain the techs planned to inflict. He’d been tortured by the Khagrish many times before and survived to extract vengeance. He kept his breathing even and his muscles relaxed.
“I’ve dealt with your kind before,” the lead tech told him, shaking a handheld data retrieval device in his face like a weapon. “So don’t try anything. Dr. Hidamarr ordered you hooked up to nutrients tonight, since she’s too busy to deal with you right now.” Giving Darik an evil grin, he pulled an inject from the drawer of the table. “A specially blended drug mixture to make you better behaved while we get you more comfortable. You’re gonna be on this table or one like it for a long time, according to the doc.” The tech jabbed the device into Darik’s bicep. 
Immediately, a warm sensation and an unsettling feeling of drifting flooded through his body. “What did you bastards give me?” Darik’s tongue felt thick in his mouth, his limbs heavy.
“Super animal tranq. You must not have ever had to visit any of the scientists in their private quarters for the night when you lived at the main lab.” The tech nudged his partner in the ribs. “Makes your kind pliable. You literally can’t say no. I understand it’s formulated around your DNA. In the right dose it won’t kill you. Now ask yourself if I did the calculations correctly, or are you going to wind up dead or permanently paralyzed?”
Darik had heard of this drug from fellow pack members who had unfortunately caught the eye of various female Khagrish scientists. “Hidamarr would feed you to the Chimmer if you damage me before she gets her chance to run experiments,” Darik said, hoping he was right. He intended to escape. After all, MARL12 was out there somewhere in the facility. Or better yet, had escaped outside and called in reinforcements. 
“Yeah, good point. She’s excited about having you as her private science experiment.” The tech paused and sneezed. His eyes widened.
“You okay?” asked the other. “That’s the third time you’ve sneezed in the last hour.”
“Yeah, I’m fine. Dusty in here. Let’s get this animal stripped and the nutrient feeds going. I just need a break. Busy day today, what with him and the Chimmer.”
Despite his resolve, Darik—one of the most deadly and senior soldiers among the Badari—was like a docile baby furbana in their hands. Furiously raging inside, Darik had no choice but to comply with their orders. Under normal circumstances he could have killed both of them in under a minute and escaped. The drug had completely stripped his will to act. He had the unsettling realization that absent commands, he’d stand in one spot until the drug wore off or he died. The situation was so much worse than the neurocontroller bracelet pain administered by the guards had ever been because this rendered him powerless. Utterly uncaring about whatever they might have him do. 
The techs snapped the restraints open, had him rise and undress down to his briefs before walking him to the bathroom.  Murderously angry within the confines of his mind, Darik had no control over his body and responded to their orders like a robot might.
Then it was back to a slightly more comfortable table than the first one, equipped with a layer of padding. 
 Once he was on the table, limbs arranged in a spread eagle position as the tech demanded, tight new restraints were applied, including the one at the neck Dr. Hidamarr had spoken of, to restrict the range of motion for his head. The Khagrish started several nutrient feeds flowing into his body. By the time the techs finished setting up and locking the portals, he was regaining control of his nervous system and muscles, and he tried to fight them despite the pain from the clamps.
Hands raised in a victory sign, the tech in charge stepped away from the table. “Knock yourself out, 8204,” he said in a jeering tone. “These tables were built to hold beings even more powerful than you are.”
“You’d better hope so.” Darik clenched his fists. “Because when I get loose, you’ll be the first to die.”
“Empty talk. Come on, let’s get to dinner early tonight,” the tech said to his partner. “The cooks are serving my favorite main course.”
“I’m, uh, kinda queasy all of the sudden.” The other male rubbed his stomach and frowned.
“Yeah, you are pale.” Edging away from his co-worker a bit, the Khagrish in charge led the way out of the lab, turning off most of the lights as he exited the room.
Darik stared after them, fighting the fading effects of the drug. He tested the grip of each restraint, exerting as much force on each as he could bring to bear from his awkward position, but none was as promisingly loose as the clamp on the other table had been. The table was securely bolted to the floor.
From bad to worse.
Realizing he was engaging in defeatist thinking, which no Badari under the control of the Khagrish could afford, he took himself sternly to task. Either he’d break the shackles, or Hidamarr would make a mistake and he’d be ready to take immediate advantage of any lapse. 
 
Nervous about what might happen next, Nicolle kept tabs on the Chimmer, checking on them at intervals. The black splotches on each alien’s body grew until the lesions covered ninety percent of the visible surface area and began to bleed. Thick, mucousy yellow-green liquid oozed, coating their flanks. The Chimmer twitched uncontrollably, their tentacles flailing randomly in the air and against the cell walls. Neither attempted to rise again, and didn’t speak to each other or her. 
Why isn’t Hidamarr coming down here to gloat, like she did with us humans? Probably safer to watch the disease progress on vids. But still, the scientist’s absence struck her as out of character from what Nicolle had observed of the Khagrish in charge so far.
Her dinner tray clanged into the cell, and she discovered she was hungry, even though the meal was the usual unappetizing mush. Nicolle felt quite a bit stronger. No more fever, the splotches were fading, she hadn’t had a nosebleed in hours, all positive signs which made her happy. Definitely getting better. It was satisfying to feel strength in her arms and legs again and not to be constantly fighting vertigo. She wished there was a way to hide her improvement from the Khagrish but, of course, once the techs tested her blood and examined her, the results would be obvious. And then we’ll be on to whatever hideous ‘research’ Hidamarr wants to conduct next. 
Despite what the scientist had said, labelling Nicolle and her companions as only a lure for the Chimmer to fly in for an update, she was pretty sure her recovery genuinely piqued Hidamarr’s interest, and there would be more to endure before she was allowed to die. Or put to death.
No use to think along those lines. Taking another peek at the Chimmer, she climbed into bed as the lights dimmed the tiniest bit for the sleep cycle. No one asked for the tray to be returned to the shelf. Maybe with only one human left, the Khagrish weren’t so worried about discipline.



CHAPTER SIX
 
When she woke in the morning, she realized there’d been no signal to rouse her, no clang from the arriving breakfast tray. The light remained set for the sleep cycle, but her growling stomach told her it was time for the morning meal. Scrambling to her feet and rushing to check, she found only the congealed remnants of last night’s dinner and her empty nutrient drink bottles. Are the Khagrish going to leave me here to starve to death?
The mere idea made her woozy with dread, and she ran to the window to see what was going on with the Chimmer. Even if Hidamarr was done with her, she couldn’t be done with the Chimmer, could she? They were a big, dangerous secret waiting to morph into a disaster for the Khagrish. Surely today the doctor would show up to gloat in person, and Nicolle could plead with her then for food.
I’m an interesting case study to her. She won’t let me die of hunger. Clutching the ironic but reassuring data point in the forefront of her mind, Nicolle washed her face in the bracingly cold water from the sink and went to see what had happened to the Chimmer overnight.
The two aliens were slumped against each other and at first Nicolle assumed they were dead, but then one twitched and slowly toppled over, out of her line of sight. The individual she could still see suddenly spasmed and became rigid, blank eyes wide and staring. A bright yellow line appeared at the top of the Chimmer’s head and progressed slowly down the center of the body, more of the disgusting ‘blood’ oozing out as the strange mark extended itself toward the alien’s crotch. 
Nicolle was glad she hadn’t had anything to eat as an array of tiny tentacles pushed their way from the widening slash in the alien’s forehead and a dinner-plate-sized glob of pulsing flesh extruded itself, slipping from the Chimmer’s chest. While she watched in horror, the new apparition rose on its cluster of tentacles and scuttled from the now clearly dead host, which toppled over in slow motion as the neoChimmer, for lack of a better name, jumped onto the wall. A second scurried rapidly from the floor into Nicolle’s field of vision. As the two small creatures conferred or mated or whatever they were doing, she stood rooted to the spot.
Were the Chimmer actually a parasite and host arrangement? Or had the Chimmer reproduced under stress in a manner which doomed the original body? Or was something else entirely beyond her understanding going on?
Terrified, Nicolle wished for a squad of Khagrish with pulse rifles to make an appearance.
“Are you seeing this?” she yelled in the direction of the vidcam in her cell, hoping the feed was live. “You’ve got to come deal with this!”
Nothing happened.
Maybe the aliens can’t escape the cell.  She hunkered on her knees below the window and peeked cautiously out. She didn’t want to draw the attention of the neoChimmer.
The two creatures were crawling the wall like obscene fleshy spiders, using their tentacles, and arrived at the vent in the ceiling from which the infectious vapor had emanated.
“You can’t get through there,” she said in a whisper, hoping she was correct.
But the first alien compressed its gelatinous mass and squeezed between the tiny slats, allowing the metal dividers to pass through its body seemingly without taking any harm. 
“Gross!” Clutching her stomach, Nicolle closed her eyes and fought not to throw up. She supposed it re-formed itself into a whole once it was safely in the ventilation shaft.
She forced herself to look again at the cell opposite hers. The second neoChimmer got a grip on the grid panel with its tentacles and prepared to make the same journey. The alien paused, undulating the majority of its body in the direction of her cell and pointing directly at her in a stabbing motion with the largest three tentacles.
With a scream, Nicolle fell and scrabbled away from the window. When she dared to make another observation effort, the second alien had disappeared. She eyed the vent in her ceiling and clambered onto the bed to see if she could block it with anything to keep the aliens from gaining entry to her cell. Her meal tray was small enough so she unscrewed the vent, shoved the tray against the opening, partially blocking the shaft, then screwed the vent back on.  It was a terribly makeshift solution and the neoChimmer could probably push the tray aside with their tentacles but at least she’d hear the sound and know they were coming. Of course now her supply of fresh air was limited.
The idea of being in the same room with the neoChimmer was terrifying on an instinctive level, similar to her fear of snakes. She suspected now there could be worse fates than being a Khagrish experimental subject.
 
Darik worked all night at trying to break his left ankle free, held by the one restraint with any give to it at all. His hopes were slim to none, but he refused to tamely lie there and wait for whatever the Khagrish wanted to do to him next. At one point, supremely frustrated, he struggled so hard the entire table vibrated and threatened to topple over as one corner became loose from its bolts. He gave vent to his rage with an ear splitting roar as he strained for elusive freedom.
Gradually surprise crept over him because no one came to check on him or gloat over him.
He was disappointed because each time a Khagrish approached him there was a chance they’d make a mistake and he’d find a way to gain his freedom.
Eventually, he wore himself out and drowsed, only to be roused by a scrabbling from the direction of the doorway. He turned his head as far as he could, constrained by the metal collar. Hidamarr leaned on the portal, swaying drunkenly. Her hair was unbraided, falling around her shoulders in a messy cascade of yellow and red. There were deep shadows under her eyes and blood dripped from one nostril. She lurched toward him by going from chair to chair, as if drunk or otherwise impaired.
“Your fucking bitch girlfriend seems to have managed to infect us, after all,” the scientist said, breathing heavily and leaning on the chair. “Half my staff dead, the rest dying.”
Astonished, he asked, “How is that possible?” 
“It shouldn’t be.” The Khagrish gave a ragged laugh. “My guess is she had a compatible infection as a child, and her body learned to fight the type of virus I used. There are a few exceedingly rare human diseases that approximate my creation: Cambol’s, Mesen’s disease, maybe Gosgular Pox.” For a moment she sounded like the pedantic scientist lecturing. “I think her body mutated the virus in ways invisible to our scanners, and now it crosses species.” She shook her head then obviously regretted the gesture, clutching her head in her hands and moaning. Staggering, she made her way to the desk and began digging frantically in the drawers. Holding up an inject, she plunged it into her own belly, right through her bloodstained tunic.  Gripping the chair so hard her knuckles went white, she threw her head back and screamed as whatever she’d administered to herself took effect.
“Listen, let me off this table, and I’ll help you, I give you my word,” Darik said, desperate not to be held helpless while Hidamarr succumbed to the ravages of the disease. Or worse, slipped into insanity while she had him trapped and at her mercy. “I won’t try to escape.” Not before making sure she was incapacitated anyway. Badari always lied to the Khagrish.
She shook her head, drew a few shaky breaths and stood without the chair as a crutch. “Fucking military grade stim packs a punch, but it works.” At first she wobbled but then stepped with increasing confidence to a complicated piece of medical equipment, trundling it to the side of Darik’s table. “You’ll help me all right.” 
He struggled against the restraints, roaring and cursing. Fear of what she might do to him in her impaired mental state powered his efforts, but the table and clamps had been well built and nothing he did made a difference.
Hidamarr ignored his violent gyrations and his threats, being completely intent on what she was attempting to accomplish. She fumbled with the port the tech had installed in his arm, disconnecting the now useless nutrient feed and, after three attempts, she attached the tubes from the new instrument, despite his thrashing. “Your blood cures everything. We designed you that way. Those Chimmer fools forgot the specification and its uses when they cancelled your program. Waste of good design.” She squinted as she tried to hit the power button on her machine and missed, making a second attempt. “Just need enough for the proof of concept experiment. I’m the perfect test subject.”
Lying still to catch his breath, Darik bit out a curse as the machine began pulling his blood. The sensation was excruciating—no Khagrish ever designed a machine to be gentle to the Badari involved—and his heart raced. He tried to calm himself so he wouldn’t bleed even faster but, under the influence of the device, which might have been designed to stimulate the heart for all he knew, he couldn’t get his pulse to stop pounding at an accelerated rate. His heart was strong enough to handle the load, but he was concerned about his blood volume. He could only regenerate so fast. A new fear ran through his mind. Hidamarr wasn’t in any condition to be making informed scientific judgments about keeping him alive.
She sank into the nearest chair as if her leg muscles had suddenly lost all their strength. “As soon as I have enough, I’ll—I’ll—” She put a hand to her forehead and frowned, staring at him. “I’ll prepare the solution, adapt your essential blood to a mixture I can survive injecting myself with.” She stared off into space for a long time, checked her pockets for a feelgood stick and was wracked by a protracted coughing spell before she could light the one she found. “Where was I?” Dropping the feelgood on the floor, she touched her lips then swiped her bloody hand on her jacket. “Right, I’ll do an inject and I’ll be well in a few hours. Then I can give the cure to my surviving staff.”
The whole concept sounded bizarre and unlikely to succeed. Darik gazed with increasing alarm at the receptacle on the Khagrish machine, now filling rapidly with his blood. He forced himself to keep his voice calm. “You’re taking too much. You don’t need to bleed me dry.”
“You animals recover fast. We both know your body’s making more for me already.” She laid her head on the desk and closed her eyes. 
“Hidamarr! Wake up, you have to turn off the machine.” He directed all his strength into fighting his restraints, nerves firing with alarm and icy dread crawling down his spine. “You can have all the blood you want from me in the future, but not if you kill me now.”
There was no response from the scientist.
As he watched with mounting horror, her head lolled to the side, her eyes wide and staring, and he realized she was dead.
And the machine continued to pulse, efficiently collecting his blood.
 
Huddled on the bed, braced to hear the tray crash to the floor from the vent above if and when the neoChimmer found their way to her cell, Nicolle heard a tapping at her window. Cautiously, she uncurled and stared at the glass, to see Darik’s glowing metallic companion bumping into the surface repeatedly to make noise. Astonished, wondering where the soldier himself might be, she could only sit and gape, afraid to hope this reappearance meant she could escape.
Colors flashed rapidly over the ovoid’s surface. Its birdlike voice was easily audible through the observation  window. “If I let you out, human, will you help me?”
She ran to the door, heart hammering. “Yes, yes, anything, just don’t leave me to die in here, please. What’s going on? Where’s Darik?”
“He’s a prisoner on Level Fourteen. I need your help to rescue him. The facility is in chaos.  You apparently managed to infect the Khagrish with a variant of your virus, and they’re all dying.” 
“Lords of Space, I never intended that to happen.” Shock held her immobile.  By touching Hidamarr had she really condemned all the Khagrish to death? The door hissed open, and she leaped into the corridor before the AI could change its mind. She headed for the elevator as fast as she could, although her mind was racing. Well they killed my friends and were trying to kill me. It’s not like I created the damn virus—Hidamarr did. She doomed herself.
The AI sped up and placed itself in front of her. Nicolle slid to a stop, nearly losing her balance as the device said, “Human, reverse course, we need to take the stairs. Too much risk of being trapped in an elevator.”
“Makes sense.” Pivoting, she ran barefoot in the other direction, and the AI kept pace with her. Going for the elevator had been unthinking instinct. She needed to be smarter if she was going to find Darik and escape. Consciously trying to settle her nerves as she hastened through the corridor, refusing to allow her field of vision to include the interiors of the grisly cells she was passing, she said, “You know the Chimmer escaped, right? So the two of them must be in the building too, and they’re pissed. Well, a weird version of the Chimmer anyway—the bodies or hosts or whatever they were died during the night. But first they spawned smaller creatures.”
“We’d do well to avoid the Chimmer in any form,” MARL12 said. “Our goals won’t be in alignment with theirs. I detect no reports of intruder sightings from the automated security system, however.”
Nicolle hesitated for a second before wrenching the stairway door open. “Are any of the other humans still alive?” Now she did look over her shoulder at the long corridor and knew she couldn’t leave yet if there were any other survivors.
More colors spread across the AI’s surface. “You’re the only one.”
Can I trust what it says?  All the cell lights had been off, other than hers and the Chimmers’. Squaring her shoulders, Nicolle faced the gloom of the staircase. “I don’t suppose you can give me a weapon? Or make it brighter in there? Or both?”
In response, the AI shot a beam of white light into the stair well and began drifting straight upward. “We must hurry. Darik’s in a very bad way. I had a surprisingly difficult time locating him because Hidamarr didn’t want official records of his presence.”
Dismayed by the unexpected news, Nicolle headed for the stairs as fast as she could go.  She fought a wave of panic at the idea he might die. She hadn’t expected him to be in immediate danger, as big and strong as he seemed to be.  “Is he sick? Did Hidamarr infect him with one of the viruses?”
“No, the Khagrish did something else to him.” The light wobbled but stayed steady with her. Is the AI upset about Darik? The situation must be dire.
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m intensely grateful but why come get me? Why didn’t you rescue him by yourself?” She wasn’t sure her legs were ready for climbing stairs yet, but it was only one flight. Huffing and puffing a bit, Nicolle made herself keep up the pace.
“I can control whatever the building’s AI can control, but in the lab where Darik is imprisoned the systems are independent of the lab infrastructure. Manual processes only. I need a human to operate the machinery and free him. And, besides, Darik was determined you should be free. His every action since you first met has had the component of working toward your rescue. He thinks I don’t realize this, but Badari and humans can be endearingly transparent. As you are mobile and healing well, I felt it best to achieve his private goal for him if possible.” 
MARL12 waited for her to open the door into Level Fourteen.
“I mattered that much to him? Why?” Virtually speechless at the news her fate had been so important to the soldier, she opened the portal cautiously and peeked into the next level. She’d thought her near infatuation with him was embarrassingly inexplicable since she didn’t know him as a person but the news he might have reciprocated the instant attraction made her happy and confused at the same time.
“The Badari occasionally find their lifemates among the rescued human women,” MARL12 said as she took her first steps into the gloom. Hastily he repositioned his illumination so she had a clear field of vision. “I believe Darik senses the possibility of a mate bond with you.”
“Then why didn’t he rescue me the first time we met?” She couldn’t stop the bitter complaint.
A brilliant flash of yellow from MARL12 surprised her and Nicolle halted, crouching to make herself a smaller target if there were enemies ahead.  She glanced anxiously around, peering into the shadows. “What?”
“Darik was unable to rescue you at the time because I refused to breach the force barrier for him. I regret the decision now but we don’t have time to discuss the ramifications. You must keep moving.” The AI flew forward and back in a nervous pattern.
Rising to her feet, Nicolle mentally tabled the topic of Darik’s failure to get her out of the Preserve on their first or subsequent meeting. Glad as she was to learn what had prevented him from assisting her and also that he’d been as powerless as she was against the force barrier, MARL12 was right—now wasn’t the time for recriminations.
She inhaled sharply and covered her mouth with one hand as the harsh light from the AI showed her a dead Khagrish guard directly ahead, eyes open and staring at nothing, huddled in a corner. Don’t throw up, there isn’t time for squeamishness. She took a deep breath. The corpse had one thing she needed desperately. Gingerly, she approached the body and worked his pulse rifle free, wiping the blood off the stock with the hem of his shirt. “I hope I can figure this thing out if we run into trouble.”
“This way, hurry.” MARL12 moved zippily through the corridors as if there was no need for stealth.
“Shouldn’t we be more careful?” Nicolle jogged to keep up, weapon at the ready, thanks to memories from an hour or two of weapons training for her old job at the spaceport. This pulse rifle had similarities to the ones the humans used on occasion. “What if we run into a tech or guard who’s not sick? I can’t help Darik if I’ve been taken prisoner again.”
“According to the building’s AI, all but a few Khagrish in the installation are already down, either sick or dead. A few individuals are more resistant to the effects of the virus but waging a losing battle against the disease. This level is entirely clear of living beings other than you and Darik. So far none of the enemy show signs of the ability to throw off the virus as you did.” MARL12 stopped at a half open door, bobbing in midair on his invisible antigrav cushion. “He’s in here.”
Nicolle shoved past him and stepped into the dimly lit lab, then ran to the examination table where the Badari warrior lay helpless. She gagged at the overflowing blood collection reservoir and the growing red puddle on the floor and pushed buttons on the beeping machine until she found one that stopped whatever it was doing to him. “Lords of Space, no one can lose so much blood and survive.” The sight of Darik lying unmoving and limp on the table broke her heart and she hastened to his side. How could he be alive? “We’re too late,” she said, unshed tears threatening to choke her. Nicolle was almost sorry Hidamarr was likely already dead and beyond punishment for what she’d done to the humans and to this brave soldier.
“I believe a Badari may be able to survive even this.” But MARL12’s chirpy voice was subdued.
She checked Darik’s breathing and realized despite the grim scene, he was still alive. His skin was torn where the metal cuffs held him and dried blood coated the restraints. “Poor man, he must have suffered so much trying to escape. How do I get these shackles off?”
MARL12 drifted around the table, beaming a red light at the controls on the sides. “There’s a bank of levers here.”
She joined him and pushed all five to the opposite position. The metal bands holding Darik in place retracted into the table with loud clicking noises, and his head lolled to the side. She took his pulse, not surprised to find it thready. Taking a quick look at his nearly naked body, trying to evaluate his overall condition, she said, “His skin is pale and clammy—I’m no medic but I had a few first aid courses years ago—I think he’s in shock. We have to get him warm and hydrated if possible.”
“There are piles of fabric over here,” MARL12 said from his new position in front of the cupboards. 
“Better than nothing.” She stepped to join him and stopped midstep, hand to her mouth as she saw the dead Dr. Hidamarr slumped over the desk. Staying as far away from the body as she could, she rummaged on the shelves and took a stack of lightweight blankets. Running back to Darik, she covered him from neck to toes then examined the port in his arm from which the blood had been draining. “I think I see how to detach the connection to the blood machine. Should I?”
The AI hovered close. “Yes. And then you can hook up a container of fluids to the port.”
Nicolle wasn’t so sure she could manage to carry out the task, but the AI was right, fluids were what Darik needed. Gritting her teeth, she managed to unhook one set of bloody tubes and then, with suggestions from MARL12, she hung a sack of the clear liquids on a handy hook and fed the tubing into the port, to drip into his system. “I don’t know what else to do for him now.” Blinking back tears, she rubbed her hand over his arm and brushed his hair from his forehead. 
“You could leave now,” MARL12 said. “I can open the lobby doors for you upstairs.”
Shocked, she stared at him. “I’m not going to abandon him. He didn’t leave me, did he?”
“You humans and the Badari do think alike,” the AI said. “I believed you should have the option to depart now that he is free.”
Despite her brave words and instinctive resolution she wouldn’t leave without Darik, she couldn’t help worrying how they’d be able to travel with him so weak. And what if healthy Khagrish surprised her right here in the lab? Or the neoChimmer, who could be anywhere by now, arrived? Nicole rubbed her arms and tried to avoid looking too closely at the shadows in the room. She’d be seeing the scary aliens everywhere if she wasn’t careful to control her nerves. “I’m staying.” She wrapped her fingers over Darik’s clenched fist so he’d know he wasn’t alone.
“Badari recover rapidly is what my records indicate,” MARL12 said, circling the table slowly.
“From nearly bleeding to death?” Nicolle asked.
“I don’t think the specific scenario has arisen before.”
Shots echoed faintly from somewhere in the building. Nerves jumping, Nicolle faced in the direction of the door. “Where did those shots come from? Do you know what’s going on?”
Pink and orange zigzags of color raced over the AI’s surface. “According to the records I can access,  a few of the Khagrish are going insane as death approaches and another contingent who unaccountably believes they’re going to survive is attempting to fight their way out.  Weakened security forces are tracking everyone down in accordance with their orders for such an event.”
The report was only minimally reassuring but Nicolle took a few deep breaths in an effort to calm herself. “So, chaos, pretty much. Can you lock the doors to this level?”
“Already done. Until we’re ready to leave, the level is sealed.”
 “Anything about the neoChimmer? Has anyone called for help from another lab?” The idea made her uneasy. Fresh troops arriving would be a disaster for her and Darik, if they should still be inside the installation at the time.
“Dr. Hidamarr gave strict instructions earlier, at the onset of the Khagrish outbreak, no call was to be made.” MARL12 paused, green, orange and pink colors spreading on his surface. “Apparently, the fact this lab was operational and what they were working on is regarded as a top secret. She hoped to keep the infection isolated to a subset of her people but she seriously underestimated the severity of the problem she was facing.”
“I’m guessing she desperately needed to keep word from getting to their customers.” Nicolle shifted her gaze briefly to the body of the late scientist and then averted her eyes. 
The AI drifted closer to Darik and flew the length of the exam table where he lay. “I believe she may have been overconfident as well, until too late. She thought the Badari blood would be the cure but failed to leave herself enough time to accomplish the task.”
“Lucky for all of us. But maybe not so much for poor Darik.” Nicolle wondered how long it would take for the soldier to wake up and be able to move. She grimaced. Assuming he actually recovers from near exsanguination. She shook the doubts away and did a quick assessment of the room. “I’m going to need shoes if we’re going outside. We’re both going to need better clothes than we’ve got right now. It’s cold out there.” 
Too restless to sit, she prowled to the cupboards and explored, finding what was obviously Darik’s uniform and boots stuffed in a corner. She carried the armful to the table, checked his pulse again, and noted the rate was much stronger. The color in his face was better as well. “Any ideas where I might find Khagrish clothing?” she asked MARL12. Holding up her hand, she added, “And preferably nothing I have to strip off a dead Khagrish. Taking weapons from a corpse is one thing, clothes is another.” Nicolle shivered in instinctive revulsion for the idea.
“There’s an alcove where people apparently changed clothing.” The AI moved rapidly toward the far side of the lab and Nicolle followed, carrying the pulse rifle. She managed to find a sensible pair of boots, a tunic and pants, plus a heavy coat in one of the closets MARL showed her.  She changed as quickly as she could, nervous about lingering in the facility and anxious about Darik being left alone. She ran back to the procedure area in her new clothes, carrying the coat. As she cleared the threshold, Darik sat up, throwing aside the blankets with a roar and literally ripping the port from his arm. In a heartbeat he was off the table, in a defensive crouch, talons and fangs deployed in a heartbeat, ready to take on enemies.
He made an impressive showing, especially after being so near to death minutes before. She could see how he must have intimidated the bearbeast into retreating at the force barrier.  With a sigh of relief, Nicolle was in awe of his recuperative powers and relieved he’d obviously be able to move on his own.
“It’s us,” she said urgently, walking toward him with her hand extended. “It’s all right—the Khagrish are dead or dying, like Dr. Hidamarr over there. No one’s going to torture you. There’s no one here to fight.” She was concerned about the puncture in his arm where the port had been but, as she walked closer, she could see the small wound already healing.
“Nicolle!” He gathered her close and for a minute she was enveloped in a hug, pressed firmly to the hard planes and solid muscles of his nearly naked body, which she would have enjoyed under different circumstances. “I’m so glad you made it,” he said before planting a kiss on her cheek. “Thank you for helping me.”
His embrace was overwhelming but also reassuring, his undeniable energy giving her tired body a boost just watching him move. “Of course, there’s no way I would leave you behind.”
“And your fellow humans?” He studied her carefully, his eyes glowing golden as they’d done before.
She shook her head. “All dead.” The  wave of sorrow threatened to knock her off her feet.
He caught her elbow and gave it a squeeze. “I know their loss must hurt more than you can deal with right now. We’ll mourn them properly later, I promise.” Darik let her go and reached for his clothes, which she’d left on a chair beside the examination table. “Top priority now is to get out of here. How long was I out?”
Hand to her cheek, knowing she was blushing fiery red after the hug and the kiss, with the recent memory of what MARL12 had said about mates fresh in her mind, Nicolle swallowed hard. “I have no idea. Your AI unit came and let me out of my cell right at breakfast time, and he brought me here to see what I could do for you.”
“Well done, MARL12. Sitrep?” His voice was very much that of the professional soldier, hard, no nonsense, preparing to go into combat.
Unsure what he needed to know, Nicolle gazed helplessly at Darik, but the AI had no such hesitation and rattled off the basics of the situation while the soldier finished dressing. She averted her eyes as he yanked his pants over the close fitting black briefs and fastened them hastily. 
“And there are some kind of Chimmer roaming around in here with us,” she added when the AI was done talking, not having heard the critical detail mentioned in the rapid-fire report. “When the original pair died, they spawned weird miniature aliens. I’m calling them neoChimmer. I’m afraid of what they can do to us.”
“How many?” he asked, voice calm.
“Two.”
“I’m not going to worry about them unless we run into them, although I appreciate the heads up. Two we can probably handle.” He reached for the pulse rifle she’d scavenged. “May I?”
Nicolle was only too happy to relinquish the weapon, which she’d never been entirely sure she could hope to shoot, much less hit anything vital. “I’m sure you’re a better shot.” 
He finished fastening his boots and motioned for her to get behind him. “Let’s move with a purpose and get out of this charnel house.” Darik led the way to the door then to the stairway, MARL12 unlocking each as necessary. Darik cautiously opened the final portal and slid into the stairwell, sticking his head through the open doorway a moment later. “All clear to the top. Come on.”
She’d gone up two levels when Darik slowed and pushed Nicolle even further behind him. “I hear voices above.”
Adrenaline rising, she followed him up the next few stairs and stopped when he stopped.
“Please, we don’t want to hurt you—we don’t even have a weapon,” came a woman’s voice from the landing above them. The words were spoken in a quavery tone and interrupted by spasmodic coughing. “We just want to get outside.”
“Stay on my six,” Darik said to Nicole, gesturing with one hand to make it clear she needed to keep her position right at his back. Weapon at the ready, he went up the stairs at a deliberate pace, keeping himself between her and whoever was on the landing. Once he reached it, he sidled across the open space, leaving a wide berth between himself and the two Khagrish huddled there, always protecting Nicolle. MARL12 flew on Darik’s other side, his colors a somber maroon and orange.
Nicolle peeked out from around Darik as she shuffled behind him and saw a Khagrish couple, both obviously ill, pale, with bloodstained cheeks and sunken, red eyes. The woman was bending over the man, who could have been one of the techs she’d encountered but in the relative gloom she couldn’t be sure. The man glanced at them but then leaned over to be sick, as his companion patted his shoulder. She slid to a seated position as if her legs were turning to rubber and leaned her head against the wall. “Need to rest,” she said, panting as if she couldn’t draw enough breath.
Darik drew Nicolle in front of him as soon as they were on the next set of stair risers. “Don’t feel guilty,” he said as they climbed.
Startled, she paused and he gave her a gentle nudge to keep going. “How did you know I was?”
“Because I’m beginning to know you and I have an idea how you think. The Khagrish started this by infecting you and the others. If their damn virus decided to infect them, it isn’t your doing.”
Shots and screams rang out in the stairwell below.
“Security guards,” Darik said, grabbing her by the elbow and rushing her to the next landing. “Keep climbing. MARL12, go with her.”
Hand on the guard rail to steady herself, Nicolle paused. “What are you going to do?”
He gave her a blank stare, as if the answer was too obvious to require explanation, and departed, descending the stairs in a stealthy, smooth progression, hugging the wall.
“We must go, as he said to do.” MARL12 twirled in front of her, the display of color and lights dizzying. “We can wait for him once we put enough distance between us and this new problem.”
As she heard the sound of more shots, Nicolle moved up the stairs, following the glowing AI, although she was tempted to descend and check on Darik. She knew that would be the height of folly as she was unarmed and would only get in his way as he dealt with the guards but leaving him to fight alone bothered her. He’s a trained soldier and knows what he can and can’t do. Trying to take comfort in the thought, she nonetheless worried about him. “I need to rest. My leg muscles are jelly right now.”
“Endure until you reach the next landing and we’ll take a break.”
She did as the AI said, finishing the rest of the stairs in this section by gritting her teeth and ignoring the pain in her overworked muscles. Breathing hard, Nicolle collapsed against the closed door to the level. She heard footsteps below and prayed to the Lords of Space the climber was Darik because she had no energy left to fight with anyone, much less armed Khagrish guards.
When he finally came into view her nerves calmed.
“They won’t be bothering us again. Three of them. I shot two and one escaped into the building.”
Nicolle forced herself to her feet and hastened to his side. “And you’re ok? What’s this?” She fingered a scorched spot on the shoulder of his shirt. Darik flinched under her hand. “You’re injured – let me see.”
He shook his head, retreating a step. “No time. I’ll heal—one of the bastards got off a lucky shot.”
A siren sounded, loud and insistent.
Unnerved by the sudden onslaught of noise, Nicolle screamed and covered her ears.
 “Building self-destruction in three minutes,” intoned an automated voice. “Clear the affected levels at once. Levels affected are One through Fifteen and the lobby.”
“What the hell?” Darik grabbed her elbow and hustled her up the stairs, throwing the question over his shoulder at the AI. “What’s going to happen? They’re destroying the entire building.”
“Connecting.” Colored lights flashed as MARL12 rose through the stairwell. “An officer named Flimgar has initiated the burnout protocol for the entire facility.”
“Hidamarr mentioned him in my hearing once.” Nicolle gasped, terror making her heart race “He was head of security here, I think.”
“He’s the only one besides her who could trigger the self-destruct.” Darik swept Nicolle into his arms and started taking the remaining flights of stairs in leaps and bounds, moving with the grace and speed of a wild animal. “We might not make it, but we’re going to give it everything we’ve got.” He didn’t say anything else as he concentrated on his headlong rush to escape.
On the sixth level, the door stood partially open, the body of a dead Khagrish tech preventing the portal from sliding shut. MARL12 stopped. Failing to realize his partner wasn’t continuing the climb, Darik skidded to a halt a few stairs above the landing. As he turned with her in his arms, Nicolle was dazzled by the flashes of orange and red colors from the AI. In its perpetually cheerful chirpy voice, MARL12 said, “I’ll stay here to do what I can to delay the self-destruct process and keep the doors above open for you to exit.”
“What? No, you have to come with us.” Nicolle twisted in Darik’s arms so she could argue with the AI. “We can all make it.”
“Doubtful unless I intervene. There are heavy metal doors which will block the exits above the ground in another sixty seconds. You won’t be able to escape.” The AI swiveled toward Darik. “I am manifesting something for you, partner.”
“Make it snappy.” He glanced up the stairs, visibly impatient from the way he shifted from foot to foot.
The automated voice continued to count down the remaining time, which tore at Nicolle’s nerves until she wanted to scream. Waiting for the AI to do whatever it was going to do required more patience than she had. She took a deep breath of Darik’s clean masculine scent, steadying her nerves, and told herself to have faith in the solider. He’ll get us out of here. He promised and he’s fast. 
Finally, the AI extruded a shiny square of material with iridescent colors dancing on the surface. “Give this to MARL Primary. It contains all the data we gleaned from this place in a compressed format, as well as my conclusions. Good luck, partner.”
Darik allowed Nicolle to slip from his arms to stand on the platform, and then reached for the tiny square. He stowed the item away in a pocket, fastening it securely. He patted the AI and said, “Sorry it had to end like this, but I appreciate your rescuing Nicolle for me and saving my ass again. It was an honor to serve with you.”
“Likewise. I learned much.” The ovoid shot away from the landing like a bullet, avoiding the sprawled body and entering the dark floor beyond the portal.
Darik scooped Nicolle up again and put on a fresh burst of speed.
She watched the landing below as he moved ever higher on the staircase but the AI didn’t reappear. “You—you’re just going to let him die?”
“You heard him: either he stays inside to buy time or the two of us get incinerated along with everyone else in this place.” Darik’s voice was the same calm, matter of fact tone he’d been using since he recovered from the bloodletting in the lab. She found it somewhat chilling but also reassuring—it was the sound of a man who had seen and survived terrible things, a professional soldier. She’d heard similar voices in the past, when a Sectors Special Forces contingent spent time at a space station where she worked in administration. The operators were perfectly pleasant men and women but utterly no nonsense. Plainly they could and did handle life and death situations all the time and nothing fazed them. Darik displayed the same cold, efficient bearing right now. Only his arms around her were warm.
Whatever else she was planning to say got lost in a booming sound from far below. 
“Level One going,” Darik said, risking a backward glance. “Fire in the stairwell. So far so good, MARL12 is restricting the damage, fighting the self-destruct program.”
The sound repeated, and Nicolle didn’t need her companion to tell her the incineration order was proceeding methodically through the levels towards them. The heat and smoke became nearly unbearable.  How can he keep up this amazing speed after so nearly dying? If she’d been on her own, she’d be collapsed on the floor, choking for breath.
“Cover your face,” he said as if reading her mind.
“What about you?” She raised the hem of the shirt she had on and used it as a makeshift mask.
“I’ll be fine, Badari have extra lung capacity. Less talk.”
She nodded, coughing behind her woefully insufficient smoke barrier.
 Darik burst from the stairwell into the small lobby. The heavy metal doors were in motion already to block off the only exit. She gasped and clung to Darik, silently urging him to move faster.
Oh please oh please. 
The panels advanced but then hesitated in a jerky progression as Darik sprinted toward them.
“MARL12’s still working. Hang on.” He raised the pulse rifle and blasted the expanse of glass doors visible beyond the metal barriers.
Another explosion rocked the facility underfoot and suddenly the doors’ progress sped up.
As he raced past the abandoned guard desk, Darik said, “Must have hit the level where MARL12 was.”
Clutching him for dear life, Nicolle shut her eyes and waited to be incinerated or crushed in the closing doors. Turning sideways, the soldier lunged through the narrowing opening, his momentum carrying them clear, although Nicolle cringed at the brush of the metal against her back as they slid through.
Darik nearly stumbled over a pair of Khagrish bodies sprawled right outside the door. Recovering his balance despite Nicolle’s weight in his arms, he ran toward the trees without pausing.
A huge explosion sounded behind her.  Darik made one final, desperate sprint before he lowered her to the ground, and fell on top of her, shielding her with his own body as a continued barrage of sound assaulted her ears. Debris of all shapes and sizes hurtled through the air, pieces striking the ground nearby.  She was worried about him getting struck by shrapnel while he was trying to protect her, but there was nothing she could do but wait the event out.
At some point she lost her ability to hear, from the shock waves of the explosions, but eventually, she realized  the sound in her ears was the wind rustling in the nearby trees.
“Are you okay?” Darik rolled off of her and pulled her to a sitting position, dusting the leaves and grass from her torso while he eyed her closely, brows knit in concentration. “Any injuries?”
“I’m fine. Never mind me.” Nicolle reached out to him, touching his shoulder and then his cheek where a bad scratch oozed blood. “How are you?”
“A few minor cuts. Piece or two of shrapnel.” He reached to his side and pulled a long fragment of metal from where it was lodged in his body. “No worries.” He tossed the splinter aside as she gasped. “At the risk of being repetitive, we Badari heal fast.” 
“MARL12 referenced your ability earlier and I sure witnessed the proof in the lab when you revived. I don’t completely understand, but I’m glad for you.” She stared past him to watch the flames roaring in what was left of the small lobby, rising high into the sky above the remnants of the roof. The two bodies lying just outside the door were ablaze as well and she averted her eyes. Shaking all over, she could hardly accept the fact she was alive and outside. Free. Tears came to her eyes as she thought about the nineteen other humans who’d perished.  She realized Darik had suffered a loss as well, not of the same magnitude as the destroyed human lives, but important to him. “I’m sorry we lost your AI.”
“Yeah, me too.” Darik patted his pocket. “But I have his backup information, and we wouldn’t have made it without him working till the last second to keep the doors open.” He rose to his feet and extended a hand to her. “We should get going in case the Khagrish come from the lowlands to investigate. It’d take them a few hours to fly from any of the main installations, but we don’t want to be caught.”
As she rose with his help, he held her close for a heartbeat, staring deep into her eyes. “I’m sorry we couldn’t save the other humans.”
Nicolle rested her head on his broad chest and drew comfort from his strength. “I know. You did the best you could. At least Callea and Greer and the others are at peace now.”
Darik stroked his hand over her hair and they stood together in total silence.
A breeze buffeted them, although Darik’s broad frame shielded her from most of the wind. “No more worries about the neoChimmer anyway. They got crisped, thank the Lords of Space.” She paused to shrug into the coat, which she’d managed to hang onto during their mad dash up the stairwell. “What do we do next?”
“Check the landing field, see if there are any operational flyers. I can pilot. If we find transport then we head for sanctuary valley in style. Of course as you and I discussed before, I’d have to call ahead and have a quarantine area set up for you, till we’re sure you aren’t a danger to the other humans. But getting home would be a piece of cake.”
His voice sounded artificially cheerful, as if he was trying to put on a brave front for her and his glance at her face was fleeting. She frowned, “Sounds like you’re not truly expecting things to be so simple?”
With a sigh, he shook his head. “Yeah, I can’t lie to you. Things are seldom easy on this planet.”
“I see what you mean.” Nicolle gestured at the nearly empty landing field as she walked closer. “Nothing but the Chimmer’s skiff. Can you fly that?”
“If it flies, I can figure it out,” he said confidently, striding across the hard surface toward the alien vehicle.
A stiff wind had sprung up, and Nicolle sheltered between him and the Chimmer craft as he tried to open the boarding ramp. “What’s our contingency plan if this fails?”
“I have a camp about an hour and a half from here.” He studied the sky briefly. “From the cloud cover, I’m guessing there may be a storm coming in so we’ll have to hurry, dig in before the snow hits.”
“Do we call your people for help once we find your camp?”  I wonder who else is at the valley, who else was kidnapped from the colony and survived? Her heart beat faster at the happy idea of more survivors. She was eager to get to the sanctuary and see other rescued people, once she was cleared of medical restrictions. She craved the reassurance of knowing there truly were other people who’d been through the horrors of Khagrish captivity and emerged intact.
Scrubbing his hand over his face, Darik said, “MARL12 was the coms unit, a once a day burst because we’re so far from the valley. Since I failed to check in for several days now, a squad will be sent to investigate, I promise. Once my packmates get within range, I can communicate with them telepathically.” He slapped the control panel he’d been fiddling with so hard the sound echoed over the deserted landing field. “No luck here. Either it’s set for Chimmer biodata or a password. MARL12 probably could have hacked it, but I don’t have his skill set with completely alien devices.” Mouth set in a grim line, he gave her a quick glance. “Sorry.”
Nicolle hadn’t allowed her hopes to rise too high about gaining entry to the Chimmer craft so it was easy to smile at him. “No need to apologize to me. You saved my life, and we’re in this together. If we need to hike, let’s get going. This place makes me uneasy, and it’s getting colder by the minute.”
“I’m not too fond of our current location either. Are you up to walking?” he asked as he escorted her off the landing field and headed into the tree line. The smoke was blowing the other direction, for which she was grateful. “Should I carry you?”
Nicolle scrunched herself deeper into the cozy coat, repressing thoughts about what had probably happened to the previous owner. The lining was soft and held her body heat well. Maybe it’s only fair this garment helps me stay alive now. “I should be asking you that, I think. You’re the one who nearly bled out in the hideous lab.”
“In case you haven’t gathered by now, the Badari were genetically engineered by the Khagrish. We’re built to be tough and nearly unkillable.” His tone was oddly flat and his jaw was clenched.
She decided not to follow up on the bitter comment. There’d be time enough to learn more about the Badari-Khagrish history later. Right now they both needed to concentrate on reaching the shelter of his camp.
As the terrain she hiked through rose toward the mountains, the going got harder and harder. Her leg muscles were cramping and in pain from all the running she’d already done on the stairs inside the lab and the steep, rocky inclines they were traversing were a challenge. He’d established his camp in a deliberately inaccessible area of the mountains all right. To add to the misery, the weather grew worse, with a biting wind and periodic snow flurries.
“I’m glad I grabbed this coat.” She huddled into the garment as much as she could and stuffed her hands into the deep pockets. “I wish there’d been gloves and a hat.”
“The coat was a lucky find for sure.” Darik climbed steadily, showing no after effects of his near death, much less of the mad scramble up the staircase carrying her.  Although he had no coat, the cold didn’t seem to bother him. Of course when he’d been carrying her earlier in the day, his body heat had been comforting, much higher than a human’s. Maybe all those muscles made a Badari run hot? Nicolle felt herself blush as she remembered what she’d seen of Darik in the lab. He was built all right.
Breaking into her thoughts, he said, “We’ll get a fire going and have you toasty in no time. Not too much further. Just over the next ridge.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Darik was impressed by how well Nicolle was holding up after all she’d been through. Once they reached his campsite, he started a fire for her. His camp lay in the lee of a giant tree, with several younger trees crowding the original trunk so there was an efficient windbreak. As she huddled by the fire, he set about converting his relatively crude one-man den into a cozier and safer place for two to shelter, refusing her offer of help. Nicolle was on her last fragments of strength, whereas he’d bounced back from his own physical ordeal. Keeping her comfortable and beating the onset of the storm were his highest priorities now. He’d disdained the use of the tent and other modern gear the pack had sent with him, preferring to rough it, but with the human to protect and a blizzard bearing down on them, he acknowledged the need to have a more civilized arrangement. 
Buffeted by the increasingly stronger winds, he made quick work of setting up the camouflaged tent.
Soon enough he invited her inside where he had a small space heater and light going.
“Only one sleeping bag?” Biting her lip and pushing the hair off her face, she paused on the threshold. Her focus shifted from the bedroll to him.
“One man mission, one sleeping bag. It’s for you now,” he said hastily, giving a little cough. He berated himself for not considering how she might find the single pallet unsettling.  He rushed into more explanation, driven by the need to reassure her as to his intentions. “I’m used to sleeping on hard surfaces, and we Badari maintain a high body temperature naturally.”
Wind howled through the trees around them, and Nicolle let the flap close behind her. Darik was relieved to see her demeanor remained untroubled and he scented no fear from her. “I can’t believe how warm it is in here already.” She unfastened the green coat and set it aside. “How long do you think the storm will blow?”
“Two to three days most likely. We’re lucky we got here before the big winds hit.” Struck by an idea, he rummaged in the pack holding the camping gear. Holding his find aloft with a triumphant flourish, he said, “We can while the time away with these.”
“Cards?” Nicolle laughed. “I probably don’t know any of the same games you do.”
“The Khagrish insisted we were dumb animals who didn’t require amusement or recreation,” he said with a scornful scowl. “But for unknown reasons the scientists always gave us decks of cards. Maybe some kind of failed experiment way back in the day before my time. So we invented our own games. I’ll teach you later. Are you hungry?”
“Yes, I have to admit I am,” she said, eyes wide as if she was surprised by her own answer. She rubbed her stomach. “Hard to believe after all we’ve been though.”
He was pleased she was regaining a more normal state of health, as evidenced by hunger but he was annoyed he couldn’t provide for her as well as he’d prefer. A visceral need to take care of her in every way colored his thoughts but practicality came to the forefront. “I can’t go hunting for game in this weather so we’ll have to rely on the ration bars, but I can brew tea to wash them down.”
“Tea sounds surprisingly appealing under the circumstances and delightful.” Nicolle accepted a ration bar from him, sat on the sleeping bag and unwrapped the food. “Anything is better than the Khagrish mush.”
Her voice was pleasing to his ears and the sight of her appealed to all his senses. Nicolle attracted him as no other human woman he’d met so far had ever done.  The idea of spending several days in close proximity to her gave him a strange sensation of warm lightness deep inside, unlike anything he’d ever experienced. Darik relaxed muscle by muscle in anticipation of hours whiled away in conversation with Nicolle while they played cards. 
And slept curled up together for warmth.
With a start he recalled his wandering mind and tracked back to the last remark she’d made. From the way she was staring at him, eyebrows raised, he needed to make a coherent response. “We have a talented human cook in charge of all the food services in the valley,” he said. “You’ll enjoy her meals.”
“Something we have to face is the possibility I may not be able to join the human community there,” she said, avoiding his gaze. “I might not be contagious to you or your packmates, but I can’t risk infecting the other humans with anything. I could be an asymptomatic carrier.” She squared her shoulders as if taking on a heavy burden and her voice was sad.
Darik refused to believe Nicolle could suffer such a cruel fate.  He poured her a mug of the tea and sat beside her.  As she murmured her thanks for the hot beverage, he gave her a side hug, ready to apologize if needed, but she leaned into him as he said in a deliberately upbeat tone, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. Keep our focus on the positive. Two people as lucky as we were to escape the Khagrish deathtrap aren’t going to be defeated by an invisible virus, are we?”
Nicolle smiled and shook her head. “I hope you’re right.”
“That’s the spirit. Our healer and the human doctor are both excellent. They’ll know what to do for you.  Were you ever really sick before? With something pretty deadly?” he asked, struck by a new thought.
“I had Mesen’s disease as a kid, spent three weeks in the hospital. I was the only recorded case in the entire Sector. The authorities had to bring in a specialist from an Inner Sector teaching hospital. Why?”
“Before she died, Hidamarr told me she believed your immune system was resistant to her designer virus because you might have had something similar but rare earlier. Mesen’s was one of the three she mentioned. Somehow your immune system caused the virus to mutate into something harmless to you and harmful to the Khagrish, because of the previous exposure.” He rubbed his forehead. “Assuming I’m remembering what she said correctly and since she was already a dying woman at that point, assuming she was coherent.” And I was fighting for my life, trying to escape the fucking restraints before the machine bled me out. Badari warriors didn’t let themselves get shaken up but Darik had to admit he felt chills along his spine, remembering how completely helpless he’d been on the table. He gave a shake, like a predator shaking water off its coat and sat straighter. He was not going to allow the Khagrish to affect him from beyond the grave.
Nicolle’s eyes widened and she asked in a breathless tone, “So maybe my immune system’s fought off all the bugs and I’m cured?”
He nodded. “We can set up a quarantine situation. I’ll stay with you. Then, once our doctor says you’re safe, you can join the valley.” The more one-on-one time he could have with Nicolle, the better. His friend Jadrian had been given permission to take leave from duty to be with the human woman he loved, helping her recover from Khagrish torture, so there was precedent. Darik would be sure to have a compelling argument prepared to present to the alphas to ensure he took care of Nicolle. The mere idea of anyone else at her side made his claws prick his skin in preparation to do battle. 
She was his.
He hoped. 
Suppressing a snarl, he forced himself to rise and pour a second mug of tea. Getting way ahead of yourself here—you’ve got no idea if she’s feeling any attraction to you, any emotion stronger than gratitude for rescuing her, so stand down. Hopefully the blizzard would rage for as long as he’d predicted and there’d be time for the two of them to see if they were meant to be comrades and friends, or much more.
“Hidamarr and her techs were so arrogant, so sure what they were giving us couldn’t hurt them, I…I deliberately touched her, coughed on them,” Nicolle said, her face set in a troubled frown. She’d placed her empty mug on the ground and now drew the coat closer, over her lap, fidgeting idly with one of the fasteners.  Glancing at him as if he was to be the judge, she said, “I meant it as an act of defiance since the Khagrish were dumb enough not to take precautions but, ultimately, I’m responsible for killing everyone in that awful place.”
“Hey, don’t beat yourself up over it.” Darik set the tea fixings down and moved closer to her, sitting at her side again. She leaned into him, head on his chest. Putting his arm around her he said, “They kidnapped you, experimented on you and expected you to die a gruesome death like your fellow humans. They acted in support of an enemy who’s waging war on the entire human race. The Khagrish weren’t innocent.”  The desire to take away her pain welled up in his heart and he struggled to find the right words. He hoped he’d said enough.
She sat curled into his embrace while he rubbed her back for several minutes, before she sighed and moved away; pushing the coat aside. “I know you’re right. I’ve never been in a situation like this, you know?”
“Situation like what?” He had to tread carefully.
She raised her hands, palms up, and shrugged. “Where people died, where I caused deaths. Does my concern sound foolish to you? As a soldier, you must have…been in difficult circumstances so many times. I mean, those guards today, in the stairwell.” Her voice trailed off. 
“We do what we have to do to protect our people and those weaker than us,” Darik said from the heart. “And again, you had no way to know the virus inside you had become lethal to the Khagrish. You’re proactively insisting on taking stringent precautions to be sure there’s no chance of making other humans sick and that’s all you can be expected to do. Be at ease with yourself.”
Held tilted, she studied him. “All right, I’ll take your counsel. Is there enough tea for a second cup?”
“Absolutely. I brought plenty.” Darik resumed his effort to brew the tea his people were so fond of.
 
The storm howled through the small grove of trees where the camp was hidden and an occasional gust would find the right angle to pelt the tent’s exterior with wind driven snow and sleet. Inside, they stayed cozy with the heating element and played hand after hand of complicated Badari games. Nicolle learned fast and he was pushed hard to beat her after a surprisingly short time.
As she laughingly claimed yet another victory, she said, “Good thing we’re only playing for kernels of your trail mix, not credits. I probably should have warned you I’m a card shark.”
“A what?” The term was unfamiliar although he had a vague idea what a shark was.
“Practically a professional at card games. We have a lot of downtime at my day job, in between high stress overload demands, and we play cards constantly.” Nicolle stretched and took the cards he was dealing for the next round. She leaned close, put a hand on his forearm and spoke in a lowered voice, as if they were co-conspirators. “I’m a card counter.” His face must have betrayed his lack of comprehension so she explained with a laugh and a toss of her hair. “I remember all the cards previously played so I know what cards are left and I can strategize accordingly. Now that I know the composition of your Badari card deck and the rules of the games, it’s simple. “
“This is allowed in human card games?” He was surprised and wondered if any of the other humans back in the sanctuary valley had this skill.
“It’s not cheating.” Her voice was crisp. “It’s a gift. Casinos don’t like it because you can beat the house odds but the practice isn’t illegal in the Sectors.” Tapping her forehead, Nicolle gave him a big grin. “It’s all in my head. And I’m telling you about it, aren’t I?”
“Why would your fellow humans ever risk playing with you?” Darik was trying to work this out.
“My friends give me a handicap, so many points in the hole at the before the first hand of the game. We agree on the rules. Or we did.” A shadow seemed to pass over her face briefly and then she grimaced before visibly conjuring up a happier expression for his benefit. “I’ll teach you some human games tomorrow and I’ll take a handicap.” Nicolle yawned so hard he thought she’d lock her jaw if she wasn’t careful.
“I don’t mind if you want to turn in,” he said. “Don’t stay awake on my account.” Although he craved her company, his primary goal was to ensure her health. There’d be time for more conversation tomorrow. Mustn’t be greedy at her expense.
She glanced at the sleeping bag and shook her head.  In a low, halting voice, she said, “To tell you the truth, I’m afraid of nightmares.”
He could understand her anxiety. Although not prone to such things, he’d had the one upsetting dream where she was a skeleton. He’d awakened shaken after that vision. “I’ll be right here. If I see you’re having a bad dream, I promise to wake you.”
“So I’ll have a Badari soldier to guard my dreams?” 
His heart beat faster at the beauty of her delighted smile. He’d gladly guard more than her dreams but it was a start. “Absolutely.”
“Who could refuse such a generous offer?” She handed him the cards, and crawled into the sleeping bag, lying on her side facing him. “In case I forgot to say it lately, thank you.”
“I think we’re even,” he said, shuffling the cards and then restoring the pack to his equipment bag. “Even my enhanced metabolism couldn’t have kept up with Hidamarr’s blood sucking machine much longer. You arrived in the nick of time.”
“Us being even on the lifesaving honors works for me. I like the concept.” Her eyelids fluttered shut, and she squirmed a bit to get more comfortable.
Darik picked up her coat and arranged it over her. “For extra warmth.”
He turned the light as low as it would go without extinguishing it entirely and sat back to watch over her. He could see perfectly well in total darkness, but he didn’t want her to be disoriented by lack of light upon waking. 
He studied her face framed by her tousled curls. Nicolle’s delicate beauty appealed to him more than any human woman he’d ever met. Inner content spread calm through his mind, satisfied he’d provided her with shelter and food, even if only the dry ration bars for now. When the storm moved on he’d do much better, show her how delicious roasted, freshly caught meat could be, and there were berries not too far away. And once they got to the valley—
He stopped his runaway thoughts, realizing he was envisioning a future where the two of them were together. Taking a deep breath, sorting her signature scent out of the various aromas in the air and concentrating on her, Darik was assaulted by feelings he’d never known before. Overwhelming tenderness toward her and a determination to keep her safe at any cost…but another, fierce emotion lay below the others—desire.  
She’s my mate. The surety of the knowledge gave him incredible happiness because a Badari’s most cherished dream was to have a mate someday, but immediately he sobered. She was grateful to him for saving her life, but that was a long way from wanting to sleep together, much less to join in a lifelong bond. He’d have to rein himself in, go slowly, hope as she came to know him in the sanctuary valley setting she’d develop a permanent attraction to match the way he felt about her.
And hope no other male manages to capture her heart before I do. Darik growled, his gut churning at the mere idea of a rival.
Nicolle rolled over sleepily. “Something wrong? Were you growling?”
Forcing his fangs and talons to retract, hoping she couldn’t see them in the faint light, he said, “No, you must have heard the wind. Go back to sleep.”
“I’m chilly,” she said, shivering. She patted the surface of the bed roll beside her. “Curl up with me? I want to steal some of the Badari body heat you keep boasting about.”
The suggestion tracked with his recent thoughts a little too closely for Darik’s comfort, and his cock twitched. Immediately he lectured himself. Calm down
or you’ll scare her. Carefully, he maneuvered himself to where he could recline and pull her sleeping bag close, spooning against her back. “Better?”
“Much. You didn’t exaggerate— you’re a furnace. And all mine.” Her voice was light, teasing, and she reached to pat his thigh awkwardly.
I’d like to be all yours. He was glad she didn’t have a telepathic link to him in this instance.
 
Next morning the storm continued to rage outside. Nicolle ventured out to take care of personal business, thankful for even the inadequate shelter of the trees around the tent and hastened to dive into the warmth of the cozy tent. Darik rejoined her shortly, having braved the storm to go a bit further out and make sure the camp area was secure. He brewed more of the spicy Badari tea while she divided the remaining nutrition bars. 
After breakfast Nicolle patiently taught him human card games and by afternoon they were playing for stakes involving the kernels of trail mix, there being no other quantity of items available to wager. She insisted on having a handicap score to be fair, but nevertheless wound up beating him most of the time.
Nicolle took a handful of the nuts and dried berries on her side of the mat and tossed them in her mouth. After swallowing she said, “Rematch?”
He laughed, surveying his pathetically small harvest of the mix. “You’re cleaning me out here.” Darik rose and stretched, picking up the pulse rifle. “The wind is dying down a bit. Might be a temporary lull so I think I’ll do a quick patrol and make sure we don’t have any neighbors.”
“Like the bearbeast?” Nicolle shivered and closed her eyes briefly. “Most terrifying creature I’ve ever seen.”
“Exactly. Good bearbeasts should be snug in their dens right now, as we are here, but I’ll check for tracks.”
“Don’t stay out too long—the storm might intensify again and I’d have to come out and search for you.” She said it with a teasing tone but underneath she was deadly serious, concerned about his safety.
“I promise not to get lost.” Grinning, he tapped his nose. “I can find my way back, even in a blizzard.” Darik put on his jacket and plunged into the blustery weather beyond the tent closure.
Sweeping her stash of trail mix into a container and then his much smaller stack into another, Nicolle hoped he’d hurry back. The tent was too empty, the howling wind too frightening without his reassuring presence. She fought the urge to doze off. I should stay alert, in case anything happens. But she was tired and allowing her eyes to close felt so good. Nicolle gave in to the need for a nap.
 
A blast of cold air awakened her as Darik returned some unknown amount of time later. 
Sitting up, rubbing her eyes, she asked, “Everything ok?”
“Nothing out of the ordinary, which is just the way I like it right now,” he said, peeling off his jacket. “I was hoping to see some game, add to our limited menu here but as I expected, all the animals are holed up like we’ve done. Maybe after the storm, I can get some hunting in.”
“So, no bearbeast tracks?” Nicolle craved reassurance on the total absence of the giant creature.
“Absolutely none. You can set your mind at rest on any threat from big predators.” He couldn’t resist adding. “Well, except for me perhaps.” His wink was exaggerated and there was a twinkle in his eyes.
Enjoying his playful tone, she gave him a coy look. “We’ll see who’s tougher next time we play cards. I believe I’m crushing you in our ongoing tournament.” Giving in to the temptation she’d been fighting all day, she said, “How would you like to add an element of spice to the wagers?”
Darik paused in the act of pouring himself a mug of tea and stared at her.  “Cornering the trail mix market isn’t enough for you? What else can we bet with?” He fiddled with the heating element to make the tent a bit warmer.
Debating with herself whether to risk making the proposal she had in mind, Nicolle didn’t answer right away. She drew lazy circles on the sleeping bag with her index finger. She’d liked the sensation of being held safe in Darik’s arms through the night, absorbing the incredible warmth his body generated. Although she’d been preoccupied in the lab with saving his life and escaping, she couldn’t help but remember how chiseled and powerful his body was. Those black briefs hadn’t hidden much. Not only was he an incredibly handsome, sweet natured man, Darik was built to satisfy a woman. She shifted position a bit as a different form of heat bloomed deep inside, pleasurable, tempting.
And he’s an excellent companion. She’d enjoyed their conversations during the card games, some silly and others serious, sharing details of their respective pasts. Darik of the Badari was a tempting, unusual man and she was running out of reasons not to give in to the temptation he represented. She trusted him and she wanted him.
He seemed attracted to her, touching her hand when he was passing her the tea or a ration bar, and had no hesitation about sleeping next to her the night before, but overall Darik was a bit shy, which she found endearing in one so massive and capable. Now she knew more about the Badari and their circumstances, including the fact there were no Badari women, she could understand his hesitation better and she suspected he might welcome an ice breaker in the area of intimacy. A clear signal from her she reciprocated his interest.
“There’s a variation on the game we’ve been playing. It’s called strip poker.” The words came out of her mouth easily and her pulse sped up. Here we go and hope not to make a fool of myself.
In the act of sitting down, Darik hit the ground awkwardly, spilling some of the hot tea on his hand.  Licking it off, he blinked. “Did I—did I hear you correctly?” His eyes held the slightest hint of a golden gleam.
“You did.” A bit giddy, Nicolle dug the cards out, shuffling as she talked. “We wager articles of clothing instead of trail mix this time. I win, I get to pick what you take off and vice versa.” She surveyed the interior of the small tent. “It’s warm enough in here for us not to catch cold.”
He swallowed hard and gave her a look, his brow furrowed. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Of course I’ll probably win most of the hands,” she said provocatively, beginning to deal the cards. “This may be boring for you. We can keep on with the kernels and berries if you’d prefer.”
“No, the idea’s fine. We did say we’d play human games today.” He took his cards and fanned them in his hand.
“We can open with small stakes, socks and belts, until you decide if you’re comfortable with the game.” She made her offer confidently.
Darik lost the first hand and Nicolle made him take off one sock.
He lost the second hand and she chose his belt as the prize. “I’d like to be the one to take it off for you,” she said, positive he wouldn’t complain about her changing the stakes. She went to his side of the sleeping mat, knelt in front of him where he sat cross legged and undid the belt as slowly as she dared, while he kept his hands on his massive thighs. His breathing was harsh and she could see the clear evidence of his arousal, signified by the impressive bulge in his pants. As she retreated to her original position, taking the belt as her trophy, he moved to refill his mug.
“You’ve played this game before with other male humans?” he asked over his shoulder.
“Actually no.” She could feel her face flaming. “I never knew anyone I wanted to take the risk with.”
He paused, eyes wide. “There’s no risk involved between us. I’d never do anything I didn’t have your permission to do.”
Nicolle nodded. “Exactly. Now are we playing another hand or not?”
“We’re playing.” Darik concentrated intensely with his cards and his strategy this time and Nicolle actually had a hard time winning.
She stood and surveyed him, hands on her hips, biting her lip as she made her decision. Darik kept his focus on her face, his eyes glowing. “I think the shirt. You can take it off but go slowly,” she said.
He undid the fastenings, fingers a bit clumsy she noted, rose to his knees and cast aside his outer garment, leaving only a T shirt covering his chest and those taut abs. She inhaled sharply, barely able to restrain a sudden desire to move to his side and run her hands over the well-defined muscles . Clenching her fists, she sat with a thump and began shuffling the cards.
“How far does this game go?” her asked, his voice so low it was almost a purr.
Shivers of delight ran up and down her spine. Oh yes, it was getting hot in the tent and not just from the heating unit. “As far as we want it to,” she said, tilting her head and licking her lips as she met his stare. His eyes tracked the motion of her tongue as if he was hypnotized.
“I’m winning the next hand,” he said, jaw set as he studied the cards.
Yes, you certainly are. Nicolle played her most expert game in order to lose convincingly and when the hand was done, she threw her cards on the sleeping bag with a laugh and fluffed her hair  while raising one shoulder flirtatiously. “And what’s your choice?”
He rose and prowled over to her, his movements deliberate but not menacing. The smile on his face and literal golden gleam in his eyes told her he was enjoying this as much as she was. As he approached, she leaned back on her elbows and studied him.
“The blouse,” he said. “And I will have the pleasure of undoing the fasteners.”
Nicolle held still as he slowly undid the front of her shirt and then, with a deep breath, spread the two halves of the garment apart, revealing her breasts. Moving with great deliberation, he reached out with one hand to cup her right breast, stroking the nipple with his thumb. Nicolle sighed in pleasure and tried to suppress the instinctive shifting of her hips.  Darik lowered his head to taste her and she lay down, pulling him with her, his weight on her lower body pinning her beneath him exactly where she wanted to be. She ground her hips against the hard length prodding against the vee of her legs and regretted the remaining layers of clothing. Running her fingers through the thick, silky strands of his hair, she whispered, “Shall we play another round?”
For answer, he tipped her chin up and lowered his head to take her lips in a kiss that started out gentle and became hard and demanding. His tongue licked sensuously over the seam of her lips until she parted them on a whisper of his name. Darik tasted like the spice notes of the tea he’d made earlier: strong, unusual, delicious. She wriggled closer and explored his mouth the way he was plundering hers. He brought his hand to stroke the sensitive skin of her breast again, plucking the nipple gently.
“All the rules of this game have left my head.” He broke off the kiss but stayed close. “I want to taste more of you.”
She ran her hand under his T shirt, enjoying his small shiver as she glided her palm across his chest. She tilted her head and gave him a flirtatious look. “Can you keep us both warm enough if we lose all these clothes?”
He dropped small kisses on her shoulder. “I’ll do my best.” Cupping her butt with his large hands, he pulled her close, so the steel of his arousal pushed more forcefully against her body, unmistakable despite the fabric between them. 
Nicolle ground her hips, pushing herself as close as she could get, rubbing the sensitive areas of her body against the immovable hardness that was Darik. 
Suddenly he sat up, ripping off his T shirt. His body gleamed in the subdued light, and Nicolle couldn’t resist running her hands across his tight abs. Questing downward, she slipped her hand below the waistband of his pants. She curled her fingers possessively around his manhood, rubbing the length of his arousal, intrigued to feel ridges under her palm. 
Head thrown back, Darik sat rigid, captive to her touch, obviously enjoying her exploration.
“So tell me again—you’re my very own Badari soldier?” she asked, massaging him from root to tip as she spoke..
“Completely at your command.” He chuckled, glancing at where her hand imprisoned him.
“Pants off then.”
She had to release her grip to allow him to obey her order, but the view was worth the temporary regret, as he rose to remove his pants and underwear, standing before her gloriously naked, his cock erect and ready for her attention. 
Before she could do more than reach for him, he said, “Humans and Badari are fertile together, as far as we know. I would not wish to risk creating a child, would you? We may have to limit our taking of pleasure.”
“I’m safe,” she said. “I had my check up and booster of the contraceptive shot about a week before I was abducted. And other than deadly viruses introduced by the Khagrish, I’m perfectly healthy.”
His response was immediate. “And as I’ve said before, we Badari aren’t subject to infection or illness. Our immune systems were engineered to repel any virus or bacteria.”
Hearing something off in his tone of voice when he said the word ‘engineered’, she stroked his cheek with her free hand.  “I don’t care how your people came into being,” she said, staring directly into his eyes, mesmerized by the gold. “I only care that you do exist and we’re here together.”
Darik turned his head to press a gentle kiss on her palm. 
She rose onto her knees, grasping him firmly with one hand and studying his amazing girth in the soft light. The ridges were a prominent feature and seemed designed to enhance a woman’s pleasure once she had a Badari buried to the hilt in her most sensitive places. 
“I love the touch of your hand on me,” he said, pumping his hips tentatively, as if trying to resist his own urges. “And the visual. You have no idea how crazy you’re making me.”
“Oh, I have an idea all right.” She laughed softly and rubbed her thumb over the plum shaped head of his member, then resumed stroking her hand firmly over the length of his cock while he groaned  and shook with pleasure.
Positioning herself to take as much of him as she could into her mouth, Nicolle hummed in pleasure. He tasted as good as she’d imagined he would, musky and masculine in the best possible way. Darik fisted his hands in her hair, careful not to hurt her as she sucked and teased with her tongue, then tormented his sac with her hands. 
 “Nicolle, you’re driving me beyond control.”
She gave him a final caress for good measure and allowed him to slip from her lips. She removed her own clothes, taking as long as she dared, given his high state of arousal, but wanting to tease him as another bit of mutually enjoyable foreplay.
“Beautiful.” He reached out to catch her close as the last piece of her clothing fell away. He laid her on the sleeping bag, his much larger frame covering hers. Placing one huge hand over her mound, he carefully stroked her folds and inserted first one finger, then another into the hidden opening. “You’re so wet, so ready for me.”
“And so impatient,” she said, shifting her hips and linking her arms around his neck.
He reached down to guide himself inside her slick channel, murmuring a sound of guttural satisfaction as the head of his cock penetrated. Nicolle made her own wordless cries of pleasure as his ridged girth massaged and stimulated her every nerve ending in a way no man had ever done before. Tantalizing her, Darik thrust in and out, driving her higher and higher in her state of arousal. He found the most sensitive bud of flesh and caressed it with skillful fingertips, bringing on a crashing orgasm Nicolle could no more resist than she could stem an avalanche. She gave in to the overwhelming sensations with abandon, feeling safe and cherished in his strong arms.
As the echoes of the climax rippled through her, she realized his cock was still buried deep in her body, large and hot and hard. “You didn’t—?” She whispered the question even as she contracted her inner muscles in order to pulse against him. She tilted her hips, relishing his reaction to the sensuous torment she was inflicting.
He smoothed her hair away from her face. “I enjoyed watching you come apart in my arms. Time enough for me, and you, to experience much more pleasure together.”
She locked her legs around him and drew him deeper inside. Darik shuddered and pumped his hips harder and faster. Nicolle savored the way his extraordinary length and girth filled her and did her best to match the rhythm he set.
This time when she came, she felt him slip over the edge in his own release, driven by her passion. They climaxed together, locked in each other’s arms. Lost in pleasure, Nicolle had no single conscious thought, only shards of joy and a certain amount of pride that she’d had such an effect on her Badari warrior, made him feel so much and experience happiness with her, after the terrible events they’d lived through a few days ago. Just the beginning for us.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
For another day and part of the next night the blizzard raged outside their cozy tent. They spent the time in each other’s arms, and Darik had never experienced such happiness in his heretofore brutal life as he found with Nicolle. Living in a perfect bubble of content. 
As night fell, after they’d made love for hours, he tucked her head against his shoulder, held her close and took a deep breath. “I love you, Nicolle. And I would give anything to have you as my mate.”
A fraught moment of silence stretched. She grew tense in his arms and caught her breath. His own heart rate rose with unaccustomed anxiety.
“Did…did you just propose to me?” Her voice was hesitant.
Taking comfort in the fact she hadn’t pushed him away, he nodded. “In Badari terms, yes. We refer to a lifelong union as a mate bond. Several of the human women have become mates to Badari since we escaped the lab and took refuge in the sanctuary valley.”
“I’m honored,” she said.
The answer was so abrupt and unlike her, that Darik’s heart sank. “But?”
Now she did leave his embrace, sitting on the sleeping bag, drawing her knees to her chest and crossing her arms around her legs. “These two days here in our secret tent have been….amazing. Paradise. The sex is off the charts obviously. We seem to be totally compatible.” She chuckled and a faint blush rose to her cheeks. “But to commit to being together for the rest of our lives in the real world? How can I? It’s too soon for me. I haven’t seen your valley, haven’t met your people, don’t have any idea what life on this planet will be like. My head is whirling with all the adventures we’ve been through. You haven’t seen me in my normal everyday behavior either, you know. I’m not a morning person, I get grumpy without my synthcaff. I can get so immersed in my job I forget to eat, much less attend to a husband’s needs—” 
“My feelings for you won’t change.” He kissed the palm of her hand. “When a Badari finds his mate, he knows in the core of his being. But I understand it isn’t necessarily the same for a human woman. Mateer said Megan, his mate, had similar doubts, and now they’re not only mated but she’s expecting a child.” He was reminding himself as much as he was giving her new information. Darik needed the hope provided by the other couple truly achieving the mating he craved or else he feared his heart might shatter. 
Nicolle did a double take. “Megan Garrison, Doctor Garrison, married a Badari?”
“Mated, yes.”
“And she’s pregnant?”
He nodded.
“Wow. Events do move fast on this planet, you weren’t joking.” Nicolle shook her head. “You’re not mad at me, are you?”
Puzzled as to why he’d hold negative thoughts toward the woman he loved, Darik stared at her. “Why would I be upset with you? You have to follow your own heart. I am allowed to hope you’ll find that you’re my mate, yes? You haven’t said no. You haven’t said you don’t love me. You said you need time and I understand. I was…rushing matters.”
She leaned forward and kissed him gently on the lips. “And this is why I’m pretty sure I’m falling in love with you too, my Badari soldier. You do understand. But a decision of this magnitude needs reflection.”
The hope rose in his heart again and he returned the caress with fervor. Aydarr and Mateer both said sometimes it takes the human woman longer to accept the mate bond than it does for the Badari. Why this was true, no one knew. Perhaps humans operated on a less instinctive level than Badari, with all their strangely combined humanoid and predator DNA. He understood down to his bones Nicolle was the woman for him and he could wait for her. 
And she had said she believed she was falling in love with him.
 
The blizzard finally expended all its fury on the mountain and moved on overnight. Darik checked conditions outside the tent and reported to Nicolle. “I think my people will probably come tomorrow or the next day, depending on what’s going on in the valley.”
“So maybe we should keep our clothes on?” She shot him a mischievous smile, indicating her current state of nudity.
“Much as it pains me to say so, yes. I’ll have telepathic warning from them well before reinforcements arrive, however.”
Reaching for her clothes, Nicolle began dressing. She frowned as she shook out wrinkles in the shirt and pants. “I’ll be happy when I can take a proper bath and have fresh clothing to wear.” Pulling on the slacks, she turned to him, eyebrows raised and asked, “If we become mates, will we be able to talk to each other mind to mind?”
Taking it as a good sign she had questions about the mate bond, he nonetheless had to shake his head. “Only two humans are so blessed in their mating, and the circumstances were unusual for them. My alpha isn’t one of the lucky ones, and he’s ordered certain studies be done to find an answer, if there is one.” Changing the subject, because even though it was Aydarr and the research was being done with the best of intentions, he found the idea disconcerting. The Badari had been subjected to so much ‘research’ for the entire eight centuries of their existence that Darik was of the strong opinion no more should be done. Not his place to tell the alpha what could and couldn’t be investigated about their gifts, however. After all, the man simply wanted to be able to link telepathically to his mate, which Darik understood after his experiences with Nicolle. Time to change the subject. “Today we’ll have a treat for dinner. I’m going hunting so I can cook you a proper meal later to celebrate our escape from the lab and rescue from the mountains in a day or so. Nothing is as restorative as fresh meat. Want to come along?”
She made a face and shook her head. “I’m happy to eat the resulting steak or ribs or whatever, but I don’t want to watch you catch the poor creature. The direct linkage between cute furry animal one minute and dinner the next would ruin my appetite. I’m strictly a spoiled Sectors high tech girl, processed food all the way, I’m afraid.” Tilting her head and resting her hand on his arm, she asked, “Do you mind?”
“Of course not. I understand. There are many in the valley who feel the same way. My experience as a Badari is just different from yours. Neither is right or wrong.”
“Will it be safe if I stay here in camp?”
“Yes, my scent is pervasive in the entire campsite, to any creature with a sensitive nose, which will warn off any predators.” He flashed his fangs and talons. “Even your dreaded bearbeast won’t tangle with me and will stay clear of my den. Don’t wander too far though. I’ll leave you the pulse rifle.”
“Having the weapon will be reassuring, now you’ve shown me how to shoot it, thanks. You won’t be gone too long?” He heard a note of anxiety in her voice and she was rubbing her arms as if cold.
Repressing a small thought suggesting perhaps he should change his mind and not leave her by herself, he said cheerfully, “An hour or two at the most. I know where to find the quarry I’m seeking. And if I come up empty I’ll head back anyway, all right?” 
She was nearly finished dressing. “And—and you feel there’s no danger from the Khagrish?”
“This campsite is invisible from above, even more so now with all the snow. Even the enemy would have had to wait for the blizzard to clear before flying to check the lab and, once they see the crater, they’ll assume we all died in the fire. Any tracks we left were obliterated by the snow. I don’t think Hidamarr reported my capture, so it probably wouldn’t occur to them to search this far afield. Case closed, home they go.”
“We owe the weather a big debt of thanks.” She came to give him a hug and a lingering kiss. “Okay I’ll keep the home fires burning here, so to speak.” She patted his ass with a flirtatious wink. “Go off and do your hunting.”
Another delayed pang of guilt hit him because although he scented no fear, she did seem uneasy, her cheerful demeanor a bit forced. “Are you sure you don’t mind? Because I don’t have to—”
Waving one hand at him, she made a shooing motion. “I can see how much you want to do this, and I don’t mind. Even the most loving couples spend time apart on separate activities, you know. Go, have fun, and bring me a good steak.”
He hesitated at the entrance to the tent. The part of him bred from unknown predators craved the chance to go out alone one more time and hunt a proper dinner for his chosen mate. His humanoid half felt anxious leaving Nicolle alone, despite her insistence he go ahead.  “What will you do while I’m gone?”
Laughing, she tossed her head. “Probably take a nap because for some reason I didn’t get much sleep last night.” Scrutinizing him closely, she wagged a finger at him. “Don’t be all guilty, you know how much I enjoyed everything we did together. I’m teasing you a bit. But I do intend to take a nap. Now go and have fun hunting the local wildlife. Oh, and please note I don’t want to eat bearbeast. He didn’t look edible at all.”
 
Darik greatly enjoyed his time hunting dinner for his not-quite-mate but, even though he stayed within the agreed upon time limit, he grew increasingly uneasy about having left Nicolle alone. He was sure there was no danger, even as he’d told her.  He’d desired one more afternoon in the wild enjoying himself before making the journey to the lowland sanctuary valley and rejoining the pack structure. But the primal urge to hunt was at stark odds with his desire and duty to protect Nicolle. I shouldn’t have left her.
A brace of nice fat game animals slung over his shoulder, he strode into area under the sheltering trees where their camp lay. “I’m back,” he said in a voice loud enough to carry inside the tent. He set the carcasses in a snowbank off to the side of the clearing, planning to dress them later.
Puzzled why she hadn’t responded but figuring perhaps she was taking a nap as she’d intended, he turned to go inside and check on her.
Nicolle stood outside the tent, her face oddly blank, pointing the pulse rifle at him. “Don’t move.”
Disbelief and astonishment at the sight froze him in his tracks. “Hey, it’s me,” he said. “What’s wrong?”
“Raise your hands.”
As he complied, Darik wondered if she was having a flashback to her time in the lab or perhaps some kind of hallucinatory event related to her recent illness. The first priority would be to get the pulse rifle out of her hands without hurting her. He took a single step, and she fired at him, the blast of energy striking the snow beside the tip of his boot. Not sure if he was more astonished that she actually shot at him, or by the accuracy of her aim, he jerked to a halt. “What the hell—if this is a joke, it’s not funny.” Clenching his jaw, he fought to control his anger over this inexplicable stunt.
“On your knees, hands locked behind your head, ankles crossed.” Her voice was curiously flat, her face empty of emotion. 
More sure than ever she must be having a psychotic episode, he complied; studying her while he did so. Something was odd about her neck, shimmering as if she was wearing a necklace of dozens of fine silver filaments and, while he watched, the strands moved.
Nicolle put the pulse rifle under her chin. Voice still an odd monotone, she said, “My companion Brclxx will now approach. At any sign of resistance this human woman will die, which I’m sure isn’t an outcome you desire.”
Horrified by her self-destructive threat, placing herself in danger, he opened his hands wide.  “I’ll co-operate, just don’t hurt yourself,” he said, as confused by her actions as he was by the words she spoke.
A plate-sized blob of grayish-green detached itself from Nicolle’s back, where it had evidently been clinging to her. The blob moved over the front of her body as she stood unmoving, then the creature scuttled across the ground toward him with amazing speed. It propelled itself on dozens of tiny tentacles and resembled the lake dweller the humans had named ‘turtle’ in general shape. Although this blob lacked an identifiable head or limbs.
This must be the spawn of the dead Chimmer. His blood ran cold.
The creature paused, a large number of the tentacles raised in the air, quivering.
‘Nicolle’ spoke again. “Brclxx will take control of you now. Cooperate and this human woman lives.”
“I don’t know what you want of me but I’ll co-operate for her sake.” What choice did he have? As long as they both lived, he could hope for a chance to save Nicolle. He took a deep breath and clamped a tight hold on the rage sweeping his mind. Getting them out of this predicament was going to require him to keep a clear head. Stay frosty.
The creature leaped at him, springing from the ground with amazing agility. Darik had to fight himself not to react involuntarily with self-defense moves. 
Grabbing his chest with telescoping tentacles and working its way around to his back, the neoChimmer’s progress was swift and relentless. Darik swallowed hard as a network of the slender extrusions circled his neck. Only his years of enduring painful procedures inflicted by the Khagrish made it possible for him to hold still and not fight the invasion of his body by the alien. Excruciating pain struck along his entire spine and into his head and he fell to the ground. Writhing over rocks and exposed roots, he screamed curses as the neoChimmer inserted barbed probes into his spinal cord and brain. The agony of this possession was worse than any torture the Khagrish ever imposed. Gasping, teeth gritted against the red hot torment, he blacked out.
When he gradually regained consciousness, at first he believed he was in a bad dream, walking through the forest toward the ruined lab, Nicolle trudging at his side. He tried to stop, to turn his head or raise his arm, but none of his nerves or muscles would obey his desire. He couldn’t even speak. Terror washed over him as his heart pounded and he felt like he couldn’t breathe. This was even worse than being helpless on the table while the machine drained his life’s blood. Darik was afraid he’d go insane, his captive mind frantic to escape the total loss of bodily control. There could be nothing worse for a Badari than to be helpless.
Wasting your time. Jolting him to full wakefulness, the voice was cold and inside his head. I’m in control of your body. You’re a much more powerful host than the human. You even possess advantages in certain aspects over our most recent bodies. Pity we told the Khagrish to cancel your DNA line. 
We may have to reconsider the decision. The second voice, speaking in a higher pitch, startled Darik, but he realized it must be the other neoChimmer, the one in control of Nicolle.
The alien riding him responded with cold fury in its mental voice. Yes, but first we must punish the Khagrish suitably for attempting to experiment on us. I’ll enjoy contemplating the possibilities for revenge. We’ve been much too lenient on them.
The voice grew distant in his head, and he kept striding along. The experience of not being in control of his own body was unsettling, eerie. He could see the creature riding Nicolle and the way the tentacles wound like obscene living chains to circle her neck and upper body, while five thicker protuberances had punched through her shirt and into her spine and the base of her skull. How had she survived the pain of implantation, which was agonizing enough to drive him to unconsciousness? Bleakly, Darik knew he’d never forgive himself for leaving her alone and vulnerable to these monsters. He wasn’t sure he could have fought them off even if he’d been there in the tent, but at least she would have had a fighting chance.
She was pale, stumbling occasionally, her body wracked by occasional shivers.
Concern for her drove him to try summoning the entity in his head. Hey!
She’s human. She can’t take this cold.
You have to go back for her coat.
Why do you think we care? The sibilant voice echoed in his head. If she dies, you’re strong enough to host us both for as long as it will take to reach our flyer and leave this planet. We’ll use you for hands and feet until we can generate appropriate new housings of our own flesh in the tanks in our ship. I’ll tell my companion to raise her body temperature to compensate for the external climate. 
He shuddered mentally at both their callous attitude toward Nicolle and the idea of his having to endure another neoChimmer attaching itself to him. But, daunting as the thought was, it gave him an idea. Let her go then if she’s so useless to you. I’ll carry you both. Give me your word you’ll let her live, and I’ll be your willing slave.
You have nothing of value to offer us since we already ride both you and the woman, and you can’t break our control. Now the voice was contemptuous and belittling. Cease annoying me or I’ll punish her.
 Darik fell silent, unwilling to risk the neoChimmer carrying out the threat. As he trudged over the rough terrain, he was frustrated at not being allowed to assist Nicolle in any way. He couldn’t so much as twitch a finger of his own accord. She fell several times, and he worried she might break a bone, although each time she rose to her feet and continued on. All he could do was stand helplessly while the alien controlling him waited for its comrade to resume the hike.
When he reached the edge of the tree line and had a good view of the burned out lab, he was abruptly halted and forced to go to his knees, Nicolle by his side. Ahead a Khagrish flyer sat on the landing pad well away from the Chimmer craft, and a squad of the black-clad security soldiers stood beside the still smoking crater of the ruined facility. Identifiable by their red and yellow crests of hair, several scientists paced along the edge of the hole, taking measurements. An argument was going on, judging by the raised voices and gesticulations.
Why do you hesitate? The voice belonged to the alien Nicolle was carrying. The miscreants will cower before us. Darik heard fierce excitement in the neoChimmer’s tones.
Not while we’re in these bodies they won’t. The voice of the alien on his back held a note of irritation. It would be too easy to kill us and hide the evidence in the burning pit. Or take us prisoner again. We wait.
Darik sat in the uncomfortable position the parasite had chosen. He was sure Nicolle must need water by now, especially if the alien had taken Darik’s ill-advised but well-meant remark about her growing chilled to make her run a fever. But they carried no supplies, so he kept quiet. 
The activity of hiking might have kept her warm enough since the day was relatively mild and the sun was shining, but if the neo Chimmer waited here too long, she’d be in serious distress for various reasons. His utter inability to protect his mate ate at him like an acid drip. If he managed to get her out of this predicament he wouldn’t blame her if she never forgave him. He prayed to the Great Mother to let her live.
He realized his sense of hearing and smell were affected by the alien’s control. The world sounded oddly muffled to his ears and his usually extraordinary sense of smell was essentially gone, as if part of his brain had been shut down.  Losing those abilities was unsettling, making him worry whether he’d regain his full range of senses when and if the alien detached from his body. There was ongoing pain at the sites where the neoChimmer’s tentacles or probes had inserted themselves into his body and he had to wage a constant battle against terror as the tips moved. Darik felt as if his entire inside had been drenched with an oily, unpleasant tasting substance, which coated his tongue and mouth. The full set of sensations from being held prisoner in this way was torture of a totally different sort from anything he’d ever faced.
As he sat where his captor had ‘parked’ him, Darik thought for the first time in his life he wouldn’t mind being a prisoner of the Khagrish. At least he knew how to defeat them. But even if his sworn enemies had seen and attacked the neoChimmer, the odds were he and Nicolle would have died. Or been interrogated and tortured for any nuggets of information.
To his knowledge, no one was aware the Chimmer could do what these two had accomplished to survive. The information would have considerable value to anyone who considered the Chimmer to be enemies.  I can’t let this secret die with me. But the criticality of sharing the data led to more frustration because right now he couldn’t see any possibility for escape.
The Khagrish were being thorough in their efforts to investigate the disaster site, sifting through the ashes, bagging what was left of the two corpses sprawled outside the entrance, taking video and trideo, making extensive notes. A team suited up in full body garments like green spacesuits, including complete cover for their hands and heads, and lowered themselves into the smoking pit of the demolished subterranean complex. Darik couldn’t imagine what the Khagrish hoped to find.
Eventually, a small squad marched to the landing field to examine the Chimmer flyer.
What if they steal or destroy our transportation?  The neoChimmer voice from Nicolle’s rider held a frantic note surprising Darik, since the aliens had been so calm till now.
They won’t be able to enter. You know this. What’s the matter with you? In his own head, Brclxx was impatient, sounding somewhat surprised. 
I have no wish to remain on this planet in these bodies. I find the human less and less acceptable. Nicolle twitched and slumped sideways as the alien complained.
Only a few more hours to go. They have no weapon here sufficient to destroy a Chimmer ship so erase that worry from your mind as well. I would offer to do an exchange with you but the implantation process is apparently grueling for these hosts, even this big one and we can’t afford more delay while he recovers. Patience.
Easy for you to say. The thoughts trailed off in mumbled grumbling.
If he could have, Darik might have cheered at the neoChimmer’s discomfort. Except, of course, for the adverse effects its parasitical control was having on Nicolle. Impossible to gloat when she was suffering.
A new, familiar voice blasted into his mind like a cold breeze. Darik! What in the name of the Great Mother is going on there? It was Aydarr, the alpha of the entire Badari pack. 
Relief at the contact flooded over him in a cool wave, relieving some of the worst of the bottled up panic and frustration.
Darik prayed the neoChimmer couldn’t hear him as he cautiously replied along the pack bond. How close are you?
Gabe says two hours flying time. Your signal is…odd. As if there’s interference.
Anything could happen in two hours. Darik sent a burst of condensed information. I don’t know how long I can talk so here are the essentials. The lab was destroyed. MARL12 was destroyed. A human woman and I are prisoners of a new form of Chimmer, held under mind control imposed physically. We’re fugitives, and there’s a flyer full of Khagrish here as well.
Aydarr remained silent for a few heartbeats. Understood. We’ll hang back and observe when we get on scene, but I’m not giving you or the woman up to the enemy without a fight. You may need help before we get there. You sound depleted. A pulse of power so potent Darik felt it almost as a physical blow traveled through the pack bond from the alpha into his mind. Darik tried frantically to contain it within his nonphysical being, so the neoChimmer wouldn’t realize he’d been strengthened or try to make use of the energy for its own needs. Badari were good at creating mental compartments into which they could retreat while being tortured by the Khagrish so now he opened up such a space and shoved the alpha’s gift into it, slamming the area of his mind shut.
The enemy had obviously been alerted to the fact something was going on because Darik’s connection to Aydarr was abruptly cut. A sound like a scream of rage filled his head, bringing stabbing pain. You dare communicate with someone? How is this possible? Who was it? What did you tell them? Each question from the neoChimmer was like another stab of the blade transmitted through his nervous system, but Darik had been tortured by the most sadistic Khagrish and never broken. He wasn’t going to fail now. If the alien parasite couldn’t tell anything other than the fact he’d been in contact with someone, then Darik had an advantage worth nearly dying for.
Nicolle’s rider protested in a screeched exclamation. Brclxx, what’s wrong with you? Your punishment of the animal will draw attention from the enemy.
Darik heard the other neoChimmer’s remonstrance through a haze of confused pain, but the torment ceased.
His parasite’s response was livid and generated fresh waves of pain in his head. His stomach clenched as well. These creatures can evidently conduct limited telepathic communication between themselves. An enhancement we were not briefed about. Seems the Khagrish were keeping more than a few secrets from us. Perhaps it’s time to terminate the entire agreement, their treacherous people, and their planets.
Darik lay face up on the ground where his host’s punishment had left him and enjoyed the soft caress of snowflakes on his face as the flurry drifted from a leaden sky.  The torture had left him more than a little disoriented and delirious.
Well, we know there are none of his ilk in the vicinity so no harm done. Whatever the animal may have told them won’t be learned by the Khagrish. Nicolle’s rider was still trying to soothe the neoChimmer controlling Darik.  Look, while you were preoccupied, the Khagrish gave up trying to breach the defenses of our flyer. They’re now readying to depart I believe.
His parasite forced him to sit and face the lab site. Techs were packing the equipment and supplies, and the scientists strolled to their own flyer. The team which had descended into the lab was now busily stripping off the suits while lab techs waited to stow the garments in bins. The guards maintained their vigilance, facing the forest, weapons ready but, soon enough the squad double-timed to the landing pad, following the antigrav pallets carrying the expedition’s tech.
Darik wondered what they’d concluded about the complete annihilation of the lab. Would the aliens now try their biowarfare tricks at a new facility?  Maybe MARL Primary would find out one day, in his ceaseless hacking of the various databases.
The impatient neoChimmer waited only about ten minutes after the Khagrish flyer departed before setting Darik and Nicolle into motion across the ground. As she skirted the crater, Darik walked slightly behind her. The alien riding her was showing streaky yellow lines in its body, under the soft turtle-like shell. He speculated whether the odd striations were related to what the creature had said before about Nicolle not being a very satisfactory host. With a sinking feeling in his gut, he hoped the neoChimmer weren’t going to abandon Nicolle. He doubted their captors would leave her alive and risk her telling her story to anyone.
When he reached the Chimmer flyer, the shiny exterior and softly glowing lights showed no evidence of the assault the Khagrish had made in their attempts to gain entry. Chimmer technology was top notch, or so he’d been told by the humans living in sanctuary valley. Darik’s neoChimmer walked him up to a blank portion of the hull about midway down the ship’s length. As he touched the metal skin, a hidden control panel revealed itself.
Since the ship won’t recognize us in this configuration, it’s lucky we have emergency measures, Brclxx said to its companion as Darik’s hand remained stationary on the metallic skin.
Quit gloating over the system design and get us inside. I wish to take a break from animating this host. The voice of Nicolle’s rider was even more abrasive in his head than before, as if the words had sharp edges to cut into his brain. Trickles of pain ran around in his skull and Darik wondered how much lingering damage there would be if the hosts ever detached. If merely having the neoChimmer’s voice in his mind was this painful, what else was happening to him?
Darik longed to turn his head and check on Nicolle. Her steps had been slow and shambling as she made their way to the landing pad. His rage at the situation grew with every passing minute, but  he only had one chance to use the power the alpha had sent. If he could take independent action, it had to be when he could win freedom for Nicolle at least. Even if I die.
From force of habit and the military training imposed by the Khagrish, he memorized the sequence of lights the neoChimmer had him touch. Passwords of any kind were golden information. Collecting data kept him from dwelling on how slim his chances of survival were.
With a click echoing across the windswept, empty landing pad, the boarding portal opened and a ramp extended itself. Nicolle ascended first, moving a bit faster. Darik hurried behind and his neoChimmer controller made him stop at the top of the ramp and check the terrain. Satisfied there was no one observing from the forest, the neoChimmer moved Darik inside. The ramp closed behind him and the hatch clanged shut. The dismal sound reminded Darik of a cell door locking him and Nicolle even deeper in hopeless captivity.
He shook off the self-defeating thought.
The alien motivated Darik to walk to the bow and sit in the pilot’s seat. As soon as he strapped in, sitting carefully away from the backrest to avoid squashing the neoChimmer against the chair, his parasite had him execute a series of maneuvers on various controls until the flyer rose straight into the clouds and accelerated in an eastern direction.
Nicolle lay slumped forward in the co-pilot’s chair.
I’m curiously enervated, her parasite master said.
The unusual effort required to control such an inferior body. Brclxx was dismissive. You may have the first new host grown in the ship tanks. I rather enjoy forcing this brute to do my bidding. 
I may need to detach sooner. There was an air of uneasiness in the mental tone emanating from Nicolle’s rider.
Brclxx kept Darik’s hands in constant motion, adjusting a control here, flipping a switch there. The instrument panel was oddly shaped for a humanoid to manipulate, being made for beings with suckers on their digits, so it often took him two or three tries to accomplish what his parasite wanted done. Speaking to the alien directing Nicolle, Brclxx said, You can’t expect me to allow you to embed on this host while I’m flying. Be patient. Let the human host rest. Give it some fluids.
Nicolle rose from her chair like an uncoordinated rag doll and lurched out of Darik’s field of vision, the other neoChimmer evidently deciding to act on Brclxx’s suggestion.
Hoping the rehydration would help her, he stared straight ahead at the vidscreen, unable to move his head, and pondered using his gift from the alpha to seize control and try to crash the flyer. But he still harbored hope of at least getting Nicolle out of this predicament somehow, so attempting a suicide dive was a non-option.
They flew onward. Nicolle and her captor failed to reappear in the cockpit. Swearing in Chimmer words meaningless to Darik, his master had him lock on the autopilot function, unbuckle the safety restraints, and walk toward the rear of the flyer. Darik’s heart pounded as he nearly tripped over Nicolle lying face down in the aisle, several unopened drink containers rolling under the nearby seats as if she’d dropped them when she fell.
His captor had him kneel but, strain as he might, Darik couldn’t lift a finger to touch her. His body simply wouldn’t obey even his tiniest attempt to exert control and he screamed his frustration inside the prison of his own mind. Nicolle was visibly breathing, her chest rising and falling, which was a relief to calm Darik’s more extreme fears. The parasite on her was displaying much more yellow in the gray-green flesh, the ominous hue having spread to the shell, and many of the small tentacles twitched against her back like tapping fingers. It didn’t look good to Darik, but he was hardly an expert on Chimmer health. The fleshy probes going into her spine and neck remained firmly placed, however.
Msvxx! Answer me!  Is this a host failure or are you unwell?
There was no response to his parasite’s frantic communication.
Thankfully, Darik received the internal commands to lift Nicolle from the floor and carry her to the cockpit. He was reassured by the feel of her warm skin against his, even if he couldn’t do anything to let her know he was worried for her. He could only carry out the acts Brclxx commanded. Setting her carefully in the chair he had to lean her forward in an awkward position so no pressure was put on the attached neoChimmer.
What is this strange coloration? Brclxx sounded a bit fearful as Darik stared with painfully dry eyes at the neoChimmer’s surface. His parasite wasn’t allowing him to blink frequently enough, his breathing hitched every so often and his heart was going out of rhythm occasionally. He wondered if the alien’s control was growing lax or if his master was suffering a health problem as well.
I believe my host is physically exhausted. Msvxx’s mental voice was weak and thready. Her condition may be affecting me as well. Humans are clearly not suitable as hosts for more than brief emergencies. How much longer before we reach the ship? 
Another hour at least, but I intend to stay out of Khagrish scanner range until dark, which will add to the duration. We need to get ourselves into our spaceship and take off before they realize what’s happening. I don’t intend to give them any chance to prevent our escape from the planet.
Delay in reaching the Chimmer space ship was a plus in Darik’s mind but clearly any attempt to save Nicolle was on him. His packmates were too far away and the distance was growing as the flyer sped over the planet’s surface.  He prayed to the Great Mother an opportunity would present itself or a new strategy would occur to him. He was willing to do literally anything to save the woman he regarded as his mate.
Revealing its nature as a pessimist, Msvxx asked, What if they’ve taken action against our ship itself?
They won’t. While desperate thoughts swirled in Darik’s mind, Brclxx sounded confident as the neoChimmer reassured his companion. Our absence would be remarked upon at home at some point and another team sent to check. I imagine the traitorous Khagrish plan to spin some story about our accidental death inside the other lab. Perhaps the Khagrish will even lay the blame on the escaped animals, like this one I now control. The creatures have managed to destroy at least one installation, as our secret informant indicates. Tampering with our ship wouldn’t support the story those in charge will wish to disseminate.
Fascinated to hear the neoChimmer had taken the precaution to plant or suborn spies inside the Khagrish ranks, Darik found himself moving to take his place in the pilot’s chair again, staring straight ahead as the aliens’ conversation concluded, at least for now.
I can hang on a while longer then. Msvxx stopped talking.
Brclxx kept the ship moving in a big circular pattern at a high altitude while darkness gradually crept over the planet. Darik monitored his own condition as best he could and was dismayed to continue detecting anomalies, bodily processes not operating as they should, from blinking to swallowing to heartbeat. He could only assume Nicolle was faring much worse, given how much weaker the human constitution was than a Badari’s. The alpha’s burst of power hummed in the closed off corner of his mind, tempting him to draw upon it and take violent action. Only the fear of crashing the flyer in the process of trying to break himself free kept him from giving in to the urges. The longer he was kept on the unbreakable psychic leash, the more enraged he became. The predator side of his complicated DNA heritage was literally losing its battle for sanity and Darik feared what he might do, spurred on by the more uncontrollable instincts. Even the Khagrish knew not to keep a Badari paralyzed for too long or risk him going insane. Could the neoChimmer control him if he slipped into madness?
But how would he ever claw his way back?
He had to keep his focus on doing the best he could to save Nicolle, at whatever moment presented itself. Darik had faith in the goddess there would be an opportunity.
Finally he found himself flying the craft at a dizzying speed at low altitude. Brclxx was quite skilled as a pilot, even when operating through an unaccustomed host like Darik.
We’re approaching the lab. Brclxx sent the update toward his companion.
No response from Msvxx. Darik was grateful his parasite forced him to swivel his head after the silence stretched on, so he could verify Nicolle was breathing, although she appeared to have lapsed into unconsciousness. The neoChimmer on her spine was nearly all yellow now, and the visible tentacles fluttered uselessly. To Darik’s eyes the cable like probes going into her body had grown a bit flabby but his opportunity to study the arrangement was limited.
Hang on, Msvxx. I’ll get you into life support the minute we enter the ship. Although Brclxx’s voice was still harsh and clipped, Darik was encouraged to hear what he hoped was a crack in the alien’s confidence.
Under Bcrlxx’s direction, Darik increased the flyer’s speed. Ahead the Chimmer spaceship sat on the landing pad at the main Khagrish facility on the planet. The vessel was alone at the edge of the field, no guards in sight. High on the side of the interstellar vessel a port was opening, and Brclxx had him fly the shuttle into the aperture, cutting the power barely in time to avoid crashing. He found himself grabbing Nicolle from her seat and sprinting through the flyer and then out into the spaceship itself.
Breathe, hang on, I swear I’ll get you out of this, he said to her in his mind as he ran, acutely conscious of how shallow her breathing was and the unhealthy color of her skin. If only he could communicate with her as he did with packmates, or even as the damn aliens could talk to each other.
Around him the sound of engines and alarms made a jarring din to his already impaired hearing as he moved deeper into the vessel.
He was brought to a halt in what seemed like an alien sickbay, with several pods big enough to take even a Badari. Darik lifted Nicolle to place her in an open bed of quivering green material but she arched in his arms, screaming. Msvxx retracted its probes and fell to the deck, where it convulsed, emitting a high pitched sound of its own. Darik’s neoChimmer forced him to drop Nicolle unceremoniously to the hard floor, scoop Msvxx off the deck and plunge it into the green goo by itself. The neoChimmer’s flesh felt sticky, and the fairly pungent smell drifting from the body made his head spin.
His stomach churned and he had the dry heaves briefly, until Brclxx apparently found the right nerve endings and shut off the involuntary reaction.
Under orders he retreated a step, pivoted and ran from the room, although his driving instinct was to go to Nicolle and try to rouse her, do a check for injuries from when he’d had to allow her to fall from his arms. Darik’s sanity was a fragile thing at best now and he marveled the neoChimmer didn’t realize how close Darik was coming to a line where no one would be able to control him, not the alien nor Darik himself.
Brclxx brought him into what was obviously a control chamber. He sat in the pilot’s chair and performed motions whose sequence he’d never be able to remember and endured the surge of acceleration as the ship left the planet’s surface.



CHAPTER NINE
 
As long as we haven’t gone into hyperdrive, I can still save the situation, Darik told himself in an effort to calm down, and to be ready to take action. Surely the goddess would grant him the chance he’d been pleading for all day. If she didn’t, he’d grab the alpha’s gift of power, allow his animal side to take him over and let the chips fall where they may. He and Nicolle wouldn’t be journeying to the Chimmer home world. Death was preferable and he’d ensure their fate. 
Brclxx was hauling him out of the command chair and taking him at a run from the control chamber into the lengthy corridors.  Darik heard his parasite sending message after message to the second neoChimmer, increasingly urgent as no reply was received along the telepathic link. I cannot detect you, Msvxx. I’m returning to the sickbay before we make the jump to hyperspace. In your present state you won’t survive the transition unless life support procedures are conducted.
There continued to be no response from the other neoChimmer. Darik hoped it had died. Realizing it was now or never, his one chance from the hand of the goddess, he gathered his energy, including the power Aydarr had gifted him, which was like a brightly shining beacon in his mind’s eye. There was one section of corridor with extrusions on the bulkhead, for what purpose he had no idea—gauges? controls?— Brclxx sent him striding through the area, and Darik surged against the invisible bonds which prevented him from controlling his own body. He felt the neoChimmer’s control slip as he spun and rammed himself backward into the wall full strength again and again.
Brclxx battled him for control of his arms and legs, and sent lancing pain through his nervous system. The alien partially blinded him and finally tried to stop his heart, but Darik fought hard, intent on doing one thing, which was smashing the parasite’s shell and crushing the body below. It was the strangest battle he ever fought, with himself as the adversary. 
The tentacles around his neck tightened and dug in with barbs, trying to render him unconscious through strangulation. He managed to raise his left hand, deploy his talons and slash through the tentacles. Brclxx’s shell was tougher than he’d expected, but the alien abruptly withdrew its probes from his spine and the base of his head and scrambled down his body, obviously hoping to escape and hide somewhere on the ship to recuperate and plan revenge. 
Despite the pain and convulsions wracking his body, Darik lashed out with both hands as he fell to his knees and impaled the alien on his talons. Raising the struggling creature from the deck to study it while the neoChimmer whipped its tentacles in the air impotently, he ripped his hands apart and literally tore the neoChimmer in half.  The two pieces of the corpse lay twitching on the deck while Darik leaned against the bulkhead, breathing hard. Raising his booted foot, he stomped the halves into mush, just to be sure.
Whispering a prayer to the Great Mother, he ran the rest of the way to the sick bay, desperate to check on Nicolle but he judged Msvxx was the greater priority. If the alien wasn’t dead yet and managed to escape, he and Nicolle would be in a desperate situation again. To his relief, the turtle-shaped being lay immobile in the bed of gelatinous material, completely yellow, with the edges of his shell turning up like a dead, curling leaf. Taking no chances, Darik again deployed his immense talons and ripped the creature to shreds, which was easier to do than it had been with his own rider. He surmised Msvxx was already dead, but with an alien entity like this, who could be sure?
He rushed to Nicolle, placing her on her side and checking her pulse, which was weak but steady. Darik surveyed the Chimmer medical devices. He had no idea what any of them did, and he wasn’t sure he’d trust his mate to them even if he did know what to do. The spots on her back where the alien had been attached were open wounds, bleeding sluggishly. His own body ached, but he could sense his Badari metabolism hard at work, healing him. He had a lingering headache, but he ignored it.
He fought panic over Nicolle’s condition. She’d been free of the neoChimmer control for a while now and her separation from her parasite had been less wrenching than his. Her breathing sounded better and her cheeks held a pale wash of pink, both of which he found reassuring.
Ripping off his torn shirt, he finished the task of tearing the fabric into strips and bound up the wounds as best he could. There was nothing here to clean her skin with, much less to try disinfecting the punctures.
Making a decision, he carried Nicolle to the control chamber and set her gently in a chair off to the side, in front of a bank of monitors. Her eyes fluttered open, and she blinked as she tried to focus on his face.
“Don’t exert yourself,” he said, frightened she’d make her wounds bleed more. “There’s no immediate danger now.”
“We’re free?” she asked putting a hand to the back of her neck but not quite touching the skin.
“Yes, the neoChimmer are dead. How do you feel?” He waited for her answer with bated breath.
“My head aches, my back aches, I’m thirsty, kind of feverish…but I’m happy to see you.” She twined her arms around his neck, and he leaned in for a kiss.
“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’ll never forgive myself for leaving you alone.”
“Water under the bridge.” She shook her head slightly before clearly thinking better of the gesture. “If either of us had had any idea the damn aliens were still alive you wouldn’t have left me.”
“Always you forgive me.” His heart felt too big for his chest, bursting with emotions, but guilt was entwined with the gratitude. “I don’t deserve you.”
She framed his face with her hands and drew him close. Kissing him softly on the lips, she said, “We’re on a journey here, together. There’ll be good and bad, and there may be times I’ll fail you in some way—yes, I probably will because I’m only human.” She reacted to his instinctive attempt to deny she could ever fail him. “You have to accept my imperfections if you love me.”
“You know I do.” He had a hollow spot at his core that could only be filled by having her in his arms but knowledge of her physical condition made him hesitate. 
“The two times you couldn’t rescue me immediately were beyond your control,” she said, easing his aching heart with her blunt reminder of the facts “And you didn’t give up until we were both safe. Us, you and me, that’s what matters.” She put her lips next to his ear and whispered. “I love you.”
Now he did hug her, being extremely careful not to touch the spots where the alien had used its probes.
When he pulled away Nicolle smiled and the effort it took made his heart ache. “How did you get us free of the neoChimmer?”
Darik was eager to relay her role in the escape. “Actually, I think you may have killed the one riding on you. It looked and acted pretty sick for a few hours before finally dying.”
“More of the virus magic?” She frowned. “But why would it affect only one? They both touched me, although only one actually took me over.”
“If Brclxx was infected, riding me probably cured it. Badari blood, remember?” He took a deep breath and grinned. “My alpha managed to contact me as the extraction team approached the mountains where we were camped, and he sent me a burst of extra power. I hoarded the gift until the right opportunity then I managed to take Brclxx by surprise and kill it.” His claws slid into view at the memory of his victory. “Ripped it to shreds actually.”
Nicolle touched the tip of one black talon. Her smile was truly predator-worthy. “Sounds supremely satisfying. I wish I’d seen you in action.” She leaned back gingerly. “Where are we? Some kind of ship?”
Retracting his natural weaponry, he confirmed her assumption. “The Chimmer ship itself. We’re in a parking orbit above the planet.” Excitement rising in him accompanied by a burst of adrenaline as he thought through the ramifications of what he’d said, Darik swiveled to study their surroundings. “By the Great Mother, we’re in a spaceship. We have a working spaceship.”
Head lolling on the padded surface of the chair, Nicolle blinked. “Can you fly it?”
He shook his head, remembering the complicated steps Brclxx had executed using his clumsy hands. “I can handle atmospheric craft, like flyers and shuttles.”
“What are we going to do then?” She closed her eyes and he was alarmed anew to see she’d grown more pale. Her hands on the arm rests were trembling ever so slightly.
Muscles tightening, he rose to his full height. There was no way he was failing Nicolle. “Give me a minute to see if I can contact my alpha telepathically. We have several spaceship pilots among the humans in the valley.”
Clearly trying to get comfortable in the chair and failing, Nicolle said. “If you find any water to drink on this damn ship, let me know. My lips are chapped and my throat hurts. I think I’m dehydrated.”
He squeezed her hand. “Finding fluids is next on my list, I promise.”
She closed her eyes. “Getting us home, or to your valley at least, would be awesome.”
“I’ll do my best. If you need me, I’ll be right over here, in the pilot’s chair.” 
“Don’t forget, I might be contagious to humans.” She opened her eyes to stare at him, her concern for her fellow beings showing in her furrowed brow and lined face. “We’ve got to figure out my status before anyone is exposed to me.”
“I’m sure you’re fine—”
“Yeah, the neoChimmer made that cheery assumption and look what happened to them.” Her sarcastic tone was cutting.
Unable to argue the point but refusing to support her pessimism by agreeing, he crossed to the other chair and sank down in front of the controls. He hesitated to call the alpha, beset by worry. How far away from the other Badari were they? What if he couldn’t connect? The Badari telepathic range wasn’t infinite. “Then it may be a short trip. Self-taught spaceship piloting isn’t my strongest skill set.” Closing his eyes to block out the distraction of the Chimmer readouts, he rubbed his forehead to soothe the ache.  Aydarr?
Where are you? The Alpha’s response was immediate and strong, underscored with impatience. What’s the situation?
Darik wished he could see the alpha’s reaction to what he was going to say.  He took a deep breath. I, uh, I seem to have commandeered a working spaceship.
It took a lot to faze Aydarr, but Darik’s announcement produced a long moment of silence along the pack bond. Darik couldn’t suppress his grin.
Aydarr’s mental voice vibrated with elation when he finally responded. Take it slowly and give me a sitrep.
Briefly, Darik summarized for the alpha all that had happened with the neoChimmer, including their deaths at his hands. Aydarr listened patiently and asked only a few questions.
After his brief report, Darik concluded, And now we’re in low orbit above the planet. I can’t fly this thing. Can Gabe or Walt talk me through it?
I’ll find out. In the meantime, don’t touch anything. Are you and the woman okay?”
Sneaking a glance at Nicolle, his worries compounded at the sight of her frail body curled up in the big Chimmer chair. She’s not doing too well. We’re going to need special arrangements to handle her. The Khagrish gave her a deadly virus, but it mutated in her body. Long story, but we can’t bring her into the valley until we’re sure she’s cured. No contact with humans for now.
All right. I’ll have Mateer give his mate a heads up so the doctor can plan how to handle the medical contingency. Gabe’s here now. He says he had Special Ship Capture training in the Special Forces so he can fly a Chimmer vessel. He’s going to tell me what steps you need to execute to bring us the ship, and I’ll relay them to you.
Darik heard the barely suppressed excitement in Aydarr’s tones, the words coming at him rapidly. The one thing his pack and their allies had been desperate for was a ship, so a delegation could be sent to the Sectors to plead for help. Of course, first they had to figure out where the Sectors’ interstellar borders were in relation to this planet, but a recent attempt by several humans with special implants to contact Sectors authorities, with help from MARL Primary, had yielded valuable astronavigation data as an unintentional side benefit. Or so MARL said anyway.
While he waited for the alpha to begin relaying the detailed instructions from Gabe, Darik rose and checked on Nicolle, breathing in her scent, taking her pulse and exchanging a few quiet words with her. Aydarr’s return to the mental channel was his cue to sit in the pilot’s chair and get ready for action.  The alpha passed along the first instructions from Gabe, along with a number of questions designed to pinpoint what type of ship Darik had captured.
Although Gabe says the navigation and propulsion systems are the same in all Chimmer ships, scaled up or down to fit, the alpha added. And, fortunately, many of the functions are automated, just as they’d be on a human vessel.
Can he tell me a better way to communicate with him? Using the ship’s coms maybe?  Darik was hoping for a real-time connection straight to the human pilot. There was a slight delay inherent in relaying questions and instructions via the alpha and disaster could happen in the blink of an eye.
Gabe says too risky, either the Khagrish ground stations might pick up the chatter or you might trigger coms to the Chimmer command.
Good thinking. All right, what does he want to know first? And can he tell me how to space the corpses of the two aliens?  Darik squared his shoulders, made another quick check of Nicolle’s condition, and settled in to pilot his unexpected prize home to his people.
 
Nicolle opened her eyes on a bright sunny morning. The bed underneath her was soft, the blankets gentle to her skin. A vase of sweet smelling blue-and-yellow speckled flowers sat on the table beside her and, as she fought a bout of vertigo while attempting to sit, she was thoroughly confused. What the seven hells?  She was apparently in a large, military grade hospital tent and as she gazed out the nearby window, a lush green forest lay spread out with sunlight dappling the leaves. Birds sang.
The whole scene was so totally unlike anything she’d experienced on this planet since being kidnapped, she was afraid she was dreaming.
Medical equipment stood close at hand, but she wasn’t hooked up to anything, not even monitors. Sitting up brought pain along her spine and at the base of her head, and as she scooted away from the firm pillows behind her, she remembered flashes of having been literally taken over by a neoChimmer.
The tent was empty except for her. She raised her voice to call out, “Darik?”
“Oh good, you’re awake.” Wearing clean, crisp camouflage utilities, he entered from the far end of the tent, a tray of covered dishes in his hands. Giving her a smile that lit his eyes with the golden glow, he hurried toward her bed, effortlessly balancing the tray. “Sorry I wasn’t here. I intended to be but the kitchen just delivered your breakfast.”
He deposited the food on the table, moving the vase of flowers slightly to make room, and stood watching her, hands on his hips. Voice cheerful, he asked. “Are you up to eating? Dr. Garrison said today was the day to try switching you off all the nutrient feeds. She predicted you’d be awake. I guess the doc knows her stuff, huh? She trained in some swanky Inner Sectors hospital or so I’ve been told, so you’ve got the best physician in the solar system. Because we know the Khagrish doctors are lousy—”
He was talking too much, too fast. “Shut up and kiss me.” She grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him closer, planting a kiss on his lips she made very involved, her tongue nudging insistently for entry into his mouth. After a startled second, he parted his lips and put his arms around her as if he’d never let go. 
Nicolle made sure the caress lasted as long as she wanted it to then released him. “Why are you babbling? What are you nervous about?” She looked at the window again. “We are in your sanctuary valley, yes?”
He framed her face with his big hands and kissed her forehead. “Yes. I just—I—how much do you remember about the neoChimmer?”
Maybe it was just as well to have this conversation within the first few minutes of her being awake. Darik wasn’t acting like himself, not the calm, collected soldier she’d grown used to depending on. Something was clearly bothering him and  despite the flutters in her gut, she was determined to get to the bottom of the mystery. Nicolle could think of too many possibilities and her unease ratcheted up as a few of the worst crossed her mind. She patted the bed. “Sit. Please.”
His immense frame made the bed squeak a bit as he settled onto the foot of the mattress. 
Nicolle picked at her blanket and avoided meeting his eyes. “I remember most of it. I was taking a nap in the tent and I woke up into a nightmare, one alien holding me prisoner with its tentacles and probes wrapped around my arms and legs,  while the other was on my back.” She stopped, squeezing her eyes shut, and swallowed hard. “There was incredible pain and I blacked out.” Tears came to her eyes and she sniffed in a futile attempt to stave off the breakdown.
Darik opened his arms to her and she snuggled against his chest. He stroked her hair, being careful not to touch her neck, and murmured reassuring things while she cried. “You’re safe now—the Chimmer will never get close to you again. I give you my word.”
Eventually she’d wept as much as she could, blew her nose on a handy medical wipe and accepted a glass of water from him. A few sips of the cool liquid and she gave him the glass. “I’m okay now. Not saying I might not have nightmares from time to time in the future though.” She managed a somewhat watery smile.
His answering grin was warm. “I consider myself warned.”
“I don’t have clear memories of the actual time when we were with the neoChimmer. Some disjointed impressions. We ended up on a ship, right?” To distract herself, she started uncovering the dishes, to discover a tempting array of foods, some recognizable and others not. Unexpectedly her stomach gurgled and Nicolle realized she was hungry. She sampled a bite of the freshly baked rolls and sighed in pleasure. Someone here really knows how to cook. An insulated carafe stood next to the bowl of sliced fruit. “Oh, is there hot tea like the kind you made me?”
“Yes, we Badari drink a lot of it. Although you humans are fond of complaining about the lack of something called coffee.” Darik still seemed uncomfortable, even as he poured her a cup of the fragrant, spicy tea.
Waiting until he’d set the carafe on the table, she grabbed his hands and forced him to look her in the eyes. “What? I answered your question, now you need to answer mine. Don’t leave me sitting here worrying.”
Darik took a deep breath, entwined his fingers with hers and hung on as if for dear life. “I don’t know if you remember how the neoChimmer captured us, but it was my fault. I left you alone so I could have one more self-indulgent afternoon of hunting in the wild.” He swallowed hard. “You nearly died, Nicolle. By the time I managed to land the ship with Gabe’s instructions, you were in a coma. Apparently, the burden of being a host for that fucking abomination just about destroyed your body. It’s been a scary close thing this past week, keeping you alive, nursing you back to health. You’re going to have permanent scars and possibly nerve damage from where the alien attached itself.” His eyes were glowing amber, and his face was set in lines of anguish. “All my fault, every bit of it. I failed in my duty to protect you, to keep you safe. I don’t deserve to be your mate and, if you want me to leave now, I will.”
He’d obviously been beating himself up over all of it while she was unconscious. Nicolle took a deep breath to sort through what he’d said. The news of scars and possible nerve damage was unpleasant but she could cope. More important was to clear the air with Darik and help him out from under the crushing guilt for things that weren’t his fault. “Neither of us had any idea the neoChimmer had survived. I vaguely remember telling you this once before. Of course you wouldn’t have left me alone if we’d known, and you did leave me the pulse rifle.” She shook her head. “I’m grateful to be alive. I’m grateful to you for saving my life, and I plan to spend the rest of it with you, so no more talk of leaving me.” To punctuate her point, she poked him in the chest with her finger.  Struck by a sudden doubt, she added, “Unless…unless you don’t want to be here?”
Mouth falling open, eyes wide, he straightened his spine and said, “I could never walk away from you of my own volition. You’re my mate until I die.” His voice rang with conviction. “I love you.”
The unexpected release of tension at his declaration left her giddy and she reached for him as her heart skipped a beat. “I love you too. And I’m ready to do whatever is involved in this mating ritual of yours so we don’t need to have this particular discussion again. Ever. I don’t want any doubt in your mind.”
“You’ve made me the happiest Badari on the planet.” He  carefully enfolded her in his arms and held her close. “But the creation of the mating bond will have to wait until you’re entirely healed.” He whispered in her ear, “It can only be done in an intimate setting, when both people are at the right peak of emotion.”
“Oh.” She blushed, having a flashback to their wild two days in the tent. Heat blossomed deep inside and she adjusted her position on the mattress. “I follow your drift. Sounds fun.”
“Now eat,” he said. “You need to regain your strength.”
As she filled a plate with scrambled eggs and other tempting morsels, she asked, “You haven’t let any humans come near me, have you?”
He shook his head. “I warned the alpha of the precautions we’d need, and he had this isolation chamber set up by the time we rushed you here from the island where I’d landed the spaceship.”
Surprised by the answer, she paused to gape at him, a piece of the bread midway to her mouth, jam threatening to drip on the sheets. “The ship’s not here?”
He shook his head and gently pushed her hand, indicating she should bite into her meal. “The valley isn’t suitable for space going vessels to land, not even a relatively small one like the ship we captured. MARL identified an island where there was a natural formation of rock strong enough to act as a landing field. He set up a cloaking protection for the island, and Aydarr stationed a squad of our toughest Badari soldiers on site. Certain modifications need to be undertaken before anyone can head off to the stars, and MARL will be sending a subunit of himself to act as astronavigator. Soon though.” He grinned ear to ear. “Aydarr named the ship the Nicolle in your honor.”
Doing a double take, she raised her eyebrows and hastily finished her mouthful, swallowing so rapidly she choked. Darik handed her the water and it took three sips to restore her equilibrium. “I’m touched—wow. I never expected to have a spaceship named for me.” A random thought struck her and she laughed. “The Chimmer would no doubt hate the idea, having my name on their ship, which makes it all the more satisfying to me.” Turning serious, she asked, “Are we going to be permanently scarred then? From where the neoChimmer skewered us with those fucking probes?”
Jaw clenched, he took a deep breath. “I can’t lie, the answer is yes. You should try to think of them as marks of honor. We fought a battle against one of the worst enemies and we won.”
“I want to see, please?”
Without comment, he changed position on the bed and pulled up his shirt to reveal his back. She gasped at the five round scars marking his body, following the ridge of his spine. She’d seen the scars from whippings inflicted by sadistic Khagrish at various times during his life before and, although they still distressed her on his behalf, she was focused on the neoChimmer wounds. She touched the edge of one silver scar gingerly. “Do these hurt?”
“Not any more. And yours?”
She rotated her shoulders experimentally. “Only if I move too much. Kind of a low grade burning pain.”
“Under Dr. Garrison’s remote supervision our pack healer, Timtur, cleaned and dressed your wounds while we were on the island. I believe he used his healing powers to take the edge off the pain as much as he could. He doesn’t work on humans ordinarily, but at that point we weren’t allowing any humans in contact with you.”
 “Can I see my scars? Is there a mirror in here?”
He shook his head. “As to a mirror I can’t say, but your wounds are hidden by the special healing covers Dr. Garrison ordered to be used. She said it’s like a second skin, with enhanced antibiotic capabilities.”
Nicolle bowed her head, nauseous at the idea of going through the rest of her life bearing the signs of her time as a neo Chimmer host. Darik’s attempt to label them as badges of honor was kind and well-meant and maybe they were to him. He was a warrior after all. She hated the idea of being disfigured. Not looking at him, she said, “I didn’t think I’d be so vain about it. I mean, we survived, which is the important thing here.”
“Timtur has promised to spend time with you as you heal, to apply more of his power. The marks can’t be removed but he believes he can make them less visible. Dr. Garrison says there are creams—”
Reaching a decision, she shook her head and sat up, spine as straight as she could bear. “No, I’m going to adopt your mindset—these are my hard-won battle scars and I’ll own them with pride. Besides, we’re a matched set, right?”
Darik seemed relieved she’d come to terms with the unavoidable disfigurement to her back. “You’re a warrior any man would be proud to have at his side. I’m blessed to have you.”
There was a ping from the door and a human man stepped inside. “Sorry to interrupt, but we need to do the vidcom with Dr. Garrison shortly.”
Appalled at the risk he was taking, dropping the roll she was holding, Nicolle scrabbled back on the bed and curled herself into a ball. She yelled at Darik. “What is he doing in here? Humans can’t be exposed to me.”
The newcomer paused a few feet away, brow furrowed. He gave Darik a puzzled glance and then directed his attention to her again. Speaking in a soothing, professional tone, he said, “It’s all right, Miss James. I’m Rik, your nurse, and my team has been here for the last five days, taking care of you with Darik. We’re all volunteers and, so far, show no signs of illness. Dr. Garrison determined after the first day there was nothing in your body capable of acting as a threat to us.”
“You’ll pardon me if I’m skeptical,” she said, heart still pounding in her chest so hard she heard her pulse in her ears. “Although I appreciate the medical care more than I can say. But I’ll never forgive myself if I cause any more deaths.”
Darik leaned in and patted her leg. “We’re taking precautions. Are you recovered enough for talking to the doctor? She can explain more about the situation and allay your fears better than I can.”
Gaping at him, she threw out her hands in disbelief. “You told me she was pregnant—surely she isn’t here in person too?”
Rik laughed. “Oh no, her protective mate would never have agreed, once Darik alerted us to your recent medical history. Vid coms and relays via MARL only.”
Uncoiling her body, a feeling of cool relief washing over her, Nicolle nodded. “Good. I’m glad her mate takes care of her. Bring on the vid then.”
Rik rolled a portable coms unit close to the bed. A trideo display came to life, and Nicolle was overjoyed to view Megan Garrison, who she’d last seen standing outside a Khagrish lab weeks—if not months—ago, about to be sent off into the wild with the other humans to fend for themselves in some outlandish experiment.
“I’m so glad you’re alive,” Nicolle said, tears of joy coming to her eyes at the sight of her friend obviously in good health and safe.  So much death—at least the doctor and maybe more people got out alive. “I worried so much after the Khagrish took me away from our group.” Until the scientists did such terrible things to me that I couldn’t think at all.
She must have given some outward sign of her distress, or else Darik sensed her corrosive emotions because he took her hand and squeezed gently. She curled her fingers around his, drawing comfort from the touch.
“I was scared for you as well,” Megan said. “I was thrilled when the news came through from Darik. You’re looking much more chipper today.” She transferred her focus to Darik. “Have we discussed the proposed procedure?”
He shifted on the bed as if uncomfortable. “I had other things to clear up first.”
Nicolle glanced from him to her friend on the screen. Gritting her teeth, she withdrew her hand from his. Anger flared hot in her chest over something else being kept from her. “Well, someone better tell me now.”
“We believe you’re fully recovered from the virus the Khagrish gave you and therefore no threat to the humans here in the valley,” Megan said in a warm, professional tone. “Of course, your immune system will permanently retain the potential to make antibodies should you be faced with the specific disease or a similar infection in the future.”
Despite herself, Nicolle reached for Darik’s hand again, readying herself for some kind of gut wrenching revelation. She fought against the urge to flee or duck under the covers or do any of a dozen other foolish things to avoid facing more bad tidings. But Darik wouldn’t have been so calm if I was in genuinely bad medical trouble, would he?  He leaned forward to kiss her cheek. Nicolle stiffened, wincing as there was a protest of pain from the nerves along her spine. “Okay, that’s good news. What’s the ‘but’ I hear so plainly?”
Megan nodded to acknowledge the request for her to continue. “There are certain…anomalies in your nervous system now, some concerning markers in your spinal fluid as well. MARL and I believe these may be a result of toxins you ingested from the neoChimmer, as you call them, during its time hooked into your system. The markers represent no harm to the rest of us. I’ve done extensive tests and had assistance from MARL in conducting analysis. We fear the long term effects these anomalies will have on you.” Her friend’s expression reflected her distress over the news she was delivering.
Cringing as if the breath had been knocked from her lungs, unable to process the information fully, Nicolle asked the logical question. “What, if anything, can I do about it?” Now Megan’s expression lightened, her demeanor changing from solemn doctor delivering bad news to physician with a plan for a cure.  Her whole face shone with happiness. “As you may have been told, the Badari were bred to have astonishing immune systems. Virtually nothing impacts them. We believe the best course of action would be for you to have a blood and bone marrow transfusion from Darik, who volunteered as the donor.”
Darik nodded enthusiastically, eyes glowing with warm golden light. “No one else will be providing blood to my—the woman I love.” His eyes glowed and his talons edged out from their sheaths as if he was preparing to enter combat against anyone rash enough to offer her their red cells.
“But we aren’t the same species,” Nicolle said, tilting her head and biting her lip while she evaluated the suggestion.  “Granted, my knowledge of medicine is limited, but how can I take a transfusion from him?”
The doctor beamed as if she was a prize pupil in class, acing a pop quiz. “Ordinarily that would be true. Although we’ve come to suspect the Badari blood can be received by anyone in the humanoid species family. Red-blooded oxygen breathers appear to be universal recipients.” Megan put one hand to her chest and raised her eyebrows. “I’ve had a transfusion and, not only survived, I gained new abilities.”
Nicolle remembered something Darik had said in the tent, although her mind had been on other matters at the time. “You can talk to the Badari telepathically, can’t you?”
“Yes, that’s right. There’s no guarantee you’d acquire the same power. The transfusion was done on me without my consent by the Khagrish, although my mate gave his consent since I was dying at the time. We can’t duplicate exactly what they did. MARL has analyzed the records, however, and believes he’s improved on the interim steps that must occur between Darik’s vein and yours.” Megan raised a finger and grimaced, hesitating a bit as she finished her discussion. “There are always risks, though, and you would be the first human to try this particular variation of the process.”
Nicolle rubbed her arm and shivered despite the warmth of the tent and the sun shining brightly outside. “What’s the prognosis if I say ‘no thanks, I’m good’?” Darik rose from the bed and opened his mouth to protest. She held up one hand. “I have to do myself the justice of knowing all the facts. I haven’t said no.”
 Megan’s mouth pinched and she gave a small, involuntary headshake. Her voice was measured but firm. “Based on the corrosive nature of the neoChimmer elements in your body, we estimate six months to a year before damage will be irreversible. In eighteen months, possibly sooner, we believe you’d be dead.” 
Rocked by the prediction of her death so soon after surviving not only the Khagrish but the neoChimmer, Nicolle blanked out for a moment. There were spots in front of her eyes and the room seemed to be spinning. Feeling as if she’d absorbed a body blow, Nicolle sank against the pillows. She reached for the now lukewarm tea to give herself a chance to think as she sipped the reviving beverage.
“There aren’t any neoChimmer toxic particles in my body,” Darik said, gesturing at his broad chest. “My blood’s cleared them out, like it does everything potentially harmful. More proof this concept should work.”
“We wouldn’t be doing a complete exchange of your blood for Badari blood.” Megan’s voice had taken on a persuasive tone and she was leaning toward the vidcam. “And there’s no preparation required. Once infused, the Badari white cells and other elements move in and take over, augmenting your own system.”
Nicolle had a new concern, as her mind skipped frantically through all the details she’d been given and she tried to identify pitfalls. “Might the transfused cells react negatively to the antibodies I have from surviving Mesen’s disease as a kid, or the new ones from the Khagrish-created infection?”
“I can’t say there’s no chance of that, but the odds are virtually nil.” Megan sat back in her chair. “Any other questions? Take all the time you need to put your mind at rest on the advisability of the treatment.”
“Why the rush? Why can’t I wait a few weeks until my strength is completely restored?” She found it odd the doctor was pushing so hard for this, when she had at least a few months before the condition would be irreversible.
Megan sighed. “Right now, today, I can guarantee I can carry out this treatment for you. The future isn’t ours to predict and the procedure requires the equipment we have here, in sanctuary valley.” She shrugged. “Who knows what next week or next month might bring?”
Unsettled by her friend’s attitude, Nicolle verified her previous understanding with Darik. “I thought you said the valley was a safe place, protected.”
He squared his shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “It’s the safest place for us on the planet but the truth is, the Khagrish are backed by the Chimmer and they’re servants of the Mawreg. If either of those two races decided to unleash their resources on finding us, destroying us…well, who knows if MARL’s defenses could hold? We think the Khagrish have been lying to the Chimmer about us, in hopes they could solve the problem themselves.”
She understood where he was going with this line of analysis. “But this latest incident we just went through might upset the Chimmer enough to ask a lot of questions, mightn’t it?” Nicolle checked with Darik for his reaction to her surmise. Reaching a decision she’d been pondering ever since the night he proposed to her in the mountain tent, she asked, “Can we be mated before this transfusion?”
He blushed, which she found endearing. “Are you sure you’d be up to, um, that?”
“There’s no medical reason not to become mates prior to the transfusion,” Megan said in a flat medical tone, but with a twinkle in her eye. “It’s not required, however.”
Nicolle tapped her heart. “I feel it here, the need for us to be mates. I don’t want to take any chance of us losing each other. We need to stand united, an unbreakable team.” She leaned closer to him, unable to repress her happy smile. “And if we get the mental telepathy as a side effect of this procedure later, so much the better.”
“As the Great Mother wills,” Darik said, staring into her eyes and touching her face softly. “For surely she’s watching over us in our need. I believe she sent me to you in the first place, knowing your claim on me as your mate would be the best thing to happen to me in my entire life.” His voice cracked on the final words and he swallowed hard, but kept his gaze resolutely on her.
After kissing his cheek, her own heart full of tenderness, Nicolle addressed Megan, waiting on the vidscreen. “Schedule the blood transfusion for tomorrow. In the meantime, Darik and I are going to need a bigger bed. I’m assuming one can be arranged?”
“Absolutely. I’ll see you in the morning then. Well, via the vids. My mate won’t let me near you until after you’ve been transfused.” Eyes sparkling with a twinkle of amusement, she leaned closer to the cam. “He’s not willing to trust in the science the way MARL and I do. But Rik will do the hands-on procedure, and MARL will be there.”
Nicolle gave a wave of her hand as the trideo winked out and next addressed the hovering male nurse. “Now I want to finish this excellent breakfast, and then Darik and I’ll need our privacy.” She pushed any worry over the medical procedure out of the forefront of her mind and chose to contemplate hours alone with Darik in a situation where neither of them had to be on guard about their safety and security. No interruptions. Nothing on either of their minds but each other’s pleasure. Oh yes, she’d do whatever it took to ensure the promised tryst happened. 
Mouth quirking and shoulders heaving, Rik blatantly smothered his amusement. “Of course. I’ll go make arrangements for tomorrow’s procedure and for that bigger bed you requested.” He gave her a salute, scrupulously avoided making eye contact with Darik and left.
She paused with a forkful of eggs halfway to her lips, studying her mate-to-be. “You don’t mind, do you?” 
He raised one eyebrow. “Mind which part?”
“The whole world—or the valley at least—knowing we’re going to make love at least once in the next twenty four hours?” She couldn’t keep herself from smiling. “I kinda want to recreate the private scene we had going on in the tent in the mountains. It was special to me.”
“I don’t mind at all. I’m proud you want to claim and be claimed. My pack mates will be happy for me and a bit envious no doubt. The humans have no need to know. Rik won’t speak of it.” Frown lines creased his forehead, and his eyes narrowed. “We’ll have to be careful of the puncture wounds on your back. They’re healing nicely, or so the doctor said, but you won’t be comfortable with me on top.”
“We can be creative.” She ran her hand up his thigh, enjoying the feel of the rock solid muscles and the strength of the man, remembering their past lovemaking and savoring the rising heat in her core. “Can’t we? And you’ll be careful, won’t you?” She gave him a wink, enjoying the effect of her teasing on the growing bulge in his pants.
“We’ll have to be.” He deployed his fangs. “You need to understand in order to complete the claiming, I have to use these.” Gently, he touched one finger to the skin where her neck met her shoulders, avoiding the spot where she still bore the marks from the neoChimmer. “You’ll have to reciprocate. Hopefully, the goddess will guide us. Apparently, instinct takes over for the Badari at least, but I’ve been told by others in general terms what to do. It’ll be a tiny scratch. You don’t have to break the skin at all, merely bite down hard enough to leave a mark. If we’re truly mates, the goddess does the rest, and the bond is completed.”
Nicolle felt flutters in her gut at the prospect of the mating ritual, small doubts over what would happen if the goddess didn’t give her blessing to Nicolle’s attempt to bond with Darik the way he wanted. Needed. Then she  snorted under her breath and shook her head. There’s no way he and I can get this wrong. We love each other too much. To reassure herself and Darik, she ran her hand under his shirt, stroking the taut muscles in a sensuous massage. “Oh, I think I can manage.”
There was a knock and Rik stuck his head in. “I’ve talked to Aydarr, and the pack is going to erect a separate, smaller tent next door, so you can have all the comforts of home and privacy, and we can keep this hospital tent undisturbed for its intended purpose. I’ll let you know when the new tent is ready for you to transfer over there. No one will bother you once you’ve gone inside, and the kitchen agreed to deliver lunch, dinner, and tomorrow’s breakfast.”
Frowning, Nicolle said, “Everyone’s being so generous about making this happen. I feel a little guilty.”
“Don’t worry,” Darik said with a wink. “Aydarr is intensely grateful to us for bringing him a spaceship.”
 Leaving her hand on Darik’s bare skin under his shirt, she said to Rik, “Well then, in that case, tell your alpha we need a deck of cards too. I taught my future mate here how to play an old Terra game known as strip poker.”



CHAPTER TEN
 
The new tent was the size of a small cabin and outfitted with a large bed—Badari sized, Nicolle thought with a smile as she walked in—a table, two chairs, a private bathroom area, and a deck of cards, per her request. The space was warm and cozy, and she felt herself relaxing. 
The larger tent where she’d awakened was definitely like being in an efficient field hospital. This was quite an upgrade from Darik’s tent in the mountains but still private, despite the fact she’d seen Badari soldiers standing guard around the entire compound.
She sat on the end of the bed. “Nice.”
“I told you Aydarr was grateful for what we did.” Darik made his way to the table and broke open the card pack, shuffling them. A few cards flew from the deck onto the floor.
“Are you nervous?” she asked, surprised to see him displaying less than his usual state of calm.
Eyes glowing slightly, he knelt to retrieve the errant cards. “I don’t want to hurt you, and I’m afraid the claiming might be too much in your condition. We could have waited until you had my blood and were healed.”
“No, we could not.” She rose and went to join him. Nicolle gave him a gentle push in the chest, and he obligingly sat in the chair. She placed herself on his lap, straddling him. “I want the blood transfusion tomorrow to be heart to heart, mate to mate. I need for us to be a team, to be one with each other.” Struggling to find the right words, she shrugged. “I’m not going to take a chance of anything else happening to either of us before we’re bonded. We’ve been through too much. First we were on opposite sides of the fricking force barrier. Then I nearly died alone in that damn cell. You nearly bled out alone on the table—I want us to always be together from now on. We’ve earned the privilege. The universe owes us.” Surprised by her own vehemence, she gave a small laugh and fluffed her hair, fidgeting with a strand of the curls. “I can’t explain my feeling more coherently, but it’s really important to me.”
He captured her hand and kissed the palm before taking possession of her lips for a long, involved kiss.
Nicolle felt his arousal growing underneath her, where she sat astride his thighs. Mischievously she rocked over the hard length and he groaned, holding her close, but careful of her back.
His lips next to her ear, he whispered, “It is said the Great Mother often places the truth into our hearts without our noticing her touch. I’ve wanted to claim you as my mate since we escaped from the lab. I’ve craved the unbreakable bond for us, so you’ll get no argument from me. Other than my concern for your physical state right now.”
Struck by a random thought, Nicolle leaned away from him but kept her grip on his shoulders to steady herself. “Do you think if we’d been bonded, I might not have been so easily captured by the neoChimmer?”
He pondered the question for a moment and shook his head. “I doubt it would have made a difference. I have no way to be sure. My feeling something was wrong might have been stronger, more insistent, but we wouldn’t have been able to talk mind to mind, if that’s what you’re asking. As soon as the alien parasite detected me talking to Aydarr along the pack bond, we were cut off.”
“Then quit beating yourself up.” She tapped him on the chest. “The past is the past.” Nicolle reached down and tugged at the hem of his T-shirt. “I want to see.”
Obligingly, he let her remove his shirt, which she dropped on the floor. Snuggling close, Nicolle gave a satisfied sigh and ran one hand idly over his flat nipple. She felt his erection pushing against his pants, straining to reach her through the layers of clothing. “You’re perfect.”
He laughed and his arms tightened, holding her safe and close. “Far from it. Just a guy.”
“Perfect for me.” Nicolle kissed the strong column of his neck and nibbled at his earlobe. “A whole lot of sexy and smarts wrapped in strength and deadly abilities. With a tender, caring heart. Who could ask for more?”
“The Badari were created to be attractive to human women,” he said in a low voiced, flat tone, as if reciting a lesson. “It was one of the original Chimmer design constraints that we be bred to meet the standard of what humans consider pleasing to look at. I’m not saying the physical appearance was the only imperative, but the Chimmer contemplated our use as sexual weapons in addition to our military skills. Fortunately, we were never deployed for such a purpose.”
“Do you think I want to be your mate because you’re handsome and good in bed?” she asked, leaning back in his embrace and staring into his eyes. “Don’t you dare devalue yourself, not to me. I don’t give a damn what the fucking Chimmer and Khagrish wanted or the fact your people were genetically engineered by them. You’re more than the result of prime DNA strands being mashed together in a test tube. You’re a unique person, a man I’m proud to walk beside and to give my trust, my love.” She placed her hand over his heart. “I want to be your mate because of what you carry in here, of who you are to me.”
“So fierce,” he said, voice full of pride, as he rested his forehead against hers. “I couldn’t ask for a better champion.”
“Damn straight. So don’t let me hear you running yourself down again. Once the cursed scientists did the mechanical ‘insert this DNA into that DNA and shake it maneuver’, then the rest is all you and maybe a bit of help from your goddess. You’re not from a cookie cutter mold, you don’t belong to them and you’re sure as hell not what they wanted—an obedient animal to do their bidding.” She paused for breath, shaking as her heart pounded with emotion. She was upset for him, because he obviously harbored this self-doubt deep inside. “Why didn’t we ever talk about this when we were in the tent?”
Shaking his head, a gleam in his eye, Darik laughed. “We were otherwise occupied and still giddy from escaping near death.”
Blushing, but with an amused expression on her face, Nicolle said, “Oh, right, we were kind of busy.” 
‘“I’m very grateful to have found you,” he said. “I owe the goddess a life debt.”
“Well, me too obviously, to have met you.” She lowered her head and pressed her lips against his. The kiss was sweet at first then, by mutual unspoken agreement, their lips parted at the same moment so each could explore the heat of the other. As the embrace grew more and more passionate, Darik slid his hand under the hem of her hospital nightgown until he cupped her breast and caressed the soft flesh, expertly bringing the nipple to a hardened bud.
Grinding her body against his, seeking the pressure of his cock against her aching folds, she broke off the kiss and slid from his arms. Grabbing his hand before he could protest her move, she drew him to his feet. 
She set her hand on the fastening of his utilities. “Do you mind if we play strip poker later maybe? I’m more interested in other kinds of foreplay tonight.” She slowly opened his pants and slid her hand inside, taking a firm grasp of his heavy arousal and stroking. “Right now I couldn’t concentrate on the rules. Could you?”
Throwing his head back even as his hips were moving in response to her caresses, he laughed. “We need no rules. And I’m already half naked.”
“True. And I have only this one unattractive garment to wear or to lose.” She plucked at the lightweight gown. “I could put the robe on. Briefly.”
“Now who’s being ridiculous?”
“Good point.” She shoved at his pants, and Darik let them slide to the floor, stepping out of them awkwardly before removing his boots.
He stood proudly before her, his massive, ridged cock fully engorged, the tip glistening a bit.
She stroked him root to tip and fondled his balls before she stepped aside to unfasten her med gown and let it fall to the floor. “Could we get Aydarr to send me new clothes before tomorrow? Does his gratitude extend that far? I’m not picky but no more ugly hospital garb for me.” Nicolle stepped into Darik’s waiting arms, his arousal pulsing insistently against her soft belly.
“I’m not going to ask him right now, if it’s all the same to you.” Darik picked her up with a great deal of care and laid her on the bed, taking his place at her side. He spread her legs and lowered his head to her soft folds, kissing and teasing, his tongue doing marvelous things so that she was soon fighting not to squirm right off the bed.
“Whatever you’re doing feels incredible, every single time you touch me,” she said in little gasps.
Darik sat up with a wicked grin. “To me as well—the pleasure goes both ways.” Gripping her hips, he rolled her over onto her stomach. He paused, touching her skin along the spine with gentle movements so careful she was hardly aware of his caress. “My beautiful Nicolle,” he whispered so quietly she barely heard the words. Without saying anything else, he solicitously positioned her then she felt the tip of his iron hard member pushing on her slick entrance. With one thrust, Darik seated himself deep in her body. She fisted her hands on the sheets and hung on as he pulled back before plunging himself further.
She gave in to the indescribable sensation the ridges made on her folds as he moved deeper into her, uniting the two of them into one.  She intensified the gratification for both of them by working her inner muscles to contract and hold him. He set a deliciously slow pace at first, and then as he figured out how to move with her and not cause her any pain related to her healing wounds, his rhythm became more insistent. 
Delighted, stretched in all the right ways and places, her nerve endings stimulated to the maximum, Nicolle concentrated on keeping up with him. She was so aroused she found it impossible not to give in to the orgasm, climaxing around him, using the stimulus provided by the ridges on his cock and the sheer size of his arousal to enhance her pleasure.
He held still for her while she was riding the waves of pleasure then renewed his relentless stroking. The intense experience was almost too much and she thought she was having an out of body experience. “I can’t—”
“You can, we can do this together.” He made a powerful move, rocking her body as he reached his climax, and she realized she was going over the edge again, even as his hot seed spurted deep inside her.
A muted growl escaped from him, followed by a quick flicker of mild pain on her shoulder and as Darik murmured one word, “Mine,” she came again, rising to a pinnacle of sheer pleasure.
The orgasm was so overpoweringly marvelous; she was briefly robbed of the power to speak any coherent sentence. As the echoes of the climax spread through her and faded, Nicolle felt him withdraw from her body and she rolled onto her side, raising a hand to place her palm on his cheek. “The most intense experience I’ve ever had. The absolute best. Sensory overload in the good way.”
“I claimed you.” There was such pride and happiness in his deep voice that tears of joy filled her eyes. “The goddess will ensure you carry my mark. I’m eternally grateful for your love, Nicolle, and to have you for my mate.”
“Likewise. Give me a bit of time to recover, and I’ll be putting my mark on you.” She understood now why the claiming had to occur in the throes of wild, hot, sweaty sex. Placing the mark became a heightened sensory stimulus, a final intimacy elevating both partners into ecstasy and sealing the bond. 
Nicolle was impatient now to have him wearing her own mark. He was already visibly aroused again, and an answering pulse throbbed between her thighs, an ache that only he could satisfy. Going on instinct, she shifted position, pushing him onto his back so she could straddle him before lowering herself onto his erect, hard-as-stone cock. 
From her excellent vantage point, she rode him hard, using a circular motion enabling her to rub every inch of her sensitive inner folds against his unyielding strength. She indulged in the hedonistic moment with delight, pleasuring herself and her lover at the same time. Darik seemed to be enjoying the view of her in the dominant position, enthusiastically maintaining the rhythm she set. He put his huge hands on her hips and used his gentle grip to enhance her movements and increase the pressure.
She took one of his hands and guided him to the sensitive bud of flesh hiding under the hood of her folds. Darik worked her with his fingers, and Nicolle thought she might explode from pleasure. Close to climax, she leaned forward, placing her hands above his head and sought a kiss.
Locked together, they spiraled higher and higher until she could feel him trembling beneath her as he fought to hold off his climax, to wait for her. “Let go,” she whispered.
Darik grabbed her hips more tightly, and his rhythm became more rapid, harder and deeper. Nicolle matched his intensity with ease, herself on a cloud of sensation, and as she felt him clench to release, she leaned over, clamped her teeth carefully on the designated spot on his shoulder and gave in to her own mind-blowing orgasm.
Afterward they lay together, utterly spent for the time being.
“Mine,” she said, unsure if uttering the word was the final part of the required ritual but proud of herself and quite possessive. Biting someone wasn’t in her normal set of adult behaviors, but was absolutely right in the moment. She’d also instinctively known that was what Darik craved, to be claimed in the way his Badari heritage told him was needed. She was content she’d taken care of her mate.
He stroked one hand along her belly in a soft, lazy caress. “When I joined the pack formally and swore my loyalty to the alpha, I felt such a fierce pride, a sense of belonging. I never expected to encounter another such instance of pure happiness in my life but you, my mate, have given me two such experiences this night, with our mutual claiming. I’m glad you insisted we claim each other with no more delay.”
“I can’t even explain how I feel right now,” she said. “Proud, happy, content.” She turned to gaze into his face. “Totally in love.”
“As to that I agree. There’s nothing more I could want.” He  tugged her to use his shoulder as a pillow and they lay entwined. 
 
In the morning, she and Darik strolled hand in hand from their smaller tent into the medical enclosure, Nicolle wearing new clothes the alpha had had delivered along with dinner. Inside the hospital tent, two beds sat side by side, with complicated medical equipment between them. Rik was waiting, Megan was there via trideo, and Nicolle did a double take when she realized a larger version of MARL12 was floating in the air next to an imposing Badari warrior.
“Aydarr,” Darik whispered.
The Alpha extended his hand to Nicolle. “It’s an honor to meet you. You and Darik may have saved all of us with your capture of the Chimmer ship.”
She gave him a firm handshake. “The honor’s all mine. I’ve heard so much about you. And most of the credit goes to Darik, not me. I just managed to make one of the bastards sick enough to die. Darik did all the hard work.”
“We’re a team.” Darik squeezed her elbow. He stood even straighter, and he puffed out his chest a bit as he made the next announcement. “A mated team.”
“Congratulations on the bonding as well.” Aydarr clapped him on the shoulder affectionately. “Since my mate can’t be near you until we know if this transfusion worked, I’m here to escort MARL for her. Not that he needs to be protected, of course.”
Nicolle examined the AI, which was flashing pink and orange with hints of lavender. “Pleased to meet you. MARL12 saved my life several times. I was sad to lose him.”
“Yeah, he was a good teammate,” Darik said. “We had to work through a few issues early on, but then he was essential.”
“I’m glad to receive such a favorable report on my extended unit.” MARL flashed turquoise and pink curlicues of color over his surface. The voice was deeper than MARL12’s had been, not robotic or mechanical, but not as birdlike either.
“We should get on with the transfusion,” Megan said from the vidcom setup.
“May I?” At her nod, Darik picked Nicolle up and carried her to the bed, placing her on the mattress with exquisite care. “We’ll be fine.” He brushed a kiss on her cheek. “Mate.”
She hugged him then he took his place on the adjoining bed.
“We’re using Khagrish equipment,” Megan said as Rik took the first steps of the procedure to tap into Darik’s vein. “Salvaged from the labs we’ve taken down then modified by our techs—and Jill herself—based on MARL’s designs.”
“This is much more comfortable. I approve.” Darik was lying at ease against the pillow, one hand behind his head for support and the other arm stretched out, with a tube now attached. 
Nicolle had a flash of panic as Rik approached her to insert the apparatus in her arm. She sat up and hopped off the bed.  Holding out one hand to fend him off, she said, “Give me a minute, ok?”
“I’ve designed this to be safe enough to be applied to Jill,” MARL said, tiny red ripples running through his colors. 
“That’s his highest standard of care, by the way. And mine.” Waving Rik out of the way, Aydarr stepped to her side and rested his hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to go through with this.” His voice rumbled low and his eyes glowed golden. “But I hope you’ll trust us. I admit I’m being selfish here on two counts: I’m anxious to see if the procedure results in the establishment of a telepathic bond between you and Darik but more importantly, I don’t want to find out what happens to a mated Badari like him if the woman becomes terminally ill and dies before her time. We can’t lose you from our ranks and we can’t lose him.”
Surprised at his honesty, Nicolle let out an involuntary chuckle, inappropriate as amusement was. Her emotions were all over the place today and she didn’t know if she was going to laugh or cry. “I’m having flashbacks to the Khagrish lab. And to seeing Darik lying there practically bled to death by that bitch Hidamarr. I nearly lost you then,” she said to her mate over Aydarr’s shoulder.
“This procedure will take only a fraction of his blood and a tiny bit of bone marrow,” Rik said. “I’ve already drawn the marrow and infused it per MARL’s instructions.”
“Didn’t hurt a bit.” Darik was cheerful. “I’m tough. I’d gladly give all my blood to save you.”
“That’s not what she wants to hear right now,” Aydarr said with a frown. “As a mated Badari soldier, I know subtext when I hear it. There are concerns to be allayed, if we but listen to her.” Focusing on Nicolle, he added, “I give you my word nothing will happen to Darik. I protect my pack, and you’re now a member of the pack by the mate bond so all of us stand ready to assist. What can I do to make you more comfortable?”
Waves of anxiety were running through her, leaving her shaking and afraid of disgracing herself in front of Darik, the Alpha and everyone else. An old dread was uppermost in her mind. “Could…could someone hold my hand? I’d rather hold Darik’s hand, but I can see there’s no way with the damn equipment between the beds. I just—I—when I was a kid and in the hospital with Mesen’s disease, my Dad would hold my hand for the painful procedures.” She took a deep breath. “Not to imply I’m thinking of you as my father or anything.”
Her stammered explanation didn’t faze Aydarr in the least. “Of course, yours is a simple request to grant. I stand at the head of the entire pack so in a sense I’m a father figure. My role doesn’t call for me to only issue orders. On occasion comfort and support is required from an Alpha.” He led her to the bed and stood patiently while she sat and scooted to lie in the center of the mattress. He took her free hand in his and leaned over. “No harm will come to you while I stand guard,” he said, his eyes burning with golden fire more intense than anything she’d ever seen from Darik. Power charged the air around him and flowed into her through their light clasp. Aydarr nodded to Rik. “Go ahead now.”
“I probably should have asked before but you acted so calm yesterday. Do you want a sedative?” Rik hesitated at the bedside with the apparatus in his hand.
She shook her head. Aydarr’s grip on her hand was warm, firm, reassuring and she believed the power he’d fed her was the reason she was now so serene in mind and body. Her breathing was easier and her pulse was no longer pounding.  “Get this over with.” She closed her eyes and concentrated on thinking of Darik, so close by, so willing to give her this gift. There was a minor tugging on her arm when the nurse hooked her to the machine, but no pain. The equipment made an oddly soothing humming sound, and she thought the Badari and human techs must have made a lot of alterations to cause anything created by the Khagrish to be so non-threatening. 
A pleasant warmth moved from her arm into her body and Nicolle relaxed. She was barely conscious of when Aydarr released her hand and Darik took his place, clasping her fingers in his.
How are you doing, mate? His voice was like a caress in her mind, soft and loving.
Pretty fair. Your blood is better than any drug. She opened her eyes to see him grinning at her. “Are we talking telepathically?”
“Well, no, you used your vocal cords to ask your question, but the exchange before that, yes.”
Inspired by his mischievous tone and the boyish look on his handsome face, she stuck her tongue out at him in acknowledgment of his teasing. 
“We’re all done now.” Rik clicked a few dials on the machine in a rapid sequence and stepped aside. “I need to run one or two tests in the morning but only as a formality to set your mind at rest. The procedure was successful.” He set about removing the device hooked to her arm then rolled the entire unit away toward the corner.
“One more night in our private tent?” She appealed to Aydarr for confirmation.
The Alpha nodded, a smile tugging at his lips. “After tonight, we’ve assigned you a residence cave.”
Shocked, Nicolle blinked. “A cave?”
 Aydarr laughed outright. “Since you’re a mated pair you get private quarters together.  The caves are well appointed, I assure you, with adequate facilities for heat and light, and we have a stock of plundered furniture to outfit the place. The rock formations are stunning, by the way and most of the caves have pools fed by hot springs.”
“A paradise in other words,” she said, relieved at the description. She’d been tempted to ask to keep the tent for a minute there before the Alpha explained.  “The private pool sounds alluring.”
We’ll ease you into the valley’s routine, figure out what work assignment you prefer—”
“I ran the spaceport at the colony,” she said with a pang of grief for the life she’d lost when she was kidnapped by the aliens. “Which is a job I loved, but I can see it’s not a particularly useful skill set here, since you have only the one ship and it’ll be leaving.”
“There are a number of places where we can use someone with top notch organizational and management skills, but we don’t have to decide anything today.” It seemed Aydarr was never at a loss, no matter what the issue might be. Now he spoke mind to mind. Your ability to speak with Badari telepathically will be an additional asset to me as we keep moving forward on integrating the pack and the colonists. I’m thinking you’d be highly valuable as the administrative assistant to Jill and myself.
Aydarr’s voice in her head was smooth, resonant, full of power. She could better understand now how he’d been able to send Darik a boost of energy to use against the neoChimmer. The alpha was power personified. 
“I’ll let the two of you go and rest,” he said aloud. “Even though Darik wasn’t required to donate much blood, I’m sure the entire experience has been stressful in various ways. I know I’d have been anxious if my mate was undergoing this procedure.”
MARL floated closer and made an odd sound, which Nicolle realized must be his version of throat clearing. “I’ve done a special manifestation in your honor.” 
A second, smaller ovoid moved from behind the alien AI. Nicolle stared, speechless at seeing what appeared to be a duplicate of the AI which had been their companion during the terrible experiences at the lab. There was a tiny patch of green blinking in the lower quadrant, standing out in the midst of the paler pinks and oranges.
“MARL12?” Darik said, voice full of amazement.
“You brought me his memories, the core of what he learned and experienced on the mission with you. I have placed those in this manifestation, which will be answerable only to the two of you. And to me, of course.” MARL added the qualifier belatedly. “I was impressed with how you and my subunit worked together. Eventually.”
“Thank you,” Nicolle said, debating how one could hug an alien metallic ovoid, or otherwise adequately demonstrate appreciation. In the Sectors, all things from star faring races who’d gone before humans arrived were highly prized. Individuals weren’t legally allowed to own so much as a shard of a broken console. She was in serious awe at the idea of an ancient alien AI being given to her and her mate as a companion.
“Good to be reunited, partner.” Darik patted the new manifestation on the shiny top surface. “You understand there may be times when my mate and I won’t want company. No offense.”
“None taken. I’m pleased to find you two survived after my predecessor was vaporized in the building’s incineration.”
“Thanks to you. Or him. Or however the designations run.” Nicolle decided to touch MARL12 herself, finding the metal cool under her fingers with a subtle buzz as if from power running through the housing. Colors reflected onto her skin in a happy cascade of hues flashing over the AI’s surface.
“All right,” Aydarr said. “I’ve got a valley to run and another mission to finish planning. Unless you need anything else right now, I’m off. Come on, MARL.”
“Would now be one of those times you don’t desire my company?” MARL12 asked as his Primary floated away toward the exit, keeping pace with the Alpha.
“Actually, yes.” Nicolle laughed. “I want a nap, curled up with my new mate. This whole transfusion thing made me sleepy.”
“And then, when we awaken fully rested, you owe me a rematch on the strip poker,” Darik, said, a gleam in his eye, nudging her hip suggestively. “Which is also a two-person activity.”
“So I guess we’ll see you later, MARL12.” Nicolle took her mate’s hand and drew him toward the tent’s exit, walking past a grinning Rik.
The nurse pivoted to watch them leave. “Dr. Garrison said to be sure to warn you an infusion of Badari blood undoes the effects of Sectors contraceptive injects, by the way.” 
“Good to know.” Nicolle blushed and kept walking. 
As she walked into the sunlight, Nicolle thought she’d never been happier than she was right here, on this alien planet, with her Badari mate at her side and an unexpected but fulfilling future ahead.
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